SUFFERING: DOES GOD’S LOVE CONFER HUMAN RIGHTS?   

If God is love, then how can he allow injustice, oppression and pointless suffering?

Joanna, one of my correspondents, has raised a subsidiary question, ‘How can any Lover continue to proclaim his love, and stand by while his Beloved is not living life in its fullness?’ 

She writes, “I think the reason people claim ‘rights’ from God and, concurrently, accuse Him of wrongs is because He says He loves us. He says He is love, even, And according to the Bible itself to love someone comes with a huge number of requirements: Love is patient, kind, self-controlled etc, always forgives, considers others better than itself etc. By claiming to love someone, they have a claim on you.”

Our culture, particularly through various psychological and counseling modalities, propounds the view that all of us humans need UPR (Unconditional Positive Regard) in order to be happy and healthy. This approach is now taken as a given. It is obvious and widely accepted that low quality parenting produces major problems throughout later life.

John Stott once said that love is to humans what water is to fish.

If only we had all received UPR, true love, then individuals would be more secure, and our lives in society more fulfilling!

Yet as we all know, there have to be limits imposed in our child rearing. The heedless child will run out into busy streets and get run over, pick up pans of boiling water, play with venomous snakes, eat poisonous berries; unless we teach them otherwise. We have to check and control them for their own physical safety as well as their moral and social wellbeing.

What do we really think of love? Why do we pay lip service to it being unconditional?

If we, as humans, insert boundaries, why do some people refuse to accept that God also imposes limits?

If an adult continued to bewail the boundaries of her parents love, insisting that much of her problems were caused by their limitations, would we not after due process conclude that she is maladjusted, and perhaps suffering from a narcissistic personality disorder? We rightly expect the egocentrism of a child to grow into something less obsessed with the illusion of central position, more mature, acknowledging limits of human concern and consciousness.

Love is a gift, an action and an attitude, which flows outward from the Lover.

So the first question for the Beloved is what response to make to the Lover.

So the Lover initiates and the Beloved responds to the love gift. The Lover may expect some return of interest or affection, or at the least, an acknowledgement. Or perhaps, the Lover anticipates nothing, tendering the gift silently and anonymously.

Yet for the Beloved to believe the ‘gift’ confers ‘rights’ upon him/her suggests a distorted personality.

If I give £5 to a beggar on the street, this does not mean he has the right to demand the same the next time we meet. It is understandable that he may hope for a repetition, but quite wrong of him to expect it!

What is granted as a gift must not be demanded as an entitlement.

It is this donee-entitlement mentality that has caused much grief in the Majority World. It is a contributory factor to slow growth in parts of Africa, where Aid has caused as many problems as it has cured, helping breed a dependency culture.

If this is true of human relationships, do the same factors apply in our relationship with God?

He often stands accused of failing us in our hour of need, of ‘not coming through’ in times of disaster.

Where was He when your best friends mother keeled over with an aneurism and has been in a vegetative state ever since?

Where was He when your sister died young of cancer?

Why did he do nothing when your people were ‘ethnically cleansed?’ When you were violated and abused?

We preach that God is without limits, so while we can accept the failures of human beings, we often feel badly let down when we suspect God of similar shortcomings.

This problem has been exacerbated for many Christians by their own niceness and some partial Biblical teaching.

Some Christian leaders teach that the word ‘God’ can be substituted for ‘love’ in 1 Corinthians 13. Fine and dandy, but this is a limited perspective, easily accepted in a hedonistic culture and carrying only one facet of Truth.

It must be balanced by other texts that discuss His justice and the concept of Dies Irae, the God of wrath. There is mercy, love and grace, but also righteousness, justice, judgment. I notice with interest that Dame Julian of Norwich seems to have leant the same way by understating God’s rights to balance sin with judgment and to impose punishment upon oppressors. These truths are important counterweights to the soft and fluffy folk-Christianity which afflicts much of the Western Church these days; too much of our teaching looks like Cosmic ordering, a faux spiritualised version of the old one-armed bandit gambling machines. Put in your coin, pull the handle, and out comes shining answers!

The so-called prosperity gospel preachers also fail to address this issue, ignoring systemic poverty and oppression. 

Our thinking has been influenced by the zeitgeist, composed of nefarious strands of New Age spirituality, secular counseling modalities and the self-help industry.

We have banished guilt to the Dark Ages, and can no longer tell the difference between proper conviction and improper condemnation.

Some of our people are such empaths that they cannot bear it if any creature suffers. So they project upon God their own niceness and sensitivities. Sweetness and socialization have become the overriding virtues for many. 

In our relationships with God there is both struggle and surrender. I sometimes think He likes a good fight from time to time, because He knows that the eventual resolution is all the more real to us for the struggle, all the more formative after the conflict with self and Him.
Hard won insights are more valued by us stupid mortals!

The book of Habakkuk records such an encounter between God and His man.

Jacob wrestled with God, via His angel, and Job puzzled his way to a mind-blowing confrontation. The struggle was a necessary part of the process, and a vital component of the solution.

As Brennan Manning points out, Jesus “never attempted to justify God for all the muddle, pain, and tragedy in the world. In Luke 13 when people tell Jesus about some Galileans murdered by Pilate, he does not defend God or justify his reasons for allowing people to suffer. Indeed, he reminds them about the 18 on whom the tower of Siloam fell. Jesus makes no effort to exonerate God from the scandal of suffering, to bail him out, to rationalize or minimize the presence of tragedy in his world.” 1
Our problems with suffering are as much a struggle with ourselves as with the problem of pain. Indeed the two are inextricably linked. Can we bring ourselves to the same point as Job, who declared,

“The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; 

May the name of the Lord be praised.” 2
And then again,

“Shall we accept good from God, and not trouble?” 3
Our demand for an entitlement with God springs from our need for a platform, a place from which we can bargain with Him, perhaps even subject Him to our judgment. Human rights give us a place, a position. We place God under an obligation if we have a claim against Him. Somewhere in this tangle lies our desire for regularity, certainty, and security. Let us make God in our image, limit Him, restrict him, make Him comprehensible and even subject, if only in part, to our cherished rules!

We like the idea of His covenants, because it ties Him to commitments, but we dislike concomitant consequences, because it reminds us of our side of things, our responsibilities.

The truth is rather more unpalatable. We have a place, but only in Christ. We have a position, but only because of His divine grace. He is our Father, our Mother amongst other paradigms.

Fatherhood has lost its significance in the West, no doubt fuelled by abusive and absent fathers. Even if a father is present, his role has reduced from source, provider and arbiter to an unloving and impotent echo of his true calling.

In the Scriptures, father carries the meaning of Lord and Ruler, a seat of authority; God as Father is sovereign, and we are invited to absolute surrender.

Jesus acknowledged the absolute authority of his father, so how can we do less?

St Paul wrote, “ For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom the whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name.” 4 A comment attributed to Severian of Gabala, is that  ‘the name of the Father did not go up from us, but came down to us from above.’

We are asked to consider the concept and experience of fatherhood from God Himself, not as received and formed by our imperfect human fathers. 

We need to allow Holy Spirit to move over us, in us and through us so that we are grasped rather than grasping. It is time to stop projecting onto God our fears and failures.

This is the call of truth, and to surrender. This is the path to wholeness, to holiness, despite all that our enemies can say or do, despite every vicissitude, and in the face of every test, trial and temptation.

God has rights. We don’t. Our rights are His righteousness, and we only have this righteousness in Him, for it is in Him that we live and move and have our being. 5
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