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I would describe our congregational and 

national lives over the past several 

weeks as taxing and trying.  In our 

congregational life we’ve experienced 

the tragic loss of Joy Ellyn Ryan and the 

death of Tim Brady, her husband, 

shortly after.  Our beloved Minister 
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Emeritus was away from us having a 

heart attack and surgery. We’ve had 

broken arms and hips, repaired 

shoulders, dangerous surgeries, and a 

need to support many.  I was in New 

York when I learned about Joy Ellen.  

David Hauenstein sent me an email. My 

heart sank.  I had moments, as I’m sure 

you have, of disbelief and shock.  

Equally heartbreaking for me was that I 

was so far away from you.  Nationally 

we’ve experienced mass shootings 

changing lives forever and an 

ineffective government. 
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Through all this some have been asking, 

“Why?”  Why do bad things happen to 

good people?  This is the legendary 

question of humanity.  From the 

beginning of time humanity has 

grappled with the idea of suffering.  

Struggling to make sense of suffering. 

You may recall the book, When Bad 

Things Happen to Good People, by 

Rabbi Harold Kushner.  His son Aaron 

died of a premature aging syndrome – 

an ironic illness which speeds up the 

natural aging process, as if his son’s life 

was on fast-forward. Kushner 
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acknowledges that ‘when bad things 

happen to good people,’ we ask ‘why 

does God allow the innocent to suffer?’  

For many of us our theology varies and 

we ask why do the innocent suffer?  The 

philosopher  Bertrand Russell once said, 

“Three passions, simple but 

overwhelmingly strong, have governed 

my life: the longing for love, the search 

for knowledge, and unbearable pity for 

the suffering of mankind.”  Why do bad 

things happen to good people? Is one 

question that we will continue to ask 

and search for answers. 
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We like to imagine we live in a world 

where we have suffered trouble and 

pain, but that the general experience of 

the world is good, kindness, wealth, 

health, and joy. A more careful 

examination shows you how far from 

truth this really is. We tend to fall into 

the victim mode, where we are feeling 

sorry for ourselves, our problems, our 

life experiences. And when we do, there 

is little room to ask other people how 

they are doing, and really hear an 

answer. We have to make space for 

people to share what is really going on 
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in their lives. And when we do, what a 

shock it is to realize that we are not 

alone. Indeed, it is an odd family, an 

odd person, who had a good upbringing, 

with no problems of health or wealth, or 

sanity. 

Buddha’s message to us for over 2500 

years now has been the same.  I was so 

troubled by misery and suffering, trying 

to figure out what to do. And the first 

and most important thing I figured out, 

is that suffering really exists. BUT, it 

comes from our understanding of how 

we think the world is supposed to work. 
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It is not enough just to stop thinking we 

know how things are supposed to work, 

clinging to permanence. But we also 

must follow the 8-fold path, which asks 

of us to make our lives very deliberate, 

in many ways: in Wisdom 1) Right 

understanding; 2) Right intention. In 

Ethical conduct: 3) Right speech; 4) 

Right action; 5) Right livelihood. In 

Mental discipline: 6) Right effort, 7) 

Right mindfulness, 8) Right 

concentration. It’s a powerful path, but 

in order to find it fruitful you must first 

understand that suffering really is core 
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to being human, since we long for 

permanence, regularity, steadiness, 

reliability, in ways in never can be. 

The major religions have very different 

answers regarding what can end 

suffering. Why do we suffer? It's a core 

question of many religions, and the 

answers of the world's religions vary 

greatly. Eastern religions tend toward 

ignorance or karma as an answer, while 

Western religions explain suffering as 

estrangement between a creator and His 

creation. There are countless religious 

opinions on suffering, including 
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indigenous traditions and lesser-known 

religions. Christianity acknowledges the 

reality of suffering and attributes it to 

the sinful nature of humanity. Suffering 

in this world is a stone-cold reality in 

Christianity -- Jesus Christ Himself, 

God Incarnate, suffered betrayal, 

indignity, torture and a grueling death. 

Mark 10:45 calls this suffering a 

"ransom for many," and the "many" are 

those who believe in the redemptive 

power of Jesus Christ. Jesus, in 

Christian belief, is the path to 

overcoming the sinful nature that causes 



 10

human suffering. In Christian belief, 

suffering is not alleviated by the 

teachings of Jesus, rather it is Jesus 

Himself that can ultimately relieve 

suffering in the afterlife. 

Like Christianity, Islam points to the 

afterlife for the ultimate removal of 

suffering. Suffering for the sake of God 

will be rewarded in heaven, but at the 

same time, there are many things a 

person can do to relieve suffering on 

Earth. Following the Sharia, or the 

straight path, is considered the surest 

way to submit to God in Islam, and the 
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Quran, surah 5 verse 16, promises peace 

to those who seek to please God. The 

Sharia has both individual and societal 

components, which means alleviating 

suffering is both an individual and a 

community effort. 

Hinduism explains suffering with the 

concept of karma, which is a moral law 

of cause and effect. If someone is 

suffering, Hinduism says it is due to a 

person's own actions. The problem can 

be in the present, but because Hinduism 

believes in reincarnation, the problem 

could also be in the past. Karma in 
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Hinduism can be seen both theistically 

and non-theistically -- some Hindus 

believe a god is responsible for policing 

karma and others consider it a natural 

occurrence. Both views are valid 

expressions of Hinduism, according to 

the Berkeley Center for Religion, Peace 

and World Affairs. 

I have a cousin that I am very close to.  

She is like my sister.  We are around the 

same age and were inseparable growing 

up.  A few years ago her father died of 

cancer and 30 hours after his funeral her 

other unexpectedly died.  This sent my 
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cousin reeling.  She was in so much 

suffering that she lost control of many 

things in her life.  She was literally 

obsessed with the question, “Why?”  

She couldn’t understand why this would 

be happening.  She lost her faith and 

was angry.  Now, years later, she has 

come to realize that she doesn’t need to 

answer the why question. She 

understands that suffering is part of the 

human experience.  It’s a hard pill to 

swallow, but it is reality. Her suffering 

was eased by acceptance.   
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I have long felt that one of our 

stumbling blocks as UU’s, is our 

inability to address a person’s pain and 

suffering in any meaningful way. We 

are a hopeful people. We long for peace, 

justice, loving kindness — and we like 

to keep our eyes on the prize. We don’t 

like to dwell in “the Valley of the 

Shadow of Death,” as it is so aptly 

called in the 23rd Psalm. Yet, the 

Buddha points out to us that very simple 

and plain fact that suffering exists. 

Christianity swept the world with its 

message that God is not removed from 
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human suffering, but suffers with us and 

feels our sorrow, our sense of injustice, 

our horror at life’s cruelty along with 

us. Hinduism teaches about the cycle of 

samsara, that death and pain are a part 

of the cycle as much as life and joy. 

Many of our European ancestors 

understood that God had to die each 

year in order to be re-born. And 

Judaism offers the story of Adam and 

Eve as an explanation of why we suffer. 

Even given all this attention and 

knowledge of suffering, we UUs rarely 
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want to bring this topic up. And rarely 

spend time thinking about it. 

We cannot alter the fact that suffering 

exists, and sometimes it’s a real person 

— affecting us, or one of our closest 

loved ones. But we can alter our 

approach. As in this story told by author 

Nancy Burke: 

“When I was very ill, I had to receive 

weekly intravenous treatments. This 

went on for almost two years. 

Somewhere in the middle, I lost my 

courage. It is hard to say which 

collapsed first, my soul or my veins, but 
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collapse they both did. One day the 

search for a healthy vein became too 

painful. I pushed the needle away, and 

cried. A nurse brought to my side a 

young girl, of about 10, who had battled 

cancer all her life. This child smiled at 

me and said, “You should have got one 

of these.” Lifting her T-shirt, she 

showed me the hole that had been cut 

into her abdomen so that she could 

receive her treatments through a 

permanent plastic port. Then she put her 

hand, so small and soft, on mine and 

said, ‘You can take it.’ And I did.” 
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What changed in this suffering woman’s 

life? How was she able to “take it.” She 

somehow found hope again, and she did 

so by being in touch with a caring 

fellow human. We could easily say, 

those simple words, with that simple 

touch of the hand, “You can take it,” 

was the ultimate form of prayer. A 

radical connection to love. 

 I know that through our experiences 

over the past month we have learned an 

important lesson. We don’t know what 

is going to happen tomorrow and so we 

should live in the moment.  We have all 
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at some point in our lives heard the 

phrase “carpe diem,” or we may have 

seen it printed on T-shirts or pieces of 

art in frames to be hung. This certain 

phrase essentially means to “seize the 

moment” and not worry about what 

tomorrow has in store, to take hold of 

today in a tight grasp. Even though we 

have all more than likely heard or seen 

this phrase tossed around from time to 

time, have any of us really taken the 

time to sit back and relish on the truth 

and wisdom behind these words?  
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In many ways, words can be 

empowering, discouraging, angering or 

uplifting, but they can also scream 

wisdom and truth into our ears. Or we 

merely overlook them and end up not 

putting in as much thought as we 

should. “Carpe diem” is one of those 

phrases that I feel as though I tend to 

not pay much attention to, as well as 

many others I know. We all get so 

wrapped up in our busy lives, running 

here and there that we rarely take time 

to think about what this may mean. So 
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what does it actually mean, and why do 

we even use this phrase?  

You have control over it. This is not, 

however, telling you to be controlling 

but to have control. To have the control 

and wisdom to decide what you will do 

with each day you are given in your life. 

Life here on Earth is short, so I 

encourage you to live every day to its 

very fullest, the fullest until it bursts at 

the very seams. Fill it with experiences. 

Let us be witness to the miracles that 

happen daily, as we experience 

powerful, direct responses to who we 
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are and what is happening to us. I know 

that in my hard times, I have been so 

thankful for the many, many times that I 

suddenly felt infused with new hope, 

with new courage, all due to the love 

shared by friends and family. It has felt 

a holy love. My wish for you, in your 

hard times, that you to will have the 

courage, the strength, and the wisdom 

to endure. 

May it be so.


