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Su]j’ermg should not be glamorized

By Patricia Schoelles, SS]J

Couriler columnist

The final days of Lent often find
us focusing on the theme of suffer-
ing. Suffering is a strangely am-
bivalent topic for Christians. On the
one hand, we know that God wants
good things for all ot us. God loves
us as 4 human father loves his chil-
dren — and human fathers never
choose suffering for their children.

But we also have before us as
Christians the figure of the suffering
Christ; — the final act'in the life of
Jesus Christ was to “accept death,
even death on a cross.” The image
of the sultering, dying Jesus is a
strong and powerful part of our her-
itage and tradition.

The suffering of Christ has in-
formed Christian thought and liv-

ing in different ways across the -

course of our history. For the early
martyrs, the suftering of Jesus be-
came a great source of strength in
the face of their own suffering and
impending deaths. For some Chris-
tian ascetics, the suffering of Jesus
became an example and a-call to im-

_itate his self-sacrifice in the lifestyles
of extreme deprivation that (hcy ém-
braced.

At different tmes in our own lives

Jesus’ aul'lktring on Calvary influ-
ences our faith in different ways. An
intr |5umb interpretation of this re-
ality s presented by the German the-

ologian Johannes Metz in a number
of his works. :

Metz uses the phrase “the dan-
gerous memory of Jesus” to talk
about the central role Christ’s suf-
fering plays in our consciousness.
For Metz, the church is best de-
scribed as “the table and story-
telling community.” The church is
a eucharistic communion of those
called to tell and re-tell the story of
the life and death of Jesus Christ.
In telling the story over and over,
we "ke‘ep the memory of Jesus
alive.” This is a major part of the
church’s mission.

But for Metz, the story and the
memory of Jesus become danger-

ous. This is because Jesus represents
and summarizes in his suffering and
death all people who suffer and die
because of the hard hearts of oth-
ers. By keeping alive the memory of
Jesus, Christians also recall so many
other people who endure torture,
humiliation and death at the hands
of unjust and treacherous authori-
ties.

This remembering is a dangerous
activity because it inspires us to take
up the cause of the suffering ones
around us, and to resist individuals
and systems that use violence and

torture as a means to secure their

own advantage and power. Remem-
bering Jesus’ suffering actually be-
comes an act of “subversion,” as
Christians — in the name of the suf-
fering Christ — commit themselvés
to stand against repression and mis-
ery.

Metz’s m[erpretauon of the suf-
fering of Christ is attractive in sev-
eral ways. For example, it does not
lead to a romantic “glorification” of
suffering. Some spiritualities can
seem almost to “recommend” suf-
fering for Christians as if suffering
of itself were a “good” in people’s
lives.

It is important not to romanticize
suffering or to treat it as part of
“God’s will” for us. Suffering is to
be resisted as a force in the world
that happens against God’s will. As
Christians, we should be doing all

we can to eliminate suffering and to
ease its burden on those who suf-
fer.

Jesus, after all, was not commit-
ted to suffering, but to the coming
of God’s Kingdom on earth. He
sought to ihaugurate a-vision of
earthly life based on justice, peace,
freedom and reconciliation. When 1t
became clear that he would have to

endure death on the cross in order

to remain faithful to this vision, Je-
sus willingly and obediently laid
down his life.-

Our own commitment should dls()
be to the Kingdom of God being in-
augurated in our midst. Commit-
ment to that Kingdom may, indeed,
entail great cost to us. But we should
be clear that we are committed not
to suffering as such, but to faithful-
ness to our mission on behalf of the

‘Kingdom of God.

God’s reign on earth entails the
end to all human arrangements that
deny justice, peace, freedom and
reconciliation. Like Jesus, we may

provoke hatred and animosity on

the part of those who hold power
as we seek 10 act on behalf of the
suffering people on this planet. We
should all try to let the memory of
Jesus’ suffering and death become a
bit “dangerous” in our own lives —
inviting us to confront forces and
authorities that keep suffering and
repression alive in our country and
on our planet.
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...Another significant moment
in our Synod Process

————

“It 1s my hope that every
parish community will
review this document with
| greai‘ care.”

_Bishop Matthew H. Clark

December, 1994

Order extra copies

while they last!

the year 2,000.

With its Jan. 5 edition, the Catholic Courier presented the Diocese of Rochester's
full Pastoral Plan for 1995-1999. This plan, the result of nearly five years of thought-
ful labor, will lead Catholics of the Rochester Diocese in faith, hope and love toward

Extra copies of the plan are available to individuals, groups and parishes
on a limited quantity basis. For use by education classes, parish programs, Synod
teams, parish staff, etc. This is an important resource for your parishioners and
staff. To place your order, complete the coupon below and return with your pay-

ment to: PASTORAL PLAN, ¢/o Catholic. Courier, 1150 Buffalo Rd., Rochester,

NY 14624. Because’prepaymem is required, no telephone orders can be accepied.

copies of the Synod Pastoral Plan.

. (Make checks payable to Catholic Couner

_E;_I_‘_l_C_QS_ ; Please send
1-9 Copies - .
76¢ each Enclosed is $
" 10-49 Copies : Ship to:
—+ 50¢ each : Name
50-99 Copies |

Organization

35¢ each

100-999 Copies |: Address

25¢ each | City, State Zip
1000+ Copies :

!I Telephone

15¢ each
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