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     Twentieth Anniversary Year 
 
              THE MYSTERY OF HUMAN SUFFERING 
 
Editors Note: 
 
As an unplanned event, I am offering one of the ‘Best of Arise” written in 1995 to 
help you continue to understanding how the Paschal Mystery of Jesus -- his ((our) 
rite of passage through suffering, then accepting his death as part of the process and 
then rising to new life -- can have wisdom and meaning for us in 2009 America.  
Perhaps those of you who are struggling to make sense of the changes this economy 
is forcing on you and your lifestyle and your family will especially find some 
meaning here to grab onto and find some stability.  May it be so! 
 
With love, 
bob traupman 
 

Happy Lent, dear friends.  In this issue I want to explore the central 
theological theme of Lent/Easter, the paschal mystery of Jesus and our own 
participation in the mystery of human suffering.  None of us is immune from our own 
cup of suffering.  How we respond to that experience very much defines our 
character:  We either shrink from suffering by throwing ourselves into our work or 
any other kinds of addictive behaviors or we face it with dignity and courage. 

Sometime ago my dear friend Anthony, who was then a medical student at 



Tulane University told me the story of a discussion in which he participated.  This 
was a class in which euthanasia was the topic.  His classmates, and even the 
teachers, were saying that suffering should be alleviated at al l costs.  Anthony 
piped up by saying "But suffering can have meaning!"  The others jumped all over 
h im for they could not understand in any way how suffering could have meaning.  
He was at a loss as to what to say to them, for, obviously, they did not have the 
perspective which his own faith and consequent understanding gave him. 

Our Christian faith, indeed, gives us a perspective that others, perhaps, are 
not so fortunate to have.  Somewhere in the midst of my own considerable portion of 
suffering, I came across a Scripture that helped me make sense of -- and bring 
meaning to -- my own experience of darkness and pain: 

 

 

Who will endure the day of God's coming? 
And who can stand when God appears? 
God is like the refiner's fire, 
and will sit refining and purifying silver,  
and will purify the children of Levi, 
that they may offer due sacrifices to God. 
               -- (Malachi 3:3-4.) 
This Scripture helped me see that perhaps my days and months and years of 

suffering were not in vain.   By my patient endurance and acceptance, I was being 
cleansed and purified from within.  I began to feel worthy again -- that it wasn't 
a l l my fault that I was suffering.  I was like gold or silver in a furnace being 
cleansed and purified and strengthened.  I was being crafted as a beautiful 
handiwork in the crucible of God's love.   

 Not only that, I began to see Purgatory -- the experience of purification after   
death -- in a positive l ight.  I was being al lowed to experience a significant portion 
in this l ife of my allotted purgative experience so that I would know what it means 
to be a child of God. 

I soon began to see that my suffering had meaning.  And this perspective helped 
me to relax and accept my lot with some ease and consolation.  From that moment 
on, I was nourished:  I discovered food for my difficult journey in the midst of my 



suffering.  This did not take the suffering away.  But it did give me a perspective 
that made sense.   

St. Paul l ived a life of intense suffering. He went on long and arduous journeys.  
He suffered imprisonment and shipwreck.  He did not give in to discouragement.  He 
strengthens us with these words which arise from his own cup of suffering: 

This treasure we possess in earthen vessels to make it clear that its surpassing 
power comes for God and not from us.  We are afflicted in every way possible, 
but we are not crushed; full of doubts, we never despair.  We are persecuted, but 
never abandoned; we are struck down, but never destroyed.  Continually we carry 
about in our bodies the dying of Jesus that in our bodies the life of Jesus may also 
be revealed.  While we live we are constantly being delivered up to death for 
Jesus' sake, so that the life of Jesus may be revealed in our mortal flesh (II Cor. 4:5+) 

                        St. Paul preached 
what he l ived, and lived what he 
preached.  In this sense, he can be 
a source of inspiration for us.  He 
had a passionate sense that he 
was living out the Paschal 
Mystery in his own life -- that is, 
he was sharing in Jesus' own 
passage through suffering and 
death to risen life. 

We proclaim the Paschal 
Mystery of Jesus in each and every 
Eucharist: 

When we eat this bread and drink this cup, we proclaim your death, Lord 
Jesus, until you come in glory.    

Or: 
Dying you destroyed our death, rising you restored our life.  Lord Jesus, 

come in glory. 
This is the Paschal Mystery of Jesus la id out for us clearly and distinctly at 

every Eucharist.  We live that Mystery by our full and conscious decision to 
participate in it.  You, dear reader, are participating at this very moment in that 
great and awesome mystery that has given meaning to mill ions of Jesus' followers 
throughout the ages.   

I suppose Anthony's classmates would deny the meaning and value of Jesus' own 
suffering.  And, in fact, they probably would deny the existence of an afterl ife, for 
suffering can only have meaning for one who has hope. 

What Anthony's classmates also seem to miss is the fact that al l sorts of people 
are wil l ing to undergo suffering in order to atta in their goal.  A long distance runner 
is wil l ing to undergo great pain in order to be the first to reach the finish l ine.  A 
mountain climber wil l struggle painfully, wearing his fingers to the bone, in order to 
reach the top.  A mother is wil l ing to undergo the pain of childbirth to bring a 
precious little one into the world.  And any creative person knows he or she must 
undergo much emotional and spiritual suffering to "give birth" to a noble work of 



art. 
Elier was a person whose story profoundly and incredibly i l lustrates this:  I met 

Elier several years ago at Jackson Memorial Hospita l where he was quite sick with 
AIDS.  Elier was in his early thirties, a ta lented musician, having played in the 
Boston Symphony.  I ministered to him in the hospita l and made arrangements 
with his pastor for someone to bring him the Eucharist each Sunday.   

After some months, Elier was confined to his house and then later to bed.  He 
bought himself a computer that was capable of helping him produce some 
outstanding artwork.  After his death, his sister asked me to come down and see his 
work.  When I finally got around to doing that, I found his art to be astonishingly 
wonderful.  He had transformed the negative energy of his suffering into 
something positive and, I would say, triumphant.  His work is incredibly rich and 
beautiful -- a l l as a result of the gift he received from the Lord to transform terrible 
darkness into radiant l ight and beautiful color.  

 

              

 
I a lso think of Ellen.  She lay in bed for nearly three years, not able to speak or 

move her l imbs.  She couldn't even breathe on her own. Even though communication 
was diff icult since she was on a respirator, she understood that she shared in the 
Paschal Mystery of Jesus and was able to do so wil l ingly, and perhaps even 
joyfully.     I remember her as one of the most extraordinary faith-filled people to 
whom I have ever ministered.  And yet she was able to do nothing at a l l, except the 
l i fe that was going on inside her. I always left her side sure that I received more 
from her in inspiration and example than I myself was able to give. She had found 
meaning in the midst of her cup of suffering.  And that is what kept her al ive. In 
her extraordinary and even heroic way, she found  life even as she suffered; she 
became, without a doubt, a l iving saint.  

Each of us can transform negative and debilitating energy into something 
wonderful and even creative.  We can let go of any self pity there is and get on with 
whatever measure of life the Lord grants us, for, as Jesus said to St. Paul:  "My grace 
is sufficient for you."  St. Paul  transformed his own experience of negative energy 
into loving and demanding service of his people as he said: "I willingly boast of my 



weakness, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.  Therefore, I am content 
with weakness, with mistreatment, with persecutions and difficulties for the sake 
of Christ; for when I am powerless, it is then that I am strong (II Cor. 12:8-10). 

 
Even though my life has emerged from the refiner's fire for some time now, I 

sti l l have a profound affinity for people in my life who suffer.  Sometimes I see 
their pain even before they get in touch with it themselves.  I have come to realize 
that for each and every one of us, life is difficult at best. 

Recently I was reminded of a prayer that I often prayed in my youth -- the 
Salve Regina:  "To you do we cry, poor banished children of Eve.  To you do we send up 
our sighs, mourning and weeping in this vale of tears. Turn then, most gracious advocate, 
your eyes of mercy toward us, and after this our exile show unto  us the blessed fruit of 
your womb, Jesus." 

We who prayed this prayer to Our Lady were being prepared for the suffering 
of life.  This prayer taught us to  accept our lot of suffering -- not passively, but 
assertively, not naively but realistically. 

This day (March 1995) I pray for a young friend who keeps running from the pain 
and struggle of his life and becomes more and more entrapped by addiction.  I pray 
for a middle-aged woman who lives with excruciating pain with l ittle rel ief in 
sight.  I pray for a dear priest friend who is in trouble.  I pray for a friend who is 
without work, struggling to feed his family and pay his mortgage.  I pray for a 
precious dear lady who is trying to make ends meet on social security.  I pray for a 
young woman I know who has no place to live and care for her li ttle baby.  I pray for 
sti l l another friend who twice attempted suicide in recent months.   

This is real, dear friends.  These people I pray for are close to me.  Their lives 
touch mine profoundly.  And I find myself trying to offer each of them the 
consolation that comes from our Christian fa ith.  I know that there is a lot of 
suffering in life.  And yet, there is beauty here in the story of Elier and Ellen.  In my 

l i fe and your life, too, dear 
reader.   Here, the nobil ity of 
the human spirit can once again 
triumph.  Here, in our own life, 
and those who touch ours, the 
Paschal Mystery of Jesus resides, 
giving us hope and consolation 
and strength. 

So here we are in Lent, 1995 
9 (and now 2009) -- the annual 
season in which we most 
especia l ly l ive the Paschal 
Mystery.  Insert yourself in that 
wonderful mystery, dear friends.  
Face up to your pain.  Embrace 
the suffering of your life.  Say 
YES to it, as Jesus did, as so 



many have done before us.  Then come to Holy Week once again and immerse 
yourself in that great and glorious celebration of the Paschal Mystery in our midst.  
For celebration is what we do as Christians.  We can celebrate in the midst of 
human suffering.   

Amazing stuff this is, our Christian faith.  Embrace the Cross of our Savior Jesus 
Christ.  And be touched by its glory and hope. 

 
  
 
In the March 2009 issue of Arise (to be published as we journey deeper into Lent) we will 
enter with Jesus into the dying phase of the Paschal Mystery.  (What in our country – 
and in us --needs to die?) Then in April, we will look at the promise of new life again 
for us and our country. 
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(1) “Red in the morning: a St. Augustine Beach Sunrise 
 (2)   “Desolation and consolation:  Mesa Verde National Park, CO 

(3)  The rug in my living room 
(4) The chapel at the Diocese of Lake Charles, LA Retreat Center 
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 My blog is posted several times a week at: www.bobtraupman.wordpress.com 
 

For the themes of the Scriptures for each day of Lent go to 
www.americancatholic.org/Newsletters/CU/ac0202.asp 

 
 


