Suffering is a Pocket Universe

Have you heard the expression ‘I hate God for what He’s done’ –often on the lips of people in the throes of pain and loss? The problem of pain is as old as mankind. Indeed, many think it is older. 

There are universal experiences in the Universe, and suffering is one of them.

‘No pain, no gain’ is both a biological truth as well as a philosophical aphorism. The argument goes that if the pleasure centres of the brain are permanently stimulated then ever greater stimulus is required resulting in eventual desensitisation. Every drug addict experiences this: increased tolerance demands greater frequency and quantity of dosage.

Furthermore, without pain receptors and a physiology to interpret them, we would constantly be damaging ourselves, sustaining wounds, becoming infected, yet unaware. Pain protects us.

Philosophically speaking, without the contrast of pain there can be no pleasure. On that basis, then, suffering is not only endemic, indeed systemic; it is not only necessary, it is vital!

I think my reader will agree with me this is an unpalatable conclusion, all the more so as those of us with wealth, thus the vast majority of the Western world, expend a large proportion of our resources in an effort to avoid pain and suffering. 

Christian thinking long ago connected pain and death. One explanation of suffering is based on the Fall when our prototype ancestors Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden of Eden. Sin came into the world with the Fall, and with it Death. St. Paul is clear about this.

Usually sin and death are explicitly linked to suffering.

But are all types of pain covered by the term ‘suffering’ and its paradigms in the Bible?

We have made an assumption and I suggest this is not based upon rigorous thinking.

What we do have is a promise in the book of Revelation that God will wipe away every tear in the Age that is to come. 

Even allowing for figurative language, this suggests a continuing ability to experience pain and grief, even in the new bodies we have been promised.

I started with the accusation that humankind often levels at God. The great thinkers have addressed these issues over many centuries and I do not pretend that my thinking has any originality, yet I want to express some possibilities, however unpalatable they may appear to us in our anthropocentric universe. 

Let us start with the statement there is more than one universe.

This is commonly accepted amongst the authors of speculative fiction and serious cosmologists. The Bible endorses this view for Eden itself is seen as a pocket universe, a Paradise from which mankind is excluded, an environment which contained an energy principle encapsulated in the Tree of Life. 
 Whether symbol or literal, the expulsion also proves a blessing for, as the Sibyl 
has taught us, unending life (as we know it) is a curse.

Secondly, St. Paul refers to an experience in the Third Heaven, 
 and while commentators wildly disagree as to his meaning, it is clear from these and other passages 
such as Jacob’s dream/vision in Genesis 21, that there are realms ‘beyond the fields we know’, to cite a phrase of Lord Dunsany. 

Thirdly, there is a new Earth, yet to come, with new and transformed entities.

There are other Pocket Universes: first, those of virtual reality, including computerised models simulating real life; secondly, there are the small worlds we create in our encounters with each other; thirdly, there is the suggestion that our own perception fields create a pocket universe around each of us – it is our experience that ascribes significance and thus creates meaning for events. Perception imposes interpretation and some say it is itself creative. We are here touching upon the nature of matter and energy: time and space. 

If as a god I create a pocket universe and then imbue it with the nature and life I have chosen, what right have any of my creatures to criticise me? This is not merely a bold and bald statement of the principle that ‘might is right’, it is to recognise the fact that without me there would be no life. Everything in my pocket universe owes its existence to me.

Few of us question the morality of our annihilation of an ant’s nest, yet the distance in terms of sentience and power between the ant and a human is as nothing compared with the gulf between humanity and God.

As Anselm posited long ago, by definition, if there is a God, there can be no one greater.

There is no one to whom He or She has to give an account, nobody with the power to require explanation. God does not have to justify Himself to anyone, and as Creator, can deal as He likes with His own creation. 

In essence, then, I argue that God can be amoral. It is our sloppy thinking which accuses Him of being immoral, for in truth He is beyond our reality. 

However, He has told us that He is neither amoral nor immoral. He is in fact, to use a neologism, ‘supermoral’.

The created cannot apprehend or comprehend its creator. But the Creator has chosen to disclose aspects of Himself up to the limits of the creature’s capacity.

In that context God has told us and shown us that His super-morality is based upon His nature, which is love. He has revealed a care and concern for His multiverse, and indeed is so woven into its architecture that it is He who, nanosecond by nanosecond, maintains it. 
 

The picture in my mind is this: God breathes His life and power into a balloon. When some of his creatures rebel against His ordinances and thus reject Him at the level that they understand, his options are as follows: First, to tie off the balloon, and let it float away, having nothing more to do with it and thus leaving the creatures to their own devices. 

  Secondly, like a child with a brown paper bag, to hold the balloon by its neck and crush it, or pierce it with a sharp object. Either action produces an explosive end to the balloon and its contents!

 Thirdly, to simply let it go so that it deflates, its life-giving air escaping. He can then re-use the balloon and re-inflate it, how, when and where He wishes.

Instead, the Parable of the Tenants in Matthew 21confirms that God sends His agents into the balloon in an effort to persuade the errant creatures of their folly and show them the error of their ways. Most agents are ignored, the rest are maltreated. Eventually, the Creator Himself, in some unimaginable way, known to theologians as kenosis, ‘squashes’ Himself into human form and enters the balloon, while at the same time He sustains the balloon’s infrastructure and contents. And in that then and there, they kill Him.

And of course His life, teaching, death and resurrection conclusively proves His super-morality and that He really does care for His creation. A sacrifice was needed, and He is the one who made it. Atonement was crucial, yet justice must be maintained else the balloon will collapse. He pays the price and somehow, in the muddle of all the theological words we use, something indescribable occurred, and promises were made that the balloon will be transformed and those errant creatures, humans, along with the whole of the balloon creation will eventually find themselves in a renewed, or even other, pocket universe.

One possible Hebrew title of God is Shiloh, which can be translated as ‘He whose right it is’. 

Yet God has not chosen to exercise that right; instead He chose to embrace suffering and death. His pain was our gain. His pain was necessary, and in accordance with his supermorality. 

Actions speak louder than words: God blesses His human creatures; both His actions and communication witness to His true nature and His unending concern for His own creation. His words and deeds converge.

When human beings suffer, they often discover that their experience isolates them, so that, for them, suffering creates a pocket universe. At such times it is crucial to know and hang on to the fact that despite all sensory evidence to the contrary, the sufferer is not alone.

Emmanuel means God is with us. His supermorality means that He is here and also that He is there.

Present in each of our pocket universes!

PRESENT

The present is a present,

Empowered by His presence,

A very present help

In times of trouble.

I present myself to Him,

The One who in this Now,

Is, and always shall be.

I present myself

As one member of the Great I Am.

I belong to His moment,

He is in this minute.

I present myself

To the God who holds us

In each instant,

Who instances Himself

In each episode

And turns them to Event,

Who takes my seconds

And turns then into firsts

He is a present of Himself

Unto Himself

And makes us fully present

In His presence.

Both now, and in the past

And present, ever more.
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