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			Why Me, God?1

			At first, I would like to express my sincere and heartfelt gratitude to Dr. K, who so kindly took the initiative to invite me to this meeting, which aims to provide psychosocial support to children suffering from cancer and to their families.

			At the same time, I should also like to express my awkwardness in agreeing to speak about such a delicate and demanding subject, which is so difficult to express in words before an audience. It is too profound to bring it to the surface of our understanding. It is too painful to fit in the horizon of our endurance. It is too personal to be presented within the context of a public speech.

			Why me, God? Maybe this question is more painful than its cause, because we all know that there is no easy answer. Yet, it is so insistent and true. It sounds in my ears and resounds deep in my heart. It is posed by every parent whose child is ill or by every person who has been struck by an incurable disease. How is it possible to transform it into a talk, a piece of advice, an opinion, or an answer?

			This question is constantly being expressed and answered only with tears, not with words; with feelings, not with thoughts; with silence, not with viewpoints; with compassion, not with arguments. Perhaps I should be part of the audience and you all – parents, children, nurses, physicians – the speakers. Often, our eyes speak more clearly than our tongue, our sighs more powerfully than our thoughts, and our painful bewilderment reflects the truth more than any answer. For this reason, I feel embarrassed to address my talk to you.

			Nevertheless, I accepted the honor of this ‘public embarrassment’ as an opportunity for communion with you. I did not come here to give you a word of consolation as if you were strangers; for you all are my fellowmen [and women], the purest and most essential part of my self, since being in communion with you abolishes my ego. Therefore, I came here to offer my word to your soul’s need to express its silent pain and utter its insistent question.

			After giving me the topic of my talk, Dr. K. suggested that we visit the children’s wards. I tried to avoid her proposition. I took a quick glance at the walls of her very original kind of office, that displayed the struggling faces of children in pain yet full of hope. Some of them are still among us and multiply our joy; others have departed this life and generate within us the need to meet them in God’s embrace.

			The books in this office were fewer than the photographs; the wealth of scientific knowledge poorer than the abundance of the truth of life; and the questions and the unknown were fading before the radiance of this unique form of love that one could feel in this place. We left her office; with unconfessed relief, I was leaving behind truth to enter into the falseness of this life. However, I stumbled across the greatest truth: in the lounge, at a small table, three children were playing board games. Their faces were pale: they had no hair, and they had intravenous chemotherapy tubes in their arms. Next to them there was an equal number of young mothers and a grandfather. The eyes of the adults at once fixed on me. The children continued to play in a carefree manner. I felt uneasy and did not dare to give the fake smile of the ‘good priest’ who had come to do his good deed. Never had the parents’ glances and the children’s carefree attitude pierced my heart so deeply. This picture was instantly transformed into a question that still resounds within me. These eyes thirsted for a reply to the most concise but profound question ever formed within the heart of every normal human being: Why me, God?

			Ultimately, the eyes in pain can quench their thirst only with their tears, not with my words, I thought. I bade them farewell and, along with the memory of their expressions, I took with me the question.

			Why?

			Why pain? Why injustice? Why children? Why so prematurely? Why in this way? Why should the indescribable joy of their innocent presence be succeeded by unbearable pain? Why? And if it is for our own good, which is ‘unknown’ to us, why does it have such a bitter taste?

			Why to me?

			What wrong did I do? Should I search inside myself to find the cause? And if I am to blame, why can’t I do something to reverse the situation? Why should my innocent child suffer because of me? This is more difficult to bear. I risk losing my feeble faith.

			Why me, God?

			Am I not your child? Aren’t You the God of love? What is the relationship between Your love and my trial? How can my ordeal draw me close to You? How can Your kindness be compatible with the inexplicable logic of pain, sorrow and the risk that I may lose my faith?

			A young couple! They have just met. Their dream is to live their love as intensely as possible, as deeply as possible. This is life! This experience not only generates warmth and tenderness but it also possesses power. It has a generative power, it grants life, for it cannot exist by itself and be limited within itself.

			In the rapture of their love, they get married. In the beginning, they live happily. They look into each others’ eyes to confirm their conviction that everything will go well. This defines their dream and nurtures their hopes. The young woman is pregnant. Their smile is wider than their embrace. It is the first time that another person will be part of their love, one who cannot be seen but who increases and reinforces this love. The changes in the woman’s body attest to a new life, which is both born out of love and generates love. The small invisible embryo gives life to the parents even though they can only sense its presence. Truly, they discover that they do not only love each other more but also in a new way. The quality of their relationship has improved.

			The young woman already feels like a mother. All she can think of is to hold her child tightly in her arms. The day to give birth arrives. Natural pain is succeeded by the joy of a new life, the beauty of a new presence at home, the revelation of a unique person. Together they experience joy, sleepless nights, worries, cares, hugs, kisses, toys, dreams. The child grows, begins to move about, smile, speak, walk, get up to mischief, and go to school.

			The bond grows stronger. Our fear increases as we hear that another child is affected by a serious illness. Our smile is cut short, but only for a short while. Profound fear dominates our soul and defines our disposition. No, it is out of the question! That will not happen to us. There must be an underlying reason that the illness has struck the other family. The chances that our child will also fall ill are either small or non-existent. With the few grains of faith that we have, we make the sign of the cross secretly. If God exists, He will see us, He will protect us, especially now that we have managed to call on Him in time, at least psychologically. Besides, God is love: if He does not take pity on us, at least He will take pity on our poor little child who is so innocent.

			But as our child is playing, he becomes dizzy; or he runs a high temperature which lasts for days and does not come down; or he has a lingering and inexplicable pain. We are afraid, but we are certain that tests will show up a virus or, at worst, a childhood illness which in the past was serious, but nowadays can be successfully treated.

			Several days have passed. The calmness of our joy is interrupted by the successive thunderbolts of doctors’ opinions. It is cancer (cancer = crab). The diagnosis reminds us of a tasty sea creature, but now one of its pincers clasps our mind and another pierces our heart. What we would normally devour greedily now consumes our very being. We do not even want to think about it; we are unable to believe it. A few days ago, we held each other tightly because God had given us one of His little angels. Today, our embrace is like a basin collecting our tears, lest God take our angel away from us prematurely.

			The stream of medical tests is followed by the agony of unanswerable whys. Why so much pain, God? What was this innocent little creature to blame for? Why my child, who in my eyes stands out as the best little boy or girl, and not some unknown child far away? Why should he be in pain, suffer, be tormented silently without complaining, and endure unsuspectingly? Why should he leave behind his toys, siblings, parents, prospects, our dreams and this world before his time? Why should all this happen, and why can no rational explanation be of support, no interpretation console us, no word sustain us?

			We evade all this and seek refuge in some miracle. Who knows? Christ resurrected the daughter of Jairus and the son of the widow at Nain. He healed the daughter of the Canaanite woman and the centurion’s servant. God loves children especially and continually urges us to be instructed in their innocence. His love is inexhaustible. So many miracles take place elsewhere and have taken place in the past – so why can one not occur in our own time for our child? What kind of a God is He? Can He not work a single miracle?

			However, our efforts to console ourselves [only] intensify our ordeal. Miracles are miracles because they do not occur so very often. Wouldn’t it be unjust if we were the only ones to experience God’s miracle? Why should some experience His beneficent presence and others be deprived of it? Why should some glorify Him while the rest, the majority, be humbled and entreat Him? And if He is able to work miracles, why does He not cure everyone, or rather, why does He not abolish illness so that we can live our brief lives in peace and happiness? I wonder: does God exist in order for us to suffer trials, or does He not exist and yet we still continue to suffer?

			Some people tell us that God loves us and that this is why He has allowed this trial. So why then does He love only us, and not those who respond to our pain with advice, offering us these ‘comforting words’? Why do their children play without cares and laugh, while ours is pale and his life is kept going through drugs? Why do their children amuse themselves with jokes and childish mischief, while ours is taken in by our little lies and foolish hopes that supposedly he will recover and go back to school? Why should they have dreams for their children, while we tremble at the thought of our child’s future?

			If we supposed that God came to decide that children should not become ill, how then would He bear adults being tormented, and how would this remain consistent with His love and His divinity? Why should life be so tragic?

			Why should one fear to love, hesitate to make commitments or to become attached to others? The stronger the love, the greater the pain of separation. The deeper the emotions, the greater the wound inflicted by pain. Why, indeed?

			Sometimes it seems to us that these ‘whys’ might be the cause of our suffering. Some people advise us not to ask: ‘whys’ are not allowed to be asked of God. Perhaps this sin of ours is to blame for our child’s ordeal.

			And yet these ‘whys’, when stated humbly and peacefully, not only reveal the image of our most true self, but also express the truest existential question there is.

			The blessing of pain

			Blessed ‘why’s’! Christ Himself sanctified them on the Cross: ‘My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?’ My God, why did you do this to me? What have I done? Am I not your Son? The same question as mine. And that too remained unanswered. It remained unanswered to all appearances at that moment; however, subsequent events revealed the reply.

			Many such ‘why’s’ also came out of the mouth of the longsuffering Job or flowed from the pen of the wounded David; two persons whose lives were marked by the tragic deaths of their children and who are presented throughout history as unique examples of faith, fortitude and endurance.

			We address this question to God, to ourselves; we repeat it to those whom we feel love us dearly. We say it mainly to express our inner feelings, but we also say it in anticipation of a soothing reply. But who can give an answer? Even if it is known, who can utter it?

			Saint Basil the Great tells a grieving father that suffering makes a person so sensitive that he becomes like an eye which cannot bear even the touch of a feather. Even the most tender movement increases the pain of the suffering person. Even the most subtle comparison to a similar trial is unbearable for them. A word expressed as a rational argument cannot be tolerated. Only tears, sharing the question, silence, and inner prayer are able to relieve the suffering, illuminate the darkness or give rise to a glimmer of hope.

			Suffering leads to truth, compassion, and communion

			Suffering does not awaken only us; it also generates love in the people around us. They try to put themselves in our position. Although they are not in pain themselves, they strive to share our emotions which are so undesirable for them. Pain gives rise to patience in us, but, at the same time, to loving bonds with our brothers. It also gives rise to truth; the compassion of others plants the truth in our own heart. There, the answer also nestles discreetly.

			Thus, consolation is born in our heart and the sweetness and relief it offers are far more intense experiences than the weight of suffering.

			The answer is born within us.

			We are told by scientists that two parents can produce infinitely different offspring. Just as humans differ vastly in their facial appearance, so does – and even more so in this case – the expression of the inner world of children vary. The same is also true of answers to these important questions. If someone else gives us his supposedly ‘correct’ answer, he will destroy the variety and the individuality of our own answers – sacred answers which God holds in store for each one of us. The supposed wisdom of a wise man will destroy the truth and freedom of God within us.

			To expect an answer from others is a great mistake. What wise man? What enlightened person? What philosopher? What priest, secure in the rectitude of his arguments, knows the answer to our ‘whys’, which are so personal? The answer can be discerned only within ourselves. Not in supposedly similar cases, nor in sonorous books, nor in ‘recipes’ for consolation and wisdom. The answer does not exist somewhere; no-one knows it. The answer arises within us. Our own answer is God’s gift to us.

			Suffering takes us beyond human measures

			Ultimately, the answers to these ‘whys’ are not of the kind that our weak and inadequate self expects. Within the limits of our human logic, they usually remain unanswered. This is why Christ uttered only a very few words about His death. He Himself chose it, and His suffering was unparalleled. When He rose from the dead almost no words came out of His mouth – just His living breath. He said nothing of life and death – He merely prophesied Peter’s martyrdom. Suffering cannot be responded to with arguments. Nor can injustice and death be met with reasoning. These problems are resolved only by receiving the divine breath of God. They are resolved through the Holy Spirit. They are overcome through a humble acceptance of God’s will which is so true, but at the same time usually so incomprehensible.

			While the trial is going on, it is accompanied by the pounding of unanswered questions. We, fixed to the ‘maybes’, ‘whys’ and ‘ifs’, maintain our hopes and endure our existence in this world, anticipating a definite or secure answer. This is not normally found in the solution we propose, but in divine consolation which is unexpected and transcends reason. Every attempt to replace it with human substitutes is an injustice to ourselves. Every self-restriction within the stifling noose of our rationalistic answers traps us more deeply in our tragedy. In our dialogue with suffering, injustice and death we are obliged to exceed human measures. This is not only a way of overcoming our trial but it is also a blessing.

			A unique opportunity

			Ultimately, we can pose the question but we must await the response. Either God does not exist or He allows a trial in order to give us a unique opportunity. If the Crucifixion had not occurred, there would have been no Resurrection. Christ would have been a good teacher, but not God. God gives the opportunity. It remains for us to recognize it and make use of it. The joy and the depth of potential of this opportunity are far greater than the intensity and pain of the trial.

			Death, suffering and injustice are mysteries to which there can be no ‘answers’. In such cases, truth is not expressed as an opinion or an argument, but offered as humility and shared suffering. The journey to the frontiers of life and death, of belief and unbelief, of miracles and injustice presents twists and hidden turns where the truth is ensured. If one resists the temptation to give in, then truth is encountered in ways one had never even conceived of. Embracing our suffering will give rise to newly-discovered sensitivities and will unfold realities which cannot otherwise be seen. The challenge is not the events and revelations themselves – these exist. The challenge is for us to open our eyes in order to be able to see them truly.

			Unfortunately, it is an undeniable truth that we acknowledge and gain the greatest things only when we lose what we love above anything else.

			Certainly, pain and injustice cannot abolish God’s love. God exists. He is love and life; perfect love and the fullness of life. And the greatest miracle of His existence is that He co-exists with pain, injustice and death.

			Perhaps the greatest challenge for each of us is to co-exist with our personal suffering, to hold tight these deeper ‘whys’ in a hopeful embrace, and to humbly abandon ourselves into the hands of God precisely through the ‘injustices’ we believe He does to us.

			A few days ago I was approached by a young girl; the oil-lamp of her life seemed to be flickering out. Within her unbearable suffering, I discerned hope. In her tearful eyes, I came face to face with joy, strength and wisdom.

			‘I want to live’, she told me. ‘But I did not come here for you to confirm this for me. I came so that you could help me depart this world prepared’.

			‘I am a priest of life and not of death’, I replied. ‘That’s why I want you to live. But let me ask you something: in your trial, do you ever ask, “Why me, God?” ’

			‘I don’t understand you father’, she replied. ‘I ask, “Why not me, God?” I do not wait for my death but I hope for my illumination!’
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					1	Talk given at the ‘3rd Seminar on the psychosocial support of children with cancer and their families’, Department of Oncology, ‘Aglaia Kyriakou’ Children’s Hospital, Athens, Greece, 8-9 November, 2002.
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