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ABSTRACT

 Many questions arise when we find ourselves or those around us in the midst of 

suffering and grief: “Who is to blame?  Is this punishment from God?  Has God caused 

the suffering?  Do we have any responsibility to respond to suffering?”  When we are able 

to acknowledge suffering, we have a particular way of understanding suffering that 

affects whether or not we engage our own suffering, or the suffering around us.

 This integrative project looks at suffering through the lens of my experience in 

post-earthquake Haiti.  Part 1 explores and critiques prevalent theological hermeneutics 

of suffering and suggests a different hermeneutic is needed.  In part 2, exegetical work in 

the book of Lamentations is presented as a basis for a different hermeneutic.  Part 3 offers 

a synthesized theological hermeneutic of traumatic suffering and vulnerable compassion.  

Finally, this project ends with a discussion of how such a hermeneutic can be formed in 

us through liturgy.
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The whole idea of compassion is based on a keen awareness 
of the interdependence of all these living beings, 

which are all part of one another, and all involved in one another.  
~Thomas Merton

INTRODUCTION

 In January 2001, I had the opportunity to travel to Port-au-Prince (Port), Haiti with 

a group from my church.  A few months before the trip, I had a conversation with a 

friend who had worked for several years for the Coast Guard in the South.  When I told 

him that I was headed to Haiti, he reacted with disgust, asking why I would want to go to 

a place with such “poor, smelly, and dirty” people.  He told me stories about the Haitian 

boat people that he encountered during his time of service.  He told me how he and 

other men would board the boats, hose the people down, and then either send them 

back on their way or detain them for questioning.  Even as a 16 year old, I was both struck 

and disgusted by the way this man spoke of the Haitian people.  How could anyone see 

their plight and not empathize or feel heartbroken over it?

When I visited Port for the second time a year had passed since the January 12, 

2010 earthquake that had devastated Haiti.  I felt unprepared for what I saw.  How could 

you feel prepared for something like that?  As the plane landed, I saw the familiar sight of 

Port’s Cité Soleil: the extremely impoverished shanty town that is home to hundreds of 

thousands of Haitians.  But off in the distance I saw something that wasn’t familiar—

another tent city.  Just west of the airport, there was a vast stretch of land along one of the 

main boulevards that was covered in grey Red Cross tents and blue tarps.  All sorts of 

make-shift homes were shoved so tightly together that it looked like one giant sea of tents 

and people.

The 2010 earthquake ripped through Port and its outlying areas in a way that has 

left an indelible mark.  This place—already wrought with some of the most ravaging 

poverty, violence against women and children, and profound disease epidemics—has 

1



now been thrust into even deeper catastrophe.1  The Haitian people are struggling with 

trauma that is unfathomable to me.  Haitians have faced the loss of so many family 

members and friends.  On a daily basis, many Haitians experience an overwhelming 

insecurity and fear for the safety of their children and families.  They have witnessed 

devastating violence against women.  They have lost homes, jobs, and means by which to 

acquire food and clean water. 

I’ve since visited Port two more times. On each visit I have been ushered into 

reflection on how mysterious and terrifying human suffering is in this broken world.  I 

have been grieving and wrestling with the privilege that defines my life and context.  I 

have felt compelled to enter into the grief and suffering of the Haitian people, yet have 

done so from a distance, humbled by my fear, trepidation, and reluctance to be impacted 

by another.  What does it mean to really open myself up to the suffering of other human 

beings?  And what is the call of Christ on my life in the presence of such suffering?

Many questions arise when we find ourselves or those around us in the midst of 

suffering and grief: “Who is to blame?  Is this punishment from God?  Has God caused 

the suffering?  Do we have any responsibility to respond to suffering?”  When we are able 

to acknowledge suffering, we have a particular way of understanding suffering that 

affects whether or not we engage our own suffering, or the suffering around us.2  In the 

face of devastation and tragedy such as what we see in Haiti’s story, how will we choose to 

interpret suffering?

2

 1 For more on the complex history of Haiti, see Philippe Girard, Haiti: The Tumultuous History—
From the Pearl of the Caribbean to Broken Nation (New York: Palgrave, 2010), Paul Farmer, Haiti After the 
Earthquake (New York: PublicAffairs, 2011), and Laurent Dubois, Haiti: The Aftershocks of History (New 
York: Metropolitan Books, 2012).

 2 For more on understanding suffering see R. Scott Rodin, Evil and Theodicy in the Theology of 
Karl Barth (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 1997) and Elizabeth Boase, “Constructing Meaning in the 
Face of Suffering: Theodicy in Lamentations,” Vetus Testamentum 58, no. 4-5 (2008).  Rodin deals with 
views of suffering found in Scripture, while Boase deals with suffering on a more explicit theological level.



I
INTERPRETATION OF SUFFERING

 Pat Robertson, an American Christian televangelist, responded to the news of this 

devastation with the pronouncement that the Haitians were cursed because of a pact 

they made with the devil 200 years ago.3  In his mind, Haiti’s suffering was a direct result 

of their sin.  Theologian Jae Hyun Chung has identified two pervasive hermeneutics of 

suffering: 1) causal malediction and 2) teleological imposition.4  Causal malediction, like 

Pat Robertson’s interpretation of Haiti’s suffering, is the understanding that there is a 

cause and effect phenomena between sin and suffering.  A person who holds this view 

may be preoccupied with explaining or justifying the suffering and seek to relieve 

oneself from taking any responsibility for bringing hope or comfort to those who suffer.

 Causal malediction portrays suffering as a result of one’s own sinfulness, and as 

such, necessitates punishment from God doled out proportionately.  George Packer 

commented in the New Yorker: “In Robertsonian theodicy—the justification of the ways 

of God in the face of evil—there's no such thing as undeserved suffering: people struck 

by disaster always had it coming.”5  Robertson’s comments after the earthquake were 

rather extreme; however, his theology is not too far from how much of the North 

American Church tends to interpret and interact with suffering and grief.6  We are 

3

 3 “Haitian Earthquake Due to Nation's 'Pact to the Devil,' Says Pat Robertson.” Church & State 63, 
no. 2 (2010): 16.

 4 Jae Hyun Chung, “A Theological Reflection on Human Suffering: Beyond Causal Malediction and 
Teleological Imposition Toward Correlational Solidarity” Asia Journal Of Theology 20, no. 1 (2006): 3.

 5 George Packer, “Suffering.” New Yorker 85, no. 46 (2010): n.p.

 6 Primarily, but not exclusively, the Protestant Church.



sometimes “unable to distinguish providence from karma.”7  Those who sin suffer for it.  

The problem with causal malediction is that it creates and maintains a distance between 

those who are suffering and those who are not suffering.  It places judgment on them 

without love.  In the specific context of Haiti, this view also oversimplifies an 

immoderately complex situation that has boundless affect on millions of people.

 The second hermeneutic Chung identifies is “teleological imposition.”  This 

hermeneutic frames suffering in light of its “purpose in the future.”8  Suffering is viewed 

as revelatory of some eschatological purpose that we may or may not know in our 

present suffering.  Though this view is a step in the direction away from the causal 

relationship of sin and suffering, Chung notes, “[teleological imposition] still might 

conceal the tragicalness of suffering by turning our attention from the reality of suffering 

to its nice-looking purpose.”9  Suffering is seen as a functional means to an end.  As such, 

the devastating effects of suffering on mind, body, soul, heart, and spirit are taken for 

granted.  Chung criticizes this view as “a utopian illusion.”10  In reality, our world is 

broken and sin-laden.  We all suffer as a result of the choices we make, the random acts of 

violence in the world around us, the destruction of natural disasters, the persecution for 

our faith, and the list goes on. 

4

 7 David Bentley Hart, “Tsunami and Theodicy.” in In the Aftermath: Provocations and Laments, 
111-117 (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009), 112.  This chapter is the best 
source I have found in understanding the intersection of suffering, theodicy, and compassion, especially in 
the context of natural disaster.  Though the article talks specifically about the 2004 tsunami in the Indian 
Ocean, there are appropriate parallels with the earthquake in Haiti.  
 He quite convincingly argues that “for while Christ takes the suffering of his creatures up into his 
own, it is not because he or they had need of suffering, but because he would not abandon his creatures to 
the grave.  And while we know that the victory over evil and death has been won, we know also that it is a 
victory yet to come, and that creation therefore, as Paul says, groans in expectation of the glory that will one 
day be revealed.  Until then, the world remains a place of struggle between light and darkness, truth and 
falsehood, life and death; and in such a world, our portion is charity." (116)

 8 Ibid., 9.

 9 Ibid., 10.

 10 Ibid., 10.



 Both causal malediction and teleological imposition arose out of the need to 

rationalize or justify suffering.  When we are in the midst of suffering, or with someone 

who is suffering, the temptation is to locate blame.  By locating blame, we attempt to 

rationalize, justify or give purpose to suffering.  In the specific context of Haiti and her 

history, Robertson’s judgments completely disregard the 300 years of oppression and 

slavery Haitians suffered under the French and the continued oppression they suffer 

under unjust American foreign policy and involvement in Haiti.11  Robertson also does 

not take into account the general brokenness of the world, of which we all participate, 

and the brokenness of the American system, in which he, and I, and many of us also 

participate.  Missionary Bernard Adeney-Risakotta argues, “If the only interpretive 

option is to blame someone for the tragedy, then punishing the ‘real sinners’ is a way of 

absolving yourself from guilt.”12  In light of this, “who is to blame?” becomes a rather 

unhelpful question.  

 We need to think differently about these issues.  In 21st century North America, 

the dominant culture has become quite insular to the despair and suffering of those 

around them.  We are hardly able to acknowledge our own despair and suffering, let 

alone that of others.  We live in a culture where success determines a person’s worth, and 

we work hard to maintain that lifestyle.  Further, we live in a culture where the 

individual’s well-being is often valued over and against that of the community.  The extent 

5

 11 The United States has a demonstrated history of involvement in Haiti, with some efforts being 
successful and others being total failures.  Not surprisingly, what is at stake for the U.S. in its involvement in 
Haiti is related to national security, economics, military, and immigration concerns.  Phillippe Girard’s Haiti: 
The Tumultuous History has some of the best treatment of the topic of the United States’ role in Haiti’s 
history, citing the various “national security interests” that U.S. policymakers take into consideration.  Girard 
writes, “What U.S. presidents fear is Haiti’s weakness, not its strength. A weak Haiti is easy prey for outside 
powers and an endless source of immigrants and drugs” (14).  The United States has had two notable 
military occupations of Haiti (1915-1934 and 1993-1994) and countless other involvements in the areas of 
economics, trade, and aid efforts.  Additionally, according to the Haitian Protection Act of 2009, the United 
States also has a demonstrated history of discrimination against Haitian immigrants (see Haitian Protection 
Act of 2009, Cong. Rec., 111th Cong., 1st sess., 2009, H. R. 144., 5).

 12 Bernard Adeney-Risakotta, "Is There a Meaning in Natural Disasters?" Exchange 38, no. 3 (2009):  
229.



to which we suppress suffering—our own and others’—is indicative of much greater 

problems.  Kathleen O’Connor observes, “To bring our despair into consciousness would 

reveal our exhausted spirits, our broken communities, and our violent relationships at 

home and abroad.”13  As we begin to really open our eyes, ears and hearts to the pain in 

the world around us, we find this reveals much of our own pain.  It brings us in solidarity 

with one another in our common human experience, and beckons us toward 

compassion for one another.

 How can we think differently about suffering?  The book of Lamentations is one 

text in the Bible which brings many of these questions and problems to the forefront.  

Lamentations cannot be read without an awareness of great pain, suffering, shame, guilt, 

anger, and fear.  The text itself does not deal systematically with theology about the 

relationship of God, suffering, and sin.  The two theologies of suffering mentioned 

earlier, causal malediction and theological imposition, are not very helpful in the midst 

of engaging suffering on a scale such as post-earthquake Haiti.  In contrast, texts like 

Lamentations provide a more constructive perspective on suffering that gives voice to 

collective suffering and offers some perspective on how people of faith might respond 

compassionately to that suffering.  In order to further consider this perspective, I will now 

look at some of the content of Lamentations 1-2 and reflect on the significance of this text 

for understanding the nature of human suffering.

6

! 13 Kathleen O’Connor, Lamentations & The Tears of the World (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
2002), 4.



II
SUFFERING AND COMPASSION IN LAMENTATIONS 1-2

On my very first trip to Haiti in 2001, I spent the majority of my time in downtown 

Port-au-Prince in the area near the National Palace.  My team worked at a church there 

and walked through the streets to get lunch each day.  In January 2011, my team drove 

through this area to see the National Palace which had collapsed during the earthquake.  

We drove through streets that once had been familiar to me and now were 

unrecognizable.  The streets were filled with dust and lined with buildings reduced to 

piles of rubble.  Directly across the street from the National Palace was another sea of Red 

Cross tents housing thousands of refugees.  Nearly a year after the quake, the scene 

looked post-apocalyptic.

As a middle class American, when I read the book of Lamentations, I am struck 

by the inconceivability of the book’s imagery.  The narrator of Lamentations describes 

hunger, violence, and death in ways that I have never known or seen.  After visiting post-

earthquake Haiti, I read Lamentations and find it hard to ignore some of the 

unmistakable parallels between the destruction of Jerusalem and the devastation in Haiti.  

In Lamentations, mothers struggled to find food for their children, women were violated, 

and the people were displaced from their homes.  These are real experiences of many 

Haitians today.  Over 300,000 people were killed and nearly 3 million affected in the 

January 2010 7.0 magnitude earthquake.14  Whereas Haiti’s devastation was caused by 

natural disaster, the destruction of Jersusalem was caused by military occupation.  

Despite this difference, the landscape of physical devastation and violence in Haiti is a 

present day scene out of the book of Lamentations.

7

 14 Congressional Research Service, Haiti Earthquake: Crisis and Response, by Maureen Taft-
Morales and Rhoda Margesson, R41023 (January 15, 2010): 1.



Historical & Literary Context

 Lamentations gives voice to the pain, shame, and fear that comes with great 

suffering.  This short book is a mysterious and rather under-appreciated book in the 

canon of the Old Testament.  It is contained in the Ketuvim (Writings) section of the 

Hebrew Bible canon and the Major Prophets section of the Old Testament canon.15  

Lamentations is a liturgical book likely used in worship settings similar to how the 

Psalms would have been used.  Different from the Psalms, however, the book of 

Lamentations employs use of characters that make its content more dramatic.16  It 

contains multiple characters who play particular roles to aid in mourning rituals after the 

destruction of Jerusalem in the 6th century BCE.  

 The book of Lamentations was likely written soon after the destruction of 

Jerusalem in the 6th century BCE.  There is no explicit mention of who the oppressor or 

enemy is in this text.  It is, however, probable that the Babylonians were responsible as 

many details in Lamentations line up historically with details from 1-2 Kings.  At the 

heart of the poetry in Lamentations is a response to disaster on a communal level.  It is a 

collection of poems which describe the desolation, pain, anguish, and terror that the 

people of Jerusalem experienced in their exile and loss.  

 Kathleen O’Connor argues that the book of Lamentations is largely lost on a 

North American audience as we tend toward a “denial” of pain and suffering (our own 

and others’), while persons in other contexts such as the developing world find 

Lamentations to be a great comfort and witness to their pain.17  Because of this denial 

and the individualism which pervades our way of life, understanding the communal 

aspects of Lamentations is difficult.  This text is first and foremost about collective tragedy.  

8

 15 Tremper Longman, III and Raymond B. Dillard, An Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2006), 344.

 16 O’Connor, Lamentations & The Tears of the World, 8.

 17 Ibid., 4.



O’Connor notes that the poetry in Lamentations “functions as a dirge for the destroyed 

city.”18  The author of Lamentations employs a familiar literary form in the ancient Near 

East: the prayer of lament.  This kind of prayer, as Wolterstorff describes, gives “voice to 

suffering that accompanies deep loss, whatever that loss may be.”19

 The poetry of Lamentations gives voice to suffering even in the details of its 

structure and form.  Those who experience trauma of any kind are often thrown into 

upheavel that affects their whole selves—mind, body, heart, and soul.  It is an experience 

which leaves the person in chaos.20  O’Connor notes that the poetry is written in Hebrew, 

in acrostic form and suggests this form serves to “embody struggles of survivors to 

contain and control the chaos of unstructured pain.”21  Collectively, the people of Israel 

experienced loss of family and friends, loss of homes and jobs, loss of stability and 

security.  This clarifies why this text is so important to the liturgical life of Israel; in a time 

of great collective tragedy, the poetry of Lamentations provided some stability and sense 

of rootedness as the people of Israel sought to mourn their loss.  

9

 18 Ibid., 10.

 19 Nicholas Wolterstorff, “If God is Good and Sovereign, Why Lament?” Calvin Theological Journal 
36, no. 1 (2001): 42.

 20 Norman K. Gottwald, in “Lamentations” Interpretation 9, no. 3 (1955), argues differently.  He 
suggests that Lamentations “poses some of the most acute threats to the life of faith, always resolving them, 
or at least lessening the tension, in a more or less practical manner rather than by speculation” (330).  I 
disagree.  Though there are a few brief moments of relief or resolve in the text of Lamentations, overall the 
characters (and subsequently the reader) are left with the haunting silence of God in the midst of the 
suffering and chaos.  The Book of Lamentations even abruptly ends with a grim lament: “Why have you 
forgotten us completely? Why have you forsaken us these many days? Restore us to yourself, O Lord, that 
we may be restored; renew our days as of old— unless you have utterly rejected us, and are angry with us 
beyond measure” (Lamentations 5:20-22).

 21 O’Connor, Lamentations & The Tears of the World, 12.



Summary of Content

 In Lamentations 1, we are introduced to two main characters: a male narrator who 

is looking upon the destroyed city Zion (Jerusalem) and a female personification of Zion.  

Kathleen O’Connor presents the following literary structure:

  I. Lamentations 1.1-22, No Comfort
   A. 1.1-11b, She has no one to comfort her
   B. 1.11c-22, No one to comfort me
  II. Lamentations 2.1-22, Who will heal you?
   A. 2.1-10, God’s mighty acts
   B. 2.11-19, Who will heal you?
   C. 2.20-22, Look and consider22

The narrator does most of the speaking, as the woman only speaks in 1.11c-22 and 

2.20-22.  The narrator begins with a haunting proclamation, “How lonely sits the city that 

once was full of people!” (1:1).  Both chapters 1 and 2 begin with the Hebrew exclamation 

 which effectively means “How!”  It is “an exclamation of shock” and captures some ,איכה

of the speechlessness or disbelief that the narrator and woman speak to as they describe 

the suffering and devastation.23

 With some imagination, one can picture this man walking through the ruins of 

the city and giving us snapshots of what he sees.  There is a sense in which he is rather 

distanced from the woman.  The narrator describes the desolated woman: she once was a 

princess but now is a slave (v. 1), she has no comforter (v. 2), she has no resting place (v. 3), 

and her children have been enslaved (v. 5).  Norman K. Gottwald observes, “Israel had 

pinned her hopes upon the survival of the kingdom and in an instant it was gone.”24  

10

 22 Kathleen M. O'Connor, “The Book of Lamentations,” in The New Interpreter's Bible, ed. Leander 
E. Keck, 1011-1072 (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2001), 1026.

 23 Ibid., 1023.

 24 Gottwald, “Lamentations,” 322.



Similarly, Parry writes, “she has been reduced from glory to dust.”25  The fortune and 

well-being of Zion has been reversed.  All has been lost.

 The narrator also places judgment on the woman for her condition; she has a 

“multitude of transgressions” (v. 5) and she has “sinned grievously” (v. 8).  Boase argues 

that although there is language of sin and transgression in this chapter, there is also 

language of “sexual abuse and violation, portraying Zion as a victim rather than as a 

perpetrator.”26  In verse 9, the narrator observes that “her uncleanness was in her skirts.”  

Some have interpreted this to be a reference to menstruation, though it is possible that it 

is uncleanness due to rape or other sexual violation.

Daughter Zion interrupts the narrator briefly in verse 9, pleading for a witness: “O 

Lord, look at my affliction, for the enemy has triumphed!”  However, the narrator is 

simply an observer.  He does not engage her and his observations lack much empathy or 

compassion for her situation.  The woman begins to speak for herself in verses 11b-22.  

She feels worthless (v. 11b), her sorrow is unlike any other sorrow (v. 12), and she has no 

one to comfort her (v. 16).  She also attributes her suffering to the anger of the Lord (v. 12).  

The narrator interrupts her in verse 17 to reiterate the recurring theme in chapter one: 

there is no one to comfort the woman in her suffering.

Chapter two begins again with the narrator.  At this point, however, the object of 

the narrator’s judgment shifts.  Instead of blaming the lady Zion for her transgressions, 

he begins to hurl insults at God on the woman’s behalf.27  He cries, “How the Lord in his 

11

 25 Robin A. Parry, Lamentations. The Two Horizons Old Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, 
MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2010), 41.

 26 Elizabath Boase, “Constructing Meaning in the Face of Suffering: Theodicy in Lamentations,” 
Vetus Testamentum 58, no. 4-5 (2008): 459.

 27 For a different perspective on this, see Jože Krašovec, “The Source of Hope in the Book of 
Lamentations,” Vetus Testamentum 42, no. 2 (1992).  Krašovec argues: “even at moments of extreme 
suffering...the source of Israel's present misfortune is, simply and solely, personal guilt; and he [the narrator] 
is thus an apologist for God's righteousness and justice” (223).  I disagree, however, as this is inconsistent 
with the shift in perspective of the narrator between chapters 1-2 from blaming Zion for her suffering to 
blaming God.



anger has humiliated daughter Zion!” (2:1).  He describes the Lord as one without mercy 

(v. 2), like an enemy (v. 5), one who breaks and destroys (v. 6), and scorns and lays ruins 

(vv. 7-8).  O’Connor notes, “For the narrator, God’s cruel actions contradict God’s own 

interests.”28  The narrator has seen for himself the unspeakable suffering of the woman; 

he is moved by her words and her misery, and he desires to see God act as God ought to 

act in the midst of this great suffering.  Mandolfo comments, “the voice of the poet joins 

that of Zion in its indignation.”29  There is a sense of solidarity created as the narrator 

essentially joins Zion in the trenches of her despair and shame. 

In 2:11, we begin to see the effects the woman’s affliction has on the narrator.  He 

begins to weep and experience physical torment (2:11), which echoes the weeping and 

torment of lady Zion (1:16, 20).  He becomes sick to his stomach over the sights he sees—

especially children who are distressed and hungry (2:11-12).  The narrator is now witness 

to the misery of daughter Zion: “For vast as the sea is your ruin; who can heal you?” (v. 

13).  Verse 13 is the first time he addresses her directly.  This is an important turning point 

in the relationship of the narrator and the woman; now “he has entered her space, her 

world, her horror; he sees.”30

In addition to becoming a witness to her suffering, the narrator also begins to 

advocate on her behalf.  He has been moved from an emotionless bystander to an active 

participant in finding comfort and healing for her.  His advocacy comes in the form of 

calling her to speak to God on behalf of herself.  He is an encourager who urges her to 

share her tears that “stream down like a torrent day and night” with God (v. 18).  Verses 

11-19 demonstrate the narrator’s change of heart toward daughter Zion and forms the 

narrator’s prayer of lament.  The woman speaks again in the last two verses of chapter 

12

 28 O’Connor, Lamentations & The Tears of the World, 34.

 29 Carleen Mandalfo, “Lamentations,” in Theological Bible Commentary, eds. Gail R. O'Day and 
David L. Petersen, 237-239 (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2009), 238.

 30 O’Connor, Lamentations & The Tears of the World, 38.



two.  In a brief prayer of lament, the woman grieves the death of so many of her 

inhabitants: 

The young and the old are lying
   on the ground in the streets;
my young women and my young men
   have fallen by the sword;
on the day of your anger you have killed them,
   slaughtering without mercy.31

Reflection on Characters

 This interplay of the narrator and woman Zion in Lamentations 1-2 is incredibly 

important for how the book of Lamentations is understood.32  Kathleen O’Connor 

explains that Lamentations is effective in “its use of different speakers. Multiple poetic 

voices interweave, overlap, and contradict each other. The speakers are literary creations 

who offer testimony in the thick of catastrophe."33  Here we see that the characters are a 

witness to the suffering of Jerusalem, and they draw out the tremendous grief and fear 

that the people experienced.  O’Connor writes:

  Denial thins out human experience by substituting lies for true awareness 
  of our lives; it reduces our capacity to receive the gift of joy and to live with 
  compassion for others. By denying pain, hopscotching over grief and 
  despair, the culture closes us off from our full humanity.34

Through the acknowledgement of Zion’s suffering in Lamentation 1-2, we see that 

though there has been rupture in the relationship between Israel and God, there is still 

intimacy.  To bring one’s grief, anger, and pain before God is truly an act of vulnerability.  

13

 31 Lamentations 2:21 (NRSV)

 32 F.W. Dobbs-Allsopp draws out the importance of the face to face encounter with suffering in a 
helpful way.  See Lamentations (Louisville: John Knox, 2002), 42-44.  Utilizing the philosophy of Emmanuel 
Levinas, Dobbs-Allsopp writes “it is in the 'face to face' encounter with the other who confronts us from 
without that the epiphany of God is primordially mediated to us and for us...God is encountered in the face 
of the suffering other and our relationship to God, then is to be worked out through our engagement with 
the other, through our care for the other” (44).

 33 O’Connor, The Book of Lamentations, 1020.
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Denial of pain or silence in the midst of pain renders us voiceless.  Despair is born out of 

this voicelessness; we cannot speak our pain and instead allow it to consume us until we 

can see no way out.  Addressing this, Mandolfo notes that lament may be “the only viable 

option to despair.”35  Lament becomes the only viable option to voicelessness.

 Locating hope in this text is rather difficult.  God is spoken to, but does not speak.  

The entirety of the poetry contains the peoples’ prayers of lament and cries for a healer.  

But in this text, it seems the healer never comes.  Dobbs suggests, “Hope in Lamentations 

is embodied by the person of faith, that is, the personified city, the poet, the community, 

who has the courage to speak even in the face of Yahweh's silence.”36  We see this also in 

the narrator’s compassion toward Zion.  Parry asserts that “the ethical response would be 

to stand alongside her, to pray with and for her, to weep with her, to strengthen her, to 

resist the suffering and those who bring it on.”37  In this way, the narrator becomes the 

comforter that Zion longed for.38  Hope is also found in the act of Israel rallying together 

and calling God to act as God ought to act.

 Implicit in the embodiment of hope is a call, as witnesses to the gospel story, away 

from the denial of suffering and toward wholistic justice.39  This book has the “capacity to 

overcome denial...to lead toward healing and compassion, and to release life’s energies for 

the work of justice.”40  In this section on Lamentations, I have suggested that suffering is 

viewed primarily as tragic and the response to suffering is viewed primarily as an act of 

compassion.  The narrator’s shift from judgment to compassion is important to my 
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arguments in the following sections of this paper.  Building on this, I will explore what it 

means to have a hermeneutic of suffering which does not deny, dismiss, or belittle 

suffering but instead sees the wounds and responds with reverence for human life, active 

resistance of evil, and care for the other.
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III
A THEOLOGICAL HERMENEUTIC OF SUFFERING AND COMPASSION

 In his book Hidden in the Rubble, a book about Haiti pre- and post-earthquake, 

Gerry Straub remarks, “There is a difference between making sense of suffering and 

being present to suffering.”41  The hermeneutics of suffering that were considered earlier 

in this paper, Chung asserts, “dilute the tragicalness of suffering by distortions” through 

seeking to explain or justify suffering.42  The reading of Lamentations that we have just 

explored calls people of faith to a different understanding of suffering which Chung 

argues “can be depicted as ‘together-with’ instead of ‘because-of’ or ‘for-the-purpose-of.’”43  

This “together-with” view of suffering invites the person of faith to identify on a wholly 

human level with those who are afflicted.  The portion of a person of faith is to be present 

to suffering rather than solely trying to make sense of it.

Trauma & Suffering

 As I begin to spell out how I understand human suffering, there are a few 

underlying assumptions that I am making.  First, suffering is a significant part of the 

human experience.  Chung notes, “suffering lies in the whole process of life, from birth to 

death.”44  If we choose to numb ourselves or avoid suffering, we will be doing so for the 

rest of our lives.  Suffering does not define what it means to be human, but it is so deeply 

rooted in how we are shaped and formed in how we understand ourselves, God, and the 

world around us.  Wounds that we gathered in our childhood can continue to have effect 
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on our lives as adult.  How we begin to interact with or acknowledge our wounding 

affects how we will grow as healthy, integrated persons.

 My second underlying assumption is that suffering is complex because it is 

experienced with both uniquely solitary and commonly corporate effects.  It is, at its core, 

a solitary experience.  No one person experiences suffering exactly in the same way, even 

if they have experienced the same trauma or source of the suffering.  Thomas Merton 

says, “When a man suffers, he is most alone.”45  Trauma, and the resulting suffering, is 

an isolating experience.  However, there is a commonality to what suffering does to our 

minds, emotions, and bodies as well as how healing is manifested in the lives of suffering 

persons.46  We experience the effects of suffering in our lives, but the particularity of how 

the suffering occurs or the ramifications of it varies.  Robin Parry reaffirms, “honoring the 

particularity of suffering is as important as grasping the communion of suffering.”47

 The last basic assumption I have is that there is a very profound cultural 

occurrence in our current context which makes acknowledging suffering a very difficult, 

if not almost impossible endeavor.  As was noted previously, the dominant North 

American culture has become quite numb to pain and suffering.48  O’Connor argues, 
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 Amnesia and denial enable individuals and communities to survive and move 
 beyond catastrophe.  But when crises are past, amnesia and denial  
 constrict hope, cut off energy, deplete life, and abort lives of praise.49

Often times we deny and repress that which we need to lament and release.  Our 

repression of our own suffering thus renders us nearly incapable of engaging the pain of 

people around us.  This speaks to the complexity of what it means to open our eyes and 

hearts to our suffering neighbors.  It is not as simple as seeing suffering that is external to 

us.  We must be in tune with our own grief, shame, and pain in order to move outward 

toward our neighbors.

 In recent years, much work has been done in the area of trauma studies which 

demonstrates the relationship of suffering and trauma.  Trauma refers both to the inciting 

incident of pain or violence which disrupts a person’s life and the lasting effects of the 

incident which induce and perpetuate suffering.  Theologian Serene Jones borrows 

Johannes Hofer’s definition of trauma: “a disease due essentially to a disordered 

imagination.”50  Hofer and Jones use the word “imagination” to describe the way we 

envision how the world is and will be.  When someone experiences trauma, their ability 

to envision healing, restoration, or joy is often overcome by the chaos and despair that 

trauma incites.  Trauma commonly triggers an “overwhelming breakdown”51 in the 

person’s capacity for language, emotion, and cognitive apprehension.  Suffering occurs in 

the midst of this breakdown and persists until some reordering of the imagination 

occurs.

 Trauma affects the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual capacities of a 

person and can have effects that last anywhere from a few days to several decades.  In the 

book of Lamentations, the lady Zion had experienced trauma on many levels.  She not 
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only experiences physical pain and violence, but also the shattering of her sense of self-

worth (1:11b).  Her imagination for being comforted or healed is profoundly disordered.  

Zion’s trauma is exposed in a way that we are not typically acquainted with in our 

context.  In his book, A Failure of Nerve, Edwin Friedman makes the claim that 

American society is plagued with a chronic anxiety which has thrust us into a collective 

“emotional regression.”52  This regression causes us to respond to pain with either denial 

or numbness and leads to further anxiety and despair.

 Following the earthquake in Haiti, many professionals in the mental health field 

traveled to Haiti and offered assistance to those affected by the earthquake.  In an article 

about this, Karin Jordan notes the complexity of the trauma:

  Natural disasters such as the earthquake in Haiti occur with virtually no 
  warning or opportunity for immediate preparation, resulting in generally 
  lessened feelings of control, and thereby do not allow survivors to make the 
  necessary psychological adjustments that might facilitate coping.53

It is difficult to avoid comparing the suffering that exists in places like Haiti and the 

suffering that exists in America.  Similar to the exposed suffering of Zion, the Haitians 

are subsisting in an environment that is constantly hostile to the flourishing of life.  And 

yet life still flourishes.  The disparity between the context of Haiti and my own context 

became particularly clear to me on the most recent trip I took to Port.  Our team had 

been conducting a Vacation Bible School for around 400 kids at a school in Mirebalais, 

Haiti.  One afternoon, one little boy arrived at the school that I had not seen previously.  I 

was with kids all day, and this boy at first was just another little kid hanging around.  

After glossing over him a few times, my eyes finally stopped and really caught an image 

of this boy.  He was different from the other children I had been interacting with.  This 
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boy had on a shirt that was dirty and worn down to the threads.  There was an oval 

shaped worn spot on the front of his shirt from carrying this big burlap bag half his size 

around with him.  He had tattered shorts and shoes worn down until they were hardly 

even holding together on his feet.

 After watching our team work for awhile, the boy grabbed his burlap bag, dragged 

it over to the missionary Evelyn who he had heard speak Creole and politely asked, “May 

I have your empty water bottle?”  Evelyn gave him the bottle and then began to ask him 

questions.  “Where do you live? Where are your mama and papa? What are you doing 

with the bottles you are collecting?”  He responded that his mama and sister died in the 

earthquake.  He lives with his papa and he collects the bottles because there is a 

merchant in town who will give him 1 goude, the equivalent of about 3/10ths of a penny, 

for every bottle he collects.  After hearing this, our group collected all of our water bottles 

that we had been just carelessly throwing on the ground and filled the boy’s bag to the 

brim.  His eyes lit up and he smiled the most beautiful smile and replied with a very 

humble, “Mesi.”  Thank you.

 Ever since that day, that story has weighed heavily on my heart.  I was 

disappointed in how I responded to the boy.  In the face of his traumatic and grief 

stricken story, I was numb, and I even denied for a few days that I was affected by him in 

any way.  In Haiti, suffering, exhaustion, and sadness are right in front of your face in 

nearly any direction you look.  In America, power, wealth, and sex mask the suffering, 

exhaustion, and sadness that lie beneath the surface; but they are still there.

 It takes more work to uncover the source of people’s pain and suffering.  As we 

take time to listen to the stories of our neighbors, we find that there is much pain.  We all 

experience deep loss and relational rupture that causes grief.  If we are willing to 

acknowledge the loss, mourn and grieve it, we begin to find the capacity for connecting 

on a basic human level with others around us who are grieving and suffering as well.  
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This identification with the common human experience of suffering is the place where 

our capacity for compassion is increased.

Vulnerable Compassion

 Thomas Merton, in his final speech before his death, said, “The whole idea of 

compassion is based on a keen awareness of the interdependence of all these living 

beings, which are all part of one another and all involved in one another.”54  We belong to 

one another.  As such, we are commissioned to care for each other.

 Jesus’ parable about the Good Samaritan has meaningful implications for 

understanding what compassion is and how it is fostered in our hearts.  Jesus tells this 

parable, only found in the Gospel of Luke, after he recounts the Great Commandment: 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 

your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself” (Luke 10:27).  One 

“expert of the law” responds to Jesus with the question, “And who is my neighbor?” (v. 

29).  The parable tells of a man who has been beaten and left for dead on the side of the 

road and of the men who pass by and choose whether or not to help this man.  I have 

often heard this parable reflected upon with a simple moral-of-the-story interpretation 

which says that the men who pass by have done wrong and the man who stops and 

helps has done right.  

 When the historical context of this parable is considered, a much deeper meaning 

is constructed.  In the parable, the priest and the Levite both see the man and pass by on 

the other side of the road.  Walter Wink notes that we often overlook that both of these 

men had great dilemma’s to face in seeing this man: “the stakes are a whole lot higher” 
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than we might initially assume.55  Jesus described the man as “half dead” and in law, the 

priests and Levites would be defiled for touching the man and perhaps even lose their 

participation in the priesthood.  These men both faced very difficult decisions in this 

moment.  They choose, perhaps out of fear, to turn away and continue on their way.  

 The Samaritan faced an equally difficult decision, though perhaps in a different 

way.  The Samaritans were hated by the Jews.  It is an interpretive jump, but it might be 

imaginable that this man had experienced some wounding or malicious treatment from a 

Jew at some point.  This story is so subversive.  The Samaritan who stops and helps the 

injured man is the least likely do to so, from the perspective of the story’s original context.  

Wink refers to the Samaritan as “the wounded man who can see the wounded man.”56  

The Samaritan, who has experienced being “the other,” is enabled to see the wounded 

man and understand his pain precisely because he has experienced and understood his 

own wounding.

 The Greek word for compassion, σπλαγχνίζομαι, is defined by Walter 

Brueggemann in this way: “to let one’s innards embrace the feeling or situation of 

another.”57  We see this in how the Samaritan responds to the suffering of the wounded 

man.  He is able to identify with the wounded man’s situation, even though this man is a 

part of the group that has oppressed and vilified the Samaritans.  We also see this 

compassion fostered in the life of the narrator in Lamentations.  After seeing the misery 

of Zion, he is so moved as to feel his stomach churn and weep as she weeps.

 These stories speak to the vulnerability that it takes to have compassion on our 

neighbors, particularly those we dislike or even hate.  Having compassion for someone is 
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not a sentimental, paternalistic pitying of a person who is in a state of need.  It is not a 

heroic act to make ourselves feel good.  It is extremely costly and takes much courage.  A 

person who has compassion is not without fear of the cost, but instead confronts the 

suffering with love and hope.

 Henri Nouwen talks about compassion as a discipline of the Christian faith.  It is 

not enough to simply feel the pain and suffering of others, or to identify in solidarity 

with those who suffer.  Those feelings and identification must move us to action.  

Nouwen writes, “The discipline of compassion is displacement, voluntary displacement. 

Displacement, according to the dictionary, means ‘to move or to shift from the ordinary 

or proper place.’”58  The heart of the Samaritan was not just to identify with the wounded 

man’s suffering, but to be the vehicle by which the man would find healing and comfort.  

Neither the priest and the Levite allowed themselves to be shifted from their “proper 

place.”

 From the book of Lamentations, we see that this “discipline of compassion” can 

take many forms.  The three primary ways that the narrator of Lamentations 1-2 

demonstrates his compassion for the lady Zion are through comfort, witness, and 

advocacy.  In each of these acts of solidarity, presence creates safe space for those who 

suffer to grieve and find healing.  The severity of the suffering is acknowledged, the 

disorder is acknowledged, and those who suffer are encouraged to share their stories.

 We experience this loving presence so deeply in the life, death, and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ.  Theologian Jurgen Moltmann argues, “God not only participates in our 

suffering but also makes our suffering his own, and takes our death into his life.”59  

Christ’s faithfulness to this presence with us, especially in death, grants us the freedom to 

be and share that presence with others in their suffering.  Phipps argues that God comes 
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to us “to break the cycle of violence, to be the one who is to blame, for as long as it takes 

to cover the totality of grief, so that the violence may cease, grief may do its healing work 

in peace, and a safe, flourishing cycle of reconciliation and life may begin, again.”60  Jesus 

enters our suffering, embodies it, and greets us with a vulnerable, displacing 

compassion.  He calls us to do the same.
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IV
THE COMPASSIONATE IMAGINATION IN LITURGICAL PRAXIS

 Given all that has been discussed about suffering and compassion, it is necessary 

to consider: what is the role of the Church community in the healing of suffering and 

trauma?  The body of Christ gathers to worship the God who is present in this world with 

all who suffer.  We worship through lament and praise; we grieve and we give thanks.  

Judith Herman, in her important work Trauma and Recovery, discusses what community 

means for healing:

  The solidarity of a group provides the strongest protection against terror 
  and despair, and the strongest antidote to traumatic experience. Trauma 
  isolates; the group re-creates a sense of belonging. Trauma shames and 
  stigmatizes; the group bears witness and affirms. Trauma degrades the 
  victim; the group exalts her. Trauma dehumanizes the victim; the group 
  restores her humanity.61

The importance of this for the faith community is that it is charged with the “crucial task 

of reordering the collective imagination of its people”62 in the trajectory of the life, death, 

and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  This does not mean that we forsake pain and suffering 

in order to rush to resurrection; that kind of sentimentality denies the reality of this 

world.  Instead, we help those who have experienced trauma and suffering “reimage the 

future”63 in a way that envisions holistic healing, reconciliation, and restoration.

The Church as the Means of Grace

 The Church gives flesh to these things—healing, reconciliation, and restoration—

that seem otherwise quite abstract.  What is clear from the present discussion of suffering 

and compassion is that an imagination for healing, reconciliation, and restoration does 
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not come without grief and cost.  Jones asserts, “In our grief as well as in our hope, we 

embody the glory of God, for our grief bears witness to what should not be and therefore 

to what actually is and should be, according to God’s creative and redemptive 

intentions.”64  The Church, as a means of grace, is not just to know hope, but also to 

suffer, grieve, give thanks and find hope again. 65

 The Church embodies this rhythm of suffering, grief, gratitude, and hope in its 

liturgy.  The Greek word λειτουργία or “liturgy” may be defined as “the work of the 

people.”  Liturgy encompasses the whole of the work of the people and is not confined to 

once-a-week public worship services.  It is worked out in our daily lives through the ways 

we actively participate in and embody the proclamation of the gospel.  It includes the 

practices of Christian life, the Scriptures, creeds, prayers, spiritual disciplines, hymns, 

stories, symbols, art, celebrations, and rituals.  James K. A. Smith, in his notable work 

Desiring the Kingdom, considers liturgy to be the primary vehicle of Christian 

formation:

  Because our hearts are oriented primarily by desire, by what we love, and 
  because those desires are shaped and molded by the habit-forming 
  practices in which we participate, it is the rituals and practices...that shape 
  our imaginations and how we orient ourselves toward the world.66

Our formation as compassionate people can only happen if our liturgies remain active 

and living.  Dead liturgies lead us into meaningless and mindless ritual.  However, 

liturgies in which we “inject [our] own living bodies”67 form us in what we love and how 

we love.  Liturgy sets our sights and hearts on the already-but-not-yet Kingdom of God 
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by drawing us into a “converted way of seeing”68 the broken world around us. It 

continually reminds us of the character of our compassionate God incarnate in Jesus 

Christ.

Forming the Christian Imagination

 The Church, as the body charged with this task of converting and reordering the 

imagination, must engage those who suffer, no matter the cause.  To borrow the language 

of Judith Herman, the Church exists to protect against despair, for we proclaim that 

Christ has come, Christ has risen, and Christ will come again.69  We give belonging to 

those who have lived in isolation.  We bear witness to and confront suffering as people 

who hope in the restoration and resurrection of all things and all people.  We give 

integrity and humanity to those who have been degraded and humiliated.  We lift up that 

which has been cast down.

 The liturgy shapes us, through daily habit-forming practice in the embodiment of 

the gospel, in an imagination that “is an act of hope, a challenge to fate.”70  When we 

participate in the liturgy, we lovingly protest the reality of this broken world in contrast to 

God’s eschatological vision of the New Heaven and the New Earth.  This is Christian 

imagination at work—an imagination for the completion of healing, reconciliation, and 

restoration despite the reality of the world around us.  It is an act which makes us 

vulnerable, for “the Christian imagination must...face the reality of Job’s cry, the cry of 

God’s crucifixion, and of our participation in it.”71  Opening ourselves up to this pain, 

instead of running from, denying, or numbing it, is extremely challenging.  It takes the 
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humility and persistent love of Jesus Christ made manifest in our lives through the Spirit 

to enter into these places of suffering with hope.

Liturgy and the Loss of Lament

 A brief look at the lectionaries of some of the major Christian traditions in the 

United States 72 reveals that some of the really painful texts, such as Lamentations and Job, 

are underutilized liturgically.  In most traditions, text from Lamentations is only found in 

the readings for Holy Saturday during Holy Week.  Even then, the reading that is chosen 

for that day is one of the less horrifying of the chapters in Lamentations.  The readings 

from Job are just as absent and tame.  

 The loss of lament in our liturgy is tragic.73  If, as I have suggested, compassion is 

cultivated in us through our identification of ourselves as wounded people among 

wounded people, then we must learn to acknowledge our suffering.  It is problematic that 

there is little liturgical space to embody grief.  I have also suggested that, along with 

identifying with those who suffer, we must also be moved to courageous action on behalf 

of those who suffer.  We need the depth of grief and joy in the liturgy to shape our 

imaginations for healing, wholeness, and restoration in the world.

The Liturgical Year

 There are numerous ways that this compassionate imagination and hope shapes 

our lives through the liturgy.  Primarily, it is through the celebration of the Eucharist, 

active reconciling ministry in the world, and liturgical worship that we have the 

opportunity to become “the kind of [people] who love rightly—who love God and 
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neighbor and are oriented to the world by the primacy of that love.”74  The particular part 

of the liturgy to be considered here is the observance of the liturgical year.  The liturgical 

year roots us in the ceaseless retelling of the story of Christ and aims our hearts toward 

the world with the shape of that story.  Simon Chan identifies the framework of the 

liturgical year as wholistic:

  It is the gospel that is being enacted, it offers a complete set of themes 
  for Christian living: we died and are buried with Christ; we are raise with 
  him to life; we are filled with his Spirit; we advance the mission of God by 
  the power of the Spirit; and we await Christ’s return.75

From this we can understand that there is vast space within the framework of the 

liturgical year to recover and deepen the liturgy of suffering and compassion.  The 

seasons of Advent and Lent are particularly capable of holding our communal lament.  In 

both of these seasons, we acknowledge the darkness that surrounds us and seek to live in 

the midst of that darkness with the hope of Christ.  Joan Chittister describes the thrust of 

Advent in this way, “here in dark we will begin the search for light.”76  In Advent, then, we 

do not prepare for the light as if the darkness isn’t present.  For those who suffer, life can 

feel like perpetual darkness.  Advent allows Christians to ask: what does it mean to be 

people of light in the midst of darkness?

 In recent decades, there has been an increasing renewal of Protestant liturgies to 

include lament for occasions spanning the spectrum of loss, violence, and oppression.  

These laments as liturgical practices are appropriate to carry out during the season of 

Advent.  How often do we participate in these liturgical expressions of suffering in 

Advent?  Growing up in a Protestant tradition, much of my Advent experience revolved 

around keeping track of time until the light appeared on Christmas Day.  The inclusion 
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of lament in a season like Advent may seem too dark or depressing.  Nevertheless, as I 

have argued in this paper, if we are to be a comfort, witness, and advocate for those who 

suffer, then we must begin to acknowledge the pain around us.  As we bear witness to the 

pain of those who suffer, we offer them space to find comfort, healing, and joy.  This is the 

end of the season of Advent: an embrace of joy.  

 The season of Lent shares similar themes to Advent although with a different 

focus.  Lent is the season where we make confession of our participation in the 

brokenness of this world and seek to turn toward God in repentance.  Joan Chittister 

describes Lent in this way, “Lent calls each of us to renew our ongoing commitment to 

the implications of the Resurrection in our own lives, here and now.  But that demands 

both the healing of the soul and the honing of the soul, both penance and faith, both a 

purging of what is superfluous in our lives and the heightening, the intensifying of what 

is meaningful.”77  It is a season for intensifying what is meaningful in our lives and 

renewing our commitment to living as though we really believe the Resurrection of Jesus 

Christ is true and true enough to change us forever.

 Lent is not just about giving something up or proving something.  It is both about 

sacrificing ourselves in a way that benefits someone else and gives greater meaning to 

our lives.  It is about seeing the signs of God’s presence and love in our lives and the lives 

of those we encounter as well as nurturing every sign of that presence.  It is allowing 

God’s Spirit to move us in a direction that gives glory to Him and gives love and dignity to 

His people, particularly those who despair or suffer.

 Besides being found in the lectionary during the Holy Week, readings from 

Lamentations and Job are also sparsely found in the order for Ordinary Time.  This is the 

season which I believe is in greatest need of the rhythm of lament.  Ordinary Time 

encompasses a large portion of the liturgical calendar.  It is in the daily humdrum of our 
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lives where our pain and suffering is most palpable.  It is in the ordinary rhythms of life 

where our discontent with how life is compared to what it ought to be is most felt.  Daily 

life is the place where we find ourselves most in need of a renewed imagination for the 

world we see around us.

 The liturgical calendar sets a rhythm and framework for practicing here and now 

what we anticipate to come in the fullness of the Kingdom.  Primarily, it is our 

opportunity to “live as Jesus lived, to think as Jesus thought, to become what Jesus had 

become by the end of His life.”78  It is an exercise in discipline, growth, and prayer—a 

rhythm of mourning, grief, death, life, celebration, and joy.  It is this rhythm, the constant 

attuning of our lives with the narrative of Scripture, that we become the people we were 

created to be.  Through the habitual living out of lament and praise, we are shaped to 

become people who orient ourselves toward the world with a love and compassion that 

transforms.

 If we are to respond in compassion to those around us, we need space in the 

liturgy to grieve our own pain and suffering, so that we may grow in our capacity to offer 

this space to others who suffer.  Liturgy reveals to us, mediated through the Spirit, that 

Christ has been our witness, advocate, and comforter in times of great pain and suffering.  

As we find healing in Christ’s presence with us, our capacity to witness, advocate, and 

comfort others is deepened and widened.  
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CONCLUSION

 In July 2011, I had the opportunity to attend a special celebratory worship service at 

The Vine Evangelical Baptist Church in Port-au-Prince.  Vine Church has experienced 

seasons of tremendous loss and profound joy.  The congregation gathered on this special 

day to celebrate and give thanks for the completed construction of their new church 

building.  The building, which is only a few blocks away from the National Palace, 

sustained very little damage during the earthquake.  Other buildings nearby, including a 

large Catholic Church, came crashing down.

 I was struck by the way this congregation worshipped together on this day.  The 

five hour service consisted of an abundance of music, recitation of Psalms, and 

storytelling.  The service was ultimately a celebration, an expression of thanksgiving and 

praise.  Coinciding with that celebration, however, was a recollection of the deep pain the 

community has experienced.  There was great joy in the acknowledgement that this 

building had been spared in the earthquake and consequently the acceptance of the call 

to be a beacon of hope in Port-au-Prince.  Still, the congregation gave voice to the loss and 

suffering that preceded their joy.

 My own experiences of striving to live out liturgical rhythms more intentionally, 

along with my experiences of visiting Haiti over the last year, have led me to a truly 

profound awareness of the roles of grief and gratitude in my life.  My theological 

hermeneutic of suffering has shifted profoundly; the deeper I have learned to grieve that 

which is not right in this world, the deeper my gratitude for that which is being 

transformed.  It is difficult to acknowledge the tragedy, hurt, anger, and devastation that 

suffering causes.  It is costly and vulnerable to be a comforter, witness, and advocate for 

those who suffer; it is equally costly and vulnerable to allow others to comfort, witness, or 

advocate for us when we suffer.
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 Christ teaches us what it means to draw near to, see the face of, hear the stories of, 

and advocate on behalf of those who suffer.  He offers us presence in the midst of 

suffering, even to the grave.  As persons with Resurrection hope, we follow Christ in his 

life of compassion and stand in hope and solidarity with those who suffer, regardless of 

the reason for their suffering.  It is in this place of coming alongside suffering that we see 

the face of God most intimately.
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