
Suffering with God 

in the modern world 

 

Exodus 17:1-7; Romans 

5:1-11; John 4:5-42 

 

 

Lent is a journey, and we can’t get away from that theme with our readings today The passage we 

heard first this evening from the book of Exodus tells us that the people after they left Egypt 

travelled in stages during their formation time as they journeyed to the Promised Land, as in fact 

God had commanded them to do. Then we are told the story of a time of suffering and want. Did the 

time of suffering and want have a purpose in the formation of their community? And then, since 

none of us is exempt from suffering in one form or the other, may our own suffering and want have 

purpose? 

So, this much we know: pain and suffering are part and parcel of every human life. Our bodies are 

susceptible to disease and decay, can’t get away from that with the coronavirus can we? Free will 

and human limitation mean that choices will be made that cause harm to self and to others. Tectonic 

plates move and the earth quakes, high pressure meets low and the storms blow, with more 

flooding than ever before it seems; there’s famine, crime and catastrophes...all of this means, that 

suffering is inevitable.  

What then is it that suffering does to us?  How can it be part of the journey and process of becoming 

human? 

In the other reading set for today from Romans that we also heard, Paul says that suffering produces 

endurance, which builds character, which engenders hope. They are fine words, but do they ring 

true of our experience. Well, perhaps sometimes that is true and I could tell you of such people, but 

most of us know people who have come out on the other side, destroyed by suffering rather than 

ennobled through it. All of us would, I guess, love to have the magic formula in our possession to 

ensure that we would be the happy survivors, such as Paul points towards. But I am not so certain 

that we can ensure that.  Too many people suffer unbearable losses and difficulties. To suggest that 

they could have transcended them if only their faith were strong enough is simply unfair and 

probably untrue. As we approach in our suffering, or witness it in another, the crucible of its 

challenge, we tread on the edge of mystery, and can only hold an awed silence. Any diagnosis or 

judgment would be both arrogant and damaging.  

Yet is there something we can do to increase the chances that our suffering will touch and transform 

us for the good, rather than do us in altogether? What can we learn from Massah and Meribah? 

In our first reading, the Israelites are suffering from thirst in a dry land. The suffering embittered 

them. They turn on Moses, Why did you bring us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and 

livestock?  Their suffering gave birth to a fierce fear. Their vulnerability was completely exposed. 

They did not have what they needed to live.  

 

 



Suffering does this: it pierces right through our illusions of invulnerability, it rips off the mask of our 

self-sufficiency, and destroys the defences that would otherwise keep us in denial about the scary 

truth of our existence... which is that there are things we need to live that we cannot provide 

ourselves. Like food and water.... and, dare I say it, like God. 

The Israelites, wandering in a barren land, being formed for freedom after a life of slavery, needed 

God. They needed to learn to rely on God, and to trust that God would provide what they needed. If 

the desert wilderness they traversed those forty years had been full of beautiful oases instead of 

snakes, hunger and thirst, they would never have learned anything about their need for absolute 

dependence on God. And they would have forgotten who it was that brought them out of slavery in 

the first place. 

This human propensity that we all have, to forget God and imagine the supremacy of our own self-

sufficiency, is immense. That is why, throughout scripture, we hear the word; Remember. Moses 

tells the Israelites, before they enter the promised land: Tell your children the stories; speak of your 

God when you rise and when you lie down. (Deuteronomy 6) Perhaps the purpose that can be 

perceived from suffering is to remind us of our creatureliness, that it is God who made us and not 

we ourselves. As we are driven to our knees through the experience of being human, as we so often 

are, we give God the chance to touch our suffering and transform it into a pearl of great price. Then 

our cries for help become the conversation starters that may create the lifelong companionship that 

God seeks from us and which we find so rewarding.  

We are vulnerable. We are afraid. We need God.  Or do we? Do we need God in this day and age, 

when most of us who live in the developed world have enough food, shelter and water? Endless 

hours and much hot air has been spent in trying to understand the decline in active church life in 

Europe over the past several decades. Many explanations are offered, some more convincingly than 

others.  Perhaps the truth is a mix of many. But the thought that our relative material comfort and 

our relatively stable political society have made us less aware of our need for God may be a 

significant factor. What need have we of God in these times? Do we turn to God in our need? 

But just look at our world: the gap between the haves and have-nots is ever increasing; terrorism 

strikes fear into the hearts of many, probably us all; global warming threatens to engulf shores and 

flood plains.  

We need God to help us to see that we are one human family, sharing one good earth which is in 

need of wise stewarding; that we are one human family facing the ravages of a pandemic. 

We need God to liberate us from our obsession with our material possessions, that we might walk 

more gently on the earth and share our abundance with those who struggle to live.  

We need God to lessen our fear, that we might forgive one another and learn to live in peace.  

We need God to lift us out of our shame, to forgive us and to free us to claim the possibilities of a 

new day.  

We need God, just as much as the Israelites needed water from the rock, though, like the Israelites, 

we may not know it. Massah and Meribah teach us to turn to God in our need. It is suffering that will 

open the door to Him for us, both as communities and as individuals.  

Suffering then, strips us of our delusions of self-sufficiency; we come to know our need of God and 

of each other.  

 



 

Suffering opens our hands to receiving and to giving, moving us from desperate isolation into 

hopeful relationship.  

Suffering hollows out our hearts, which receive God’s love poured in through the Holy Spirit that is 

given us. 

In their suffering, the Israelites cried out, Is the Lord among us or not? In our pain and in our fear, we 

ask too, Are you there, God? We might well be asking that question in the face of the epidemic that 

is sweeping the earth, our country included, right now. The answer is the same each time the 

question is lifted to the heavens. Yes, God is present. Yes, God will provide. Yes, God will touch our 

suffering and perhaps in His touching we may find and recognise our full humanity.  

 

Yes. 


