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Introduction
Suffering and evil inevitably evoke questions about religion.1 One way of responding has been to
struggle with the problem of theodicy: How can people believe in an all-powerful and all-loving God in
the face of suffering? Another answer that the Christian tradition has given is that suffering is somehow
redemptive or at some otherwise fundamental level good. This article contributes to the discussion by
taking the perspective of liturgy, as the focal point of the worshiping community.2 To put the question
sharply: How does worship on (typically) Sunday morning make sense of yesterday’s tsunami,
earthquake, terrorist attack, sickness, death, or other suffering, personal or communal? In the current
context of the Covid-19 pandemic and, at the time of writing, the strict lockdown in many countries,
how does liturgy address the loss and grief resulting from the pandemic? To focus the discussion and
thus be able to go into analytical depth, I will present an analysis of one particular liturgy, in this case the
Scottish Liturgy 1982 of the Scottish Episcopal Church.3 As the article will show, the liturgical analysis of
suffering helps to reframe the question of suffering and human flourishing.4
Many parts of the Scottish Liturgy 1982 (hereafter: SL) derive from the long-standing Western liturgical
tradition, and so we find ourselves with a liturgy that has been celebrated for many centuries in a more
or less similar form. The SL is a clearly delineated liturgy, celebrated usually in most Scottish Episcopal
Churches on Sundays, and most of the liturgy is scripted. Therefore it lends itself more easily to analysis
than liturgies of churches whose order varies more from Sunday to Sunday. Also, it is a service of Word
and Sacrament, so it includes the Eucharist, which liturgically is at the heart of worship of the Christian
community. However, this exercise can be applied to other liturgies as well. Most liturgies follow a
similar order, which makes the analysis that follows applicable to other liturgies, at least to some
extent.5
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The outline of the article is as follows. First I will briefly explain my use of the word “suffering” in this
paper. Second, I will present a detailed analysis of suffering in SL. After that I will interpret these finding,
in dialogue with literature on suffering and liturgy.

Suffering
Suffering is all around us and presents itself in many forms. Therefore, it is liable to study from a
multitude of perspectives, including theological ones.6 A key aspect of suffering, as defined by various
authors, is the search for—or interruption or even loss of—meaning in the situation that causes
suffering. After having explained the fundamental need of both individuals and communities for a sense
of safety and selfhood, Robert Schreiter writes:
Suffering is the human struggle with and against pain. It is the experience of the
breakdown of our systems of meaning and our stories about ourselves, and the struggle
to restore those senses of safety and selfhood … It is essentially an erosion of meaning.
It is an interruption and destruction of those fundamental senses of safety and selfhood
without which we cannot survive as individuals and as societies.7
Suffering, according to Schreiter, is a loss of meaning. It leads characteristically to isolation, with the
ultimate consequence that life itself is in danger.8
Suffering thus defined is what John Swinton calls evil. In his view, however, not all suffering is evil. For
Swinton, suffering is evil when it prevents a person from experiencing God’s goodness, from finding
hope and meaning.9 As such, Swinton relates suffering closely to erosion of the capacity of a person to
relate positively to God: suffering occurs when this capacity is taken away from a person. In this view,
suffering becomes something which interjects itself between a person and God. That might be defined
as sin, as many have done in the classical definition, but sin is not necessarily the root of suffering.10
In defining suffering, the above authors agree that suffering is tied to the capacity to make meaning out
of the situation of suffering. They also agree on one more issue: suffering demands a practical response.
Two examples suffice to make the point. Swinton writes,“To be able to face such experiences [of
hopelessness] and retain a sense of meaning, hope, and the possibility of God’s providential presence is
to engage in a powerful mode of resistance to evil.”11 On a similar note Schreiter continues his
reflections on suffering as a loss of meaning by saying that there is nothing noble or redemptive about
6
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suffering. “Suffering only becomes redemptive or ennobling when we struggle against these corroding
powers and rebuild our selves in spite of the pain we are experiencing.”12 In different terms that have
similar implications in practice, Schreiter and Swinton agree that this rebuilding is most likely to happen,
in Schreiter’s words, “when we are able to link our narrative to other, larger narratives.”13 Swinton
would agree, and say that this larger narrative is the Christian narrative.14
Liturgy maps well onto these views of suffering, meaning and the connection with a larger narrative.
Even if Schreiter applies the word “safety” to a different context than the liturgy, sufferers have
identified the structure and familiarity of liturgy as providing safety.15 Certainly the liturgy addresses the
question of selfhood or identity. The many words, gestures and symbols in the liturgy provide an
antidote to a key feature of suffering—namely, the lack of or search for meaning. Indeed, the liturgy
unfolds the larger narrative of God, to which people can link their own personal narratives. The analysis
and interpretation that follow will show how the liturgy names suffering and how the above views on
suffering might find a response in the liturgy.

Suffering in Liturgy – An Analysis
Does the liturgy explicitly address suffering at certain moments? Table 1 indicates which liturgical
elements of SL address suffering.
SL 1982

Suffering of people

Suffering of God

GATHERING (PREPARATION)
(Entrance)
Welcome
(Hymn)
Collect for Purity
summary of the Law
confession and absolution

(x)
(x)

(X? fear, evil, but
emphasis on sin)
X?
X?

Kyrie
Gloria
Collect
OT reading
Epistle reading
(gradual hymn)
Gospel reading
(Acclamation)
Sermon
Nicene Creed
Intercessions
Peace

THE LITURGY OF THE WORD
(x)
(x)
(x)
(x)
(x)

.
(x)
(x)

X (“who died for us”)

X (Lamb of God)

(x)
(x)
(x)
(x)
(x)
X

X
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Offering
Eucharistic Prayer
Breaking of the Bread
Lord’s Prayer
Communion
Agnus Dei

THE LITURGY OF THE SACRAMENT
X? (offering denotes
sacrifice)
X? (offering ourselves
with Christ; baptised)

X
X

X?
X
X
THANKSGIVING AND SENDING OUT

Sentence
Post-Communion prayer
Hymn
Blessing
Dismissal

(X)

X
(x)

Table 1 Suffering of People and God in SEC 1982. (x = firm, (x) = possibly, x? = implied, depends on interpretation)

An analysis of the liturgical text reveals several points.16 First, when it comes to human suffering, in the
sense of a major negative life event, only in the intercessions will suffering certainly be addressed.
Second, other places where this possibly happens are words of welcome, hymns, readings and sermon.
Remarkably, only the rubrics point to all these instances; the order of service in the liturgical book does
not script the content of these moments.17 These moments in the liturgy depend on how the liturgical
minister(s) use them. In other words, if a minister wants to address specific events explicitly in the
liturgy, it is likely to happen at moments like these. Hence, these are potentially moments of great
liturgical and pastoral creativity for which liturgical minister(s) must shoulder an important
responsibility. Third, the liturgy contains a number of points, such as “Lord, have mercy,” where the
language used relates to the semantic field of suffering, although in this liturgy the Kyrie Eleison occurs
in the context of asking forgiveness for sin.18 Other examples are the language of offering and sacrifice,
and the petition “deliver us from evil” in the Lord’s Prayer. In such instances the reality of suffering may
be implied. Here we should also mention that the confession of sin is directed toward God and “to our
fellow members in the Body of Christ,” possibly implying that our sins may also affect these “fellow
members.” A final observation, one that does not appear in the table above, is of yet another layer of
language relevant to our discussion. This is the language of “new birth,” “children of your [= God’s]
redeeming purpose,” “bringing to wholeness all that is made,” “set your people free.” This language
does not explicitly name suffering, but it does assume a reality that is to be redeemed and made whole,
including a people who need to be set free from brokenness, captivity, or the burden of suffering.
The table shows a contrast between the instances where the texts address human suffering and where
they address God’s suffering in Christ. First, the liturgy addresses Christ’s suffering explicitly throughout,
most clearly in reference to his sacrificial death. The particular instances are:
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-

the rite of confession;
the Gloria;
the Nicene Creed;
the Eucharistic Prayer including the post-communion prayer.

Apart from that, God’s suffering may be referred to in:
-

the words of welcome;
hymns;
readings and the sermon.

The suffering of people is more often implicit. In the column “suffering of people” I have marked several
elements with a question mark. These points in the liturgy might imply the suffering of people,
depending on the interpretation of the text. The column “suffering of God” lacks such question marks.
Sometimes the suffering of human beings might be implied, but when it comes to God’s suffering, the
liturgy is always explicit. Or so it seems. Worthwhile as this observation may be, the analysis does not
take into account the world of biblical stories and theology that lurks throughout between the lines.19
For example, the explicit instances of the God’s suffering all relate to the sacrificial life and death of
Christ. However, some scholars have also made a compelling case for God’s suffering which may be
present in the liturgy in other ways, more implicitly.20 For example, the confession of sins implies God’s
suffering because of the people’s waywardness. Therefore, as with human suffering, God’s suffering is
implied through intertextual references.
Let us now turn to a closer analysis of the instances where Christ’s suffering is mentioned.
-

-

Confession and absolution
o “…deliver us from the power of evil, for the sake of your Son who died for us . . .
Gloria
o “Lamb of God, you take away the sin of the world; have mercy on us”
Nicene Creed
o “For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven . . . became incarnate . . . and
was made man. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death
and was buried”
Eucharistic Prayer
o (The gift of your Son born in human flesh)
o “Obedient to your will he died upon the Cross . . . he broke the bonds of evil and set
your people free to be his Body in the world”
o “On the night when he was given up to death . . . he loved them to the end.”
o “This is my Body: it is broken for you . . . This is my Blood of the new covenant; it is
poured out for you, and for all, that sins may be forgiven.”
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o

-

-

“We recall his blessed passion and death, his glorious resurrection and ascension; and
we look for the coming of his Kingdom. Made one with him, we offer you these gifts and
with them ourselves, a single, holy, living sacrifice.
Breaking of The Bread
o “The living bread is broken for the life of the world. Lord, unite us in this sign.”
Communion
o “The Body of Christ given for you.”
o “The Blood of Christ shed for you.”
Agnus Dei
o “Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world” (3x)
Post-Communion Prayer (one of three options)
o “we have broken the bread which is Christ’s body, we have tasted the wine of his new
life. We thank you for these gifts by which we are made one in him and drawn into that
new creation . . . through him who died for us and rose again.”

This catalogue shows that the liturgical text associates Christ’s suffering with human sinfulness and is
intended to issue in forgiveness of sins. Furthermore, in virtually all instances where Christ’s suffering is
mentioned, his glory and the purpose of his suffering, which is to enable worship and new life, are
present as well. Consequently, the liturgy does not necessarily focus on Christ’s death, but rather
portrays it as an episode in a larger story. Christ’s suffering and death are the low point before the
glorious climax of the story, where worship, glory, and new life are the terms that define it. The next
section further interprets these observations.
In sum, from this analysis of the liturgical text, we can make the following observations. The text hardly
addresses human suffering explicitly. In contrast, the text refers at several points to God’s suffering in
Christ. Below their surface, however, words like “freedom” and “new birth” imply human suffering or at
least a diminished state of being as a negative correlate. The liturgy’s mention of Christ’s suffering might
point to God’s suffering in a broader sense. It is noteworthy that Christ’s suffering is related to human
sinfulness, which in turn is an expression of the diminished state of human being. Sin and diminishment
are portrayed in terms of the relationship between people and God.

Interpretation of Suffering in Liturgy
How can we interpret the observations so far? How do they answer the question of how liturgy makes
sense (meaning) of the suffering that is all around us? First, we will discuss the suffering of God in Christ.
This is a logical starting point, because the analysis showed that Christ’s suffering was clearly present in
the liturgy. As we will see, Christ’s suffering sets the framework for interpreting the liturgy’s take on
human suffering, which we will discuss next.
The Suffering of Christ
There can be no doubt that Christ’s suffering is bound up with the forgiveness of sins. This is clear from
both the structure and the content of the liturgy. God’s suffering in Christ is first mentioned in the
confession, which takes place right after the opening words of the liturgy. The structure of the liturgy
makes clear that sin is the problem standing in the way of the intended relationship between God and
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people.21 While the burden of guilt lies with human beings, it took God’s only Son to overcome the
breach in the relationship. Thus the liturgy describes a God who suffers because of the sins of his people,
but also who suffers for his people to heal the broken relationship.22 The content of the liturgy also
connects sin and the suffering of Christ. The petition for forgiveness includes the death of Christ as the
ground for forgiveness: “Forgive us our sins, and deliver us from the power of evil, for the sake of your
Son who died for us . . .” Again in the Gloria: “Lord God, Lamb of God, you take away the sin of the
world.” The title “Lamb of God” refers to the sacrifice that is Jesus. The Eucharistic Prayer describes the
blood of Christ as being poured out “that sins may be forgiven.” Three times the Agnus Dei repeats that
line we quoted from the Gloria. All of this demonstrates that Christ’s suffering is connected with human
sinfulness.
In relation to Christ’s suffering, the liturgy also uses language that does not necessarily refer to human
sinfulness but that might have to do with human suffering (and perhaps of all of creation). The
confession asks for both forgiveness for sin and deliverance from evil. The absolution speaks
forgiveness, but also words of healing, strengthening and new life. The Nicene Creed uses the broader
term “for us and for our salvation” (it does mention forgiveness of sins near the end, but without
directly relating it to Christ’s suffering). The Eucharistic Prayer says Christ “broke the bonds of evil.”
Again the Lord’s Prayer includes the petition “deliver us from evil,” although here Christ’s suffering is not
mentioned explicitly. When the bread and wine are distributed, sin is not mentioned but the Body and
Blood are simply “given for you” and “shed for you.” Thus Christ’s suffering is for deliverance from evil,
for healing, strengthening and new life—and for salvation. The active sinfulness of humankind is a major
element in the liturgical theology of Christ’s suffering, but this suffering has a wider scope, including evil
that is not necessarily related to active human sinfulness.23
Every time Christ’s suffering is mentioned in the liturgy, the purpose or outcome is mentioned as well, as
the following list demonstrates. That purpose provides the meaning-making framework—that central
concept in suffering—within which we can interpret Christ’s suffering and ours, as we will see shortly.
-

-

-

The “purpose” of the petition for forgiveness and the subsequent absolution is that God can
“forgive us and free us from our sins, heal and strengthen us by the Holy Spirit, and raise us to
new life in Christ our Lord.”
The confession is introduced by the Collect for Purity, in which God is asked to “cleanse the
thoughts of our hearts . . . that we may perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your holy
name.”
The Collect gives an additional “purpose” to the confessional rite, i.e. the worship of God.
The Gloria states that the “Lamb of God . . . take[s] away the sin of the world,” but also
petitions to “have mercy on us” and to “receive our prayer.”
The Nicene Creed does not make explicit the purpose of Christ’s suffering other than to say it
was “for us and for our salvation” and again “for our sake.” The creed ends with worship and the
eschatological hope of the “resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come.”
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-

-

The Eucharistic Prayer notes that Christ “made his home among us that we might for ever dwell
in you.” Furthermore, the Father “call[s] us to new birth in a creation restored by love.” The
people are designated as “children of your redeeming purpose,” and as such they burst out in
praise with the Sanctus and Benedictus, joining “angels and archangels and the whole company
of heaven.” Christ brings “to wholeness all that is made.” By his death “he broke the bonds of
evil and set your people free to be his Body in the world.” The epiclesis includes the petition that
“we may be kindled with the fire of your love and renewed for the service of your Kingdom.”
The prayer continues: “Help us, who are baptised into the fellowship of Christ’s Body to live and
work to your praise and glory; may we grow together in unity and love until at last, in your new
creation, we enter into our heritage in the company of the Virgin Mary, the apostles and
prophets, and of all our brothers and sisters living and departed.” At the breaking of the bread
the priest and congregation declare and pray that “The living bread is broken for the life of the
world. Lord, unite us in this sign.”
One of the post-communion prayers makes clear that by “these gifts [of bread and wine] we are
made one in him and drawn into that new creation which is your will for all mankind.” An
alternative post-communion prayer praises the Father for bringing us home through his Son. The
Son “gave us grace, and opened the gate of glory.” It continues to pray: “May we who share
Christ’s body live his risen life; we who drink his cup bring life to others; we whom the Spirit
lights, give light to the world.” It further asks for freedom, so that “the whole earth live and
praise your name.”

The purpose of Christ’s suffering, as this long list makes clear, is the reconciliation between God and
people in order for the people to worship God, and to be set free to live a new life. This new life is
sometimes pictured in eschatological terms, but more often in terms of serving the kingdom of God as
Christ’s Body on earth here and now. In other words, the liturgy draws participants into a movement
away from all that stands in the way of living life to the full, i.e. from evil and sin, and toward
reconciliation with God (through the rite of confession and absolution, and enacted in the eucharistic
rite), which results in the risen life with Christ, and which has a missional outlook.
Human suffering
What about human suffering? We observed that human suffering can be addressed in the liturgy but
only in the intercessions is this necessarily the case. Other moments may refer to suffering, such as the
petition in the confession and the Lord’s Prayer to “deliver us from evil.” So we seem to learn little
about human suffering through a liturgical analysis other than that it has its proper place in prayer
before God. However, valid as this conclusion may seem, there is more to say. That Christ’s suffering
figures prominently in the liturgy should make us think twice about the nature of suffering. Moreover, at
two points in the liturgy—in the Creed and in the Eucharistic Prayer—the suffering of Christ through
death is preceded by the notion of incarnation: Christ becoming human. Because of the incarnation we
should not distinguish too sharply between human suffering and Christ’s suffering, since Christ suffered
in his humanness. Through the incarnation God identifies with human suffering.24 Indeed, in the gospels
we find Jesus weeping in grief for his friend Lazarus, for the city he loves, and because of the fear he felt
in Gethsemane. Pope Francis could say with confidence in his sermon on the Fifth Sunday of Lent at the
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Casa Santa Marta that Jesus was weeping with all those affected by COVID-19, and called believers to
follow Christ in weeping for the world.25 Furthermore, some forms of human suffering, especially
martyrdom, are Christ-like.26 Christ’s suffering, therefore, provides the interpretative and meaningmaking framework for human suffering. At the same time, however, exactly because of the incarnation
we should distinguish between Christ’s suffering and human suffering. Christ suffered in his humanness,
but at the same time kept his divine nature. While Christ’s suffering functions as an interpretive
framework for human suffering, Christ’s suffering includes a uniqueness, a “once-for-allness,” that make
his suffering different. Christ’s suffering is central to the Gospel and the liturgy in ways that human
suffering is not. The incarnation should make us careful to not only not identify Christ’s suffering entirely
with human suffering but also to not disconnect the two. Either extreme should be avoided.
It is predominantly against the backdrop of human sin (and evil more generally) that the liturgy displays
Christ’s suffering. If the purpose of Christ’s suffering is liberation, healing, and new life, then the liturgy
says something about the human condition. The liturgy states, even if quite implicitly and more as an
assumption than a proposition, that the human condition is is diminished, less than human beings were
created to be, a diminishment from which they should be liberated and healed. Thus the liturgy puts
forward a new theological interpretation of suffering. While not denying forms of human suffering as
major negative life events or meaninglessness, it emphasizes suffering as alienation from the image of
God in which humankind was created, and alienation from the purpose to worship and glorify God, and
to live anew in service of the kingdom of God.27 One could say that this alienation is the liturgical
interpretation of sin. The liturgy leaves room to address the worshiper’s own “small stories”28 of
suffering, but it reframes these stories by the overarching narrative of God’s story with creation. To both
the happy and the sad the liturgy says, This is not all there is: a more glorious life lies ahead of you. The
liturgy that finds meaning in the life of worshiping God and serving God’s kingdom counters the erosion
of meaning that characterizes suffering in the definition of Schreiter and others. By drawing worshipers
into this different story of God with humankind, the story of the liturgy offers a different perspective on
the human condition.
Sacrifice
The last semantic field in relation to suffering concerns the language of offering and sacrifice. This
language is used primarily of Christ, but at two points near the end of the liturgy, it is also used of the
people. Christ’s sacrifice is clear: he is called the Lamb of God, Agnus Dei, who takes away the sin of the
25
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world by sacrificing his own life. As we have seen, the liturgy is a tapestry of references to Christ’s
suffering and his sacrificial death for the life of the world.29 The liturgy uses sacrificial language of human
beings as well. After the institution narrative the Eucharistic Prayer continues:
We now obey your Son’s command.
We recall his blessed passion and death,
his glorious resurrection and ascension;
and we look for the coming of his Kingdom.
Made one with him, we offer you these gifts
and with them ourselves,
a single, holy, living sacrifice.
In this part of the Eucharistic Prayer sacrifice is connected to human beings in two ways. First, if we are
“made one with him,” this means that somehow we partake in the “blessed passion and death” and “his
glorious resurrection and ascension.” Suffering—but also flourishing—is therefore an expected
consequence of following Christ, and inherent in believers’ unity with him.30
Secondly, this prayer connects sacrificial language to people through the giving of ourselves, “a single,
holy, living sacrifice.” What does this sacrifice mean? Like virtually all liturgical texts, this one is based on
words from Scripture. In Romans 12: 1-2 the apostle Paul writes:
I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as
a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be
conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may
discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.
Much can and needs to be said about this text, but I will restrict myself to a couple of observations that
pertain most clearly to our topic. First of all, through the liturgy’s portrayal of Christ’s suffering, we see
that God is fully committed to the relationship between Godself and human beings—even to the point
of giving his Son. Now in their turn the people give themselves in this relationship to God and respond,
obeying the Son’s command and recalling the story of his suffering and glorious new life. “Made one
29
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with him,” they are drawn into and partake in this similar movement. The Pauline language makes clear
that this is a sacrifice, giving up the pattern of this world, being transformed by the renewal of their
minds instead.31 Interestingly Paul immediately makes this very practical by turning this renewal of the
mind into a life lived in community. His many examples of this renewed life all illustrate or demonstrate
the pattern of Christ, one of giving up pride, forsaking vengeance, cursing our persecutors, and having
the good of others in view (Rom. 12:3-21). The new life, which comes from sacrificing ourselves, follows
that strange pattern of Christ, in which enemies are loved, Christ and his followers sit at the table of
sinners, and death leads to life.32
In the second post-communion prayer SL uses language that might also be interpreted as sacrificial:
“May we who share Christ’s body live his risen life; we who drink his cup bring life to others; we whom
the Spirit lights, give light to the world.” These words fit very well what we have just described. It is
about living the pattern of Christ by being made one with him, or in the words of this prayer, by sharing
Christ’s body and drinking his cup. We should, however, point to one more element. In addition to the
reference in Romans 12 to the sacrificial language of suffering, the post-communion prayer refers to
drinking the cup of Christ. Jesus asks the disciples James and John, the sons of Zebedee, whether they
can drink his cup. They say they will (Mt. 20:22-23). This is the cup of suffering that Jesus begs his Father
to take it from him.33 In the institution narrative this cup has become “the new covenant in my blood”
(Lk. 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25). These passages point to the same themes as Romans 12: following Christ
means following a different pattern than the world. Power, status and greatness are redefined; suffering
and self-sacrifice are pathways to life. Drinking the cup of Christ ties those who drink it to Christ’s way of
suffering, but also to new life, bringing life to others.34
One final comment is in place here, related to the language of sacrifice and giving life to others, and to
the Eucharist more broadly. While the intercessions most explicitly address human suffering,
participating in the life of Christ through the Eucharist means that the believers also participate in
bringing the good news of new life to others, in particular to places and situations where life is
diminished. Writing particularly about the Eucharist in relation to hunger, Matthew Whelan states:
“[W]hen he [Jesus] takes the bread, breaks it, shares it, tells his disciples that the bread is his body and
they should ‘do this in remembrance’ of him, he speaks of a way of living in which his followers’ bodies,
like his, are to be gifts for the nourishment of others.”35 Even though Christ’s suffering is more central in
the liturgy than human suffering, Christ suffers precisely to overcome the suffering and diminishment of
creation. This encompasses more than earthquakes, hunger and other life events that upend our lives,
but certainly includes these. Therefore, the whole of the Eucharist, and at some level the whole of the
liturgy, connects Christ’s suffering with human suffering. When the people offer themselves in this
31
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grander narrative of God’s purposes for the world, they participate in this movement of giving
themselves for the life of the world. In Monika Hellwig’s words, “The eucharistic gathering is of all places
the most suitable place for the cry of the oppressed to be uttered and considered.” Moreover, “to
accept the bread of the Eucharist is to accept to be bread and sustenance for the poor of the world.”36
Thus celebrating the Eucharist becomes an act of interceding for the world, which continues daily in lives
that give life to others.

Conclusion
How does liturgy portray suffering? What meaning-making is going on in the liturgy? Four points have
emerged through our analysis. First, human suffering, in the colloquial sense of major negative life
events, can figure in the liturgy, but does not have to, except for the prayers of intercession. The liturgy
is aware of this kind of suffering, but human suffering is not its main focus. Second, God’s suffering in
Christ is much more prominent in the liturgy. When we look at the liturgical portrait of suffering, we see
the suffering of Christ, especially his death on the cross. Third, the backdrop for Christ’s suffering is an
evil and sinful, and therefore diminished, world. Part of this backdrop is the human suffering we just
mentioned. Christ’s suffering is meant to overcome this diminishment, turning us instead toward a new
life characterised by glorifying God and serving in the kingdom of God. Finally, our careful examination
of the liturgical text reveals that human suffering also refers to sacrificing our lives to God. The liturgy
portrays a unity between God and God’s people, in Christ, and through the Holy Spirit. This unity means
that the believers are caught up the heavenly kingdom where life is turned upside down. That pattern
includes suffering—with a view to transformed life. In the sense that the gathered community is united
in Christ through the Eucharist, participates in his suffering and is called to be a community that gives
life to the world, the celebration of the Eucharist connects believers to the world’s suffering. That way,
the whole of the Eucharist and indeed the liturgy is intercessory.
In the literature suffering is often understood as a loss or breakdown of meaning. At the same time,
people experience certain situations as suffering because meaning is absent and so they are seeking
meaning.37 What meaning does liturgy make of suffering? According to Gordon Lathrop, meaning is
found in juxtaposition, of interpreting one liturgical element in light of the other.38 Our analysis has
shown that Christ’s suffering, the suffering that the liturgy presents most clearly, is juxtaposed with
human sin and new life. Christ overcomes the dark colours of sin and paints a picture of bright, new life
of union with God. Suffering derives its meaning from the glorious vision of worship and a transformed
life, in the sense that Christ’s suffering counters the breakdown of that vision that results from sin and
evil. And, against the background of sin and evil the vision of new life becomes meaningful in the sense
that it says: “the broken life of this world is not all there is, God’s vision for creation is much more
glorious.” This gives hope amidst the world’s brokenness, whether that brokenness is due to COVID-19,
earthquakes, broken relationships, or anything else that diminishes God’s vision for creation of living life
to the full.
One with God in Christ, believers follow Christ’s pattern, and “offer themselves” as “a single, holy, living
sacrifice.” The language of sacrifice might denote suffering, but it is questionable how many worshipers
would understand this act of dedication in those terms. Nevertheless, this sacrifice does mean that
36

Hellwig, The Eucharist and the Hunger of the World, 78.
Cooper-White, Pamela, "Suffering," 25.
38
Lathrop, Holy Things.
37

12

believers are not to “conform this world, but be transformed” into the likeness of Christ (Rom. 12:2).
Suffering can result from this act of dedication. Jesus, Peter, Paul, and James all warn that suffering is to
be expected as a consequence of following Jesus. Only then can suffering be considered something in
which believers can rejoice, for it is an identity marker of belonging to Christ.39 In the way that Christ’s
sacrificial suffering might be said to be meaningful in countering and overcoming sin and evil, suffering
as a consequence of following Jesus gains meaning in giving up the patterns of this world and living the
new life of the kingdom of God. If suffering cannot be connected to this greater narrative (Schreiter), it
indeed remains meaningless as it contributes to the diminishment of life that Christ’s suffering
overcomes.
The liturgy does not seem to engage with the classic why-question of theodicy. Just as Job does not
receive an answer but a vision of God, so the liturgy does not give an answer to the why of suffering, but
paints a vision of new life. It is a picture that does not leave sufferers where they are, but comforts with
its different perspective on life, and calls for transformation. Schreiter warns that there is nothing noble
or redeeming in suffering itself. Suffering can be redemptive only “when we struggle against these
corroding powers and rebuild our selves in spite of the pain we are experiencing.”40 Similarly, Swinton
speaks about retaining a sense of “meaning, hope and the possibility of God’s providential presence” as
a way of resisting evil.41 It is exactly this sense of meaning and hope that liturgy fosters. Bread and wine
point to God’s providential presence in Christ. Liturgy engages in the struggle against the “corroding
powers” of sin and evil, and invites believers to “rebuild our selves” in light of the transforming vision of
worship and new life. As such, liturgy is an act of resistance against sin and evil that draws the
participants into a different story which starts with grace and peace from God, and ends with the
blessing of that same God.
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