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SUFFERING
The Call of the Wounded Healer

In his poor heart man has places which do not yet exist and
into them enters suffering in order to bring them fo life.
—Leon Bloy, Pilgrin of the Absolute'

Here’s the thing. ... The thing I believe. God is inside you
and inside everybody else. You come into the world with
God. But only them that search inside for it find it. And
sometimes it just manifest itself even if you not looking, or
don’t know what you looking for. Trouble do it for most
Jolks, I think. Sorrow, Lord. Feeling like shit.

—Alice Walker, The Color Purple?

PAIN AND TROUBLE often play a mysterious role in the
unfolding of our callings. Experiences of personal suffering,
or encounters with the pain of others, offer spiritual oppor-
tunities that have the potential to put us in touch with the sa-
cred dimension of experience from which callings emerge:
“The LoRD is near to the brokenhearted, and saves the crushed
in spirit.”? This being said, it is important not to romanticize
or spiritualize suffering, to assume that it always has redemp-
tive or transformative effects upon our consciousness or char-

acter. Pain can call forth the best in us, but it can also bring
out the worst.

In this chapter I want to explore some dimensions of the
complex relationship between suffering and vocation. There
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feels like dying. This, I think, is what Goethe is talking about
in his poem “The Holy Longing”:

And so long as you haven’t experienced this:
To die and so to grow,

You are only a troubled guest

On the dark earth.’

The call to authentic personhood involves a commitment
to continual growth and change, which requires a willingness
to undergo the emotional and spiritual pain and discomfort
that are a necessary and inevitable part of the process of com-
ing to know ourselves. Self-protective, defensive efforts to
avoid the pain of self~knowledge almost always end up bring-
ing us other kinds of trouble. “Neurosis,” says Jung, “is always a
substitute for legitimate suffering.”® The neurotic misery of an
inauthentic existence, it seems, is the price we pay for refusing
to embrace the pain and risk of living an authentic life. We
end up living as “troubled guests” on the earth, spending our
precious time and energy anxiously trying to escape from the
risky business of becoming the persons we are meant to be.

The call to love also entails pain and risk. We experience
growing pains with every step we take in the direction of be-
coming more loving persons, with every increase in our capac-
ity to give and receive genuine love. Mature love requires that
we find the energy and will to make the moral effort to extend
ourselves on behalf of others—even when we don't feel like it.
“I'am sorry I can say nothing more consoling to you,” says Fa-
ther Zossima in The Brothers Karamazov, ‘for love in action is a
harsh and dreadful thing compared with love in dreams.”?

Learning to love is a difficult, humbling, life-long process
for all of us. Rainer Maria Rilke offered this encouragement

in a letter to a young poet wrestling with his callings in love
and work:
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To love is good, too: love being difficult. For one
human being to love another: that is perhaps the
most difficult of all our tasks, the ulgimate, the last
test and proof, the work for which all other work 1s
but preparation. For this reason young people, who
are beginners in everything, cannot yet know love,
they have to learn it. With their whole being, with
all of their forces gathered closely about their lonely,

upward-beating heart, they must learn to love.®

SYMPTOMS AS A VOICE OF THE SOUL

We get sick in one way Of another when we are living in a
t-of-synch with who we really are. At such

physical or emotional symptoms We experi-
_as a kind of cry for

way that is ou
times, the painful
ence can be interpreted as a wake-up call
help from our soul.

In Care of the Soul, Thomas Moore suggests that the soul
sometimes uses painful or disruptive symptoms to get our at-
tention, to convey a Message to us from within when we are
falling into error Of living in a way that is out-of-synch with
who we really are. From this perspective, the soul might
speak through a feeling of nagging anxiety, a knot in the
stomach, a stubborn depression we can’t seem to shake, bore-
dom or burnout in our work, or a persistent inner sense of

spiritual cestlessness or emptiness in spite of apparent con-
surface of our life. According to Abraham

tentment on the
Maslow, when our deeper spiritual needs are ignored or neg-

lected, we get sick:

If this essential core of the person 1 denied or sup-
pressed, he [or she] gets sick, sometimes 1n obvious
ubtle ways. ... This inner nature
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be thankful for it, otherwise we pass it by and miss the op-
portunity of getting to know ourselves as we really are”'' In
Jung’s view, the neurotic symptom itself offers an opportunity
or invitation to learn something about ourselves; it 18 @ poO-
tential blessing in disguise.

Careful reflection on our symptoms not only can help us
to diagnose what 15 Wrong or missing in our life but can also
give us clues as tO what we need to do to get better. “The
unconscious,” says Sanford, “knows what we do not know
and what we must learn about ourselves and life in order to
become well”? Appreciating the meanings and getting the
messages of our symptoms can teach us what our soul needs,
what it may be craving or longing for. Is there something
missing in our life, some need that we are neglecting? Is there
some unfinished emotional or spiritual business that requires
taking care of? Is there something we must do, some action
we are called to take, that can help us to recover our emo-
tional or spiritual health?

A few examples might help to illustrate this. A man
whose life choices have been overly influenced by his con-
cerns about financial security could begin to experience a 1nag-
ging sense of emptiness OrF meaninglessness that money,
possessions, status, OF financial security do not take away. The
feelings of emptiness Ot meaninglessness may be an invita-
tion to take a hard Jlook at what is missing in his life; they
may be a kind of call to re-evaluate his priorities in light of
the recognition that there is more to life than money: Or per-
haps a woman’s neurotic guilt and fear have always held her
back by inhibiting her inclinations toward personal authen-
ticity and individuation, with the result that she ends up feel-
ing emotionally constricted and spiritually trapped by the
circumstances she has chosen for herself. Her mounting des-
peration may signal the stirrings of a calling to overcome her
fears by taking steps to liberate herself from her self-imposed
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The vocational theme or pattern of the wounded healer
can be discerned in many religious traditions through the
ages. It 15 perhaps most dramatically illustrated the spiritu-
ality and healing practices associated with shamanism, an an=
cient, primordial form of religion that 1s still practiced 1n
many indigenous cultures today. Parallels to shamanism are
found in many of the world’s major religious traditions. The
theme of the wounded healer can be detected in the life pat-
tern of the historical Jesus as well as in the lives of many peo-
ple in the contemporary world. Henri Nouwen’s well-known
book, The Wounded Healer: Ministry in Contemporary Society, 1S
centered around the idea that the minister’s own wounds, if sonal experience of pai
tended properly, can become 2 source of healing for others." Kibsley: & meers ae of pain and illness, according to David

Although a great diversity of spiritual beliefs and healing for Belnins and s one of the shaman’s primary qualificati
practices exists among shamanistic cultures throughout the ping and healing others: 1ons
world, certain universal patterns are encountered wherever sha-
manism is practiced.’® One of the most striking i the phe-
nomenon of the “initiatory Jlness” in the calling of the shaman.
In many cultures, it is common for the shaman-to-be to ex-
perience a painful physical illness or psychological crisis at
some point during childhood, adolescence, or young adult-
hood. During the initiatory illness the young person typically
has vivid visions and dreams (often while in a state of uncon-
sciousness or delirium) that contain striking religious 1magery

centering around images of death and rebirth, spirit journeys,
or encounters with various kinds of good and evil spirits as-
sociated with illness and healing. Black Elk, for example, re-
ceived his calling through a complicated and remarkable
vision during his own illness experience, which occurred
when he was only nine years old and lasted over a period of
rwelve days while he was deathly ill in a coma-like state of
unconsciousness. '
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parallels to shamanic themes in the life of

There are many
Jesus. Although there is no evidence in the gospels that he ex-
-day ordeal in the

perienced an initiatory illness, Jesus’ forty
wilderness prior to beginning his public life as an itinerant
healer and teacher can be likened to a kind of shamanic initiation
during which he personally “worked with the spirits.’?" From
the perspective of shamanism, Jesus’ assertive dealings with the
temptations of the Satanic spirit in the wilderness would likely
be seen as the source of his later power and “authority” over
unclean spirits‘which are often noted in the gospel accounts
of his healings of cormented people. Jesus’ visionary experiences
in the wilderness (€8 journeying with Satan to the top of a
high mountain or to the pinnacle of the temple) are also remi-
niscent of the “soul journeys’ or “spirit flights” of the shaman.
The gospels also suggest that, from the beginning of his
public life, Jesus strongly identified with the mysterious “Suf-
fering Servant of Yahweh” figure (the one who brings good

news to the poor, heals the brokenhearted, brings liberty to

captives) from the writings of the prophet Isaiah.2! Tn Chris-

tianity, there 1s a long tradition of belief that Jesus was the ful-
fillment of this countercultural redemptive figure foretold by
the prophet: the “man of sorrows” whose wounds would be-

come a source of healing and redemption for others:

Who has believed what we have heard? And to whom
has the arm of the LORD been revealed? . .. He had

sty that we should look at him,

no form or maje
ire him.

nothing in his appearance that we should des
He was despised and rejected by others; a man of suf-
fering and acquainted with infirmity; and as one
from whom others hide their faces he was despised,

and we held him of no account.

Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our

diseases; yet we accounted him stricken, struck down
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way back to health, that person

and fought his or her
may gain a certain quality that enables him [or her]

to put others in touch with healing too. A certain
fith in the healing process is generated by having
found healing oneself, not to mention a capacity for
empathy with those who are ill, which can only

come through having suffered.”

There are also wounded healers whose vocation extends
beyond personal work with individuals to the work of heal-
ing in the wider social and political realm. Sister Dianna
Ortiz is a striking example. An Ursuline nun from New Mex-
ico, Ortiz journeyed to Guatemala in the early 1980s as a

her with Mayan children in the

missionary to work as a teac
highlands. In November 1989, she was abducted, raped, and
ilitary interrogation center

brutally tortured n 2 notorious 11
in the capital city. The harrowing story of her torture and
subsequent battles to recover her emotional health and per-
sonal dignity are recounted in the compelling memoir The
Blindfold’s Eyes: My Journey from Torture to Truth.*

A crucial component of Ortiz’s healing process»—which

she likens to a fragmatic experience of death and a slow and

painful process of rebirth—has been her determination to use
on for the

her personal experience of traumatic victimizati
benefit of others. She now works to help others (especially
women) heal from the wounds of torture through building
supportive “communities of healing” for torture survivors.
She is also a human rights activist who works for the aboli-

in the contemporary world. As

tion of the practice of torture
a survivor of torture, Ortiz speaks with great personal convic-

tion and authority as a wounded healer:

What I endured is the suffering of millions of women
around the world. That I live now is testament to my
rebirth—death by torture followed by rebirth. Tor-
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REDEMPTIVE SUFFERING
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much, to assume that it will inevitably have ennobling or
transformative effects upon our consciousness or character.

One factor that determines whether suffering will have a
redemptive outcome is our affitude toward it. “Suffering by it-
self is no cure,” says Sanford, “it only cures us when we have
the right attitude toward it.”?® From this vantage point, the
issue is not the particular form the trouble takes (e. g., illness,
injury, depression, poverty, persecution) or even the degree of
pain associated with it. Rather, what makes the difference is
how we look at the difficulties life sends our way. How we see
our problems has a profound impact upon how they are ex-
perienced, including the degree to which they are felt to be
either meaningful opportunities for growth or meaningless
obstacles that are better avoided.

The “right” attitude enables us to discern meaning in our
sufferings. Meaning is what makes it possible for us to make
spiritual sense of what otherwise seems senseless, to bear
what would otherwise be unbearable. According to Victor
Frankl, whether suffering becomes an occasion for spiritual
triumph or defeat depends entirely on our capacity to dis-
cover a meaning or purpose in it. Frankl, an Austrian psychia-
trist who wrote of his personal experiences of extreme
suffering in the Nazi concentration camps in the classic Man’s
Search for Meaning, emphasized the human capacity to choose
our attitude toward suffering regardless of external circum-
stances. “Everything can be taken away but one thing,” he
wrote, “the last of human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude
in any given set of circumstances. ... Fundamentally, even in
the worst of circumstances, we can decide what shall become
of ourselves mentally and spiritually, retaining our human
dignity even in a concentration camp.”?

Finding the correct spiritual attitude in any given difficult
situation determines whether we will experience it as a bless-
ing or a curse. When we are contending with painful life
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g has to do with discovering the
1essage contained 1n the prob-

* The temptation is always to

give up the struggle prematurely before we have learned what

we need to learn, before we have “gotten” the message. The
mysterious biblical story of Jacob’s wrestling match with God
gives us a glimpse of the kind of attitude required of those

who would obtain the blessing:

Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him
until daybreak. When the man saw that he did not
k him on the hip socket;

prevail against Jacob, he struc
nt as he wrestled

and Jacob’s hip was put out of joi
with him. Then he said, “Let me go, for the day is
breaking”” But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, un-
Jess you bless me.” S0 he said to him, “What is your
name?” And he said,“]acob.”Then the man said,“You
shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you
have striven with God and with humans, and have
prevailed.” Then Jacob asked him, “Please tell me
your name.” But he said, “Why is it that you ask my

name?” And there he blessed him. So Jacob called the

place Peniel, saying, “For I have seen God face to

face, and yet my life is preserved.”

The “I will not let you go, unless you bless me” attitude

b is what keeps him fighting and struggling with his

of Jaco
adversary long enough to receive the blessing, which, in his
Jacob is given a new

case, has to do with learning who he is.
name, Israel, which means «“Wrestler with God.” He also ulti-

mately learns the identity of the dark, mysterious adversary

who has ambushed him: God. In my psychotherapeutic
be mysteriously consoled

they are faced with dis-

work, I have found many people to
and encouraged by this story when
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2. The solution is a sense that we are saved from
the wrongness by making proper connection

with the higher powers.32

Victor Frankl’s story offers a compelling example of the
kind of “deliverance” James is talking about. For Frankl, the
“uneasiness” or “wrongness’ Was the senseless cruelty and in-
humanity of the concentration camp experience, which not
only threatened the prisoners’ physical survival but violated

their basic human need and right to be treated as human be-

ings worthy of respect and dignity. For Frankl, the “solution” to
the uneasiness, the thing that saved him from the wrongness,
was making “proper connection” with the higher power of
love.
Concretely, Frankl’s solution to the bleak and horrifying
external reality of Auschwitz was to turn inwards, to recall and
re_live loving memories of his wife prior to the Holocaust,
and to have tender dialogues with her in his imagination: “My
mind clung to my wife’s image, imagining it with an uncanny
cuteness. | heard her answering me, saw her smile, her frank
and encouraging look.”*? These imagined conversations with
his wife helped Frankl reconnect with the consoling, morale-
building reality of love, to recover a sense of himself as a per-
son capable of love and worthy of being loved:

solation, when a man cannot
express himself in positive action, when his only
achievement may consist in enduring his sufferings n

the right way—an honorable way—in such a posi-
gh loving contemplation of the
beloved, achieve fulfillment.*

In a position of utter de

tion a man can, throu
image he carries of his

Although Frankl did not know it at the time, his beloved
wife had already been murdered in the gas chambers in an-
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cross, and, as they prayed quietly about whatever was on their
minds or in their hearts, they reached up and literally clung to
the legs of Jesus. From the looks of life-long suffering etched
into their faces, I suspect that some were hanging on to him

for dear life.

Although distorted forms of Christian piety can become

morbidly preoccupied with the passion and death of Jesus,

authentic Christian spirituality is not about suffering for its
own sake. It is about the redemptive breakthrough of love
and compassion through suffering, or in the midst of it, or in
spite of it. “Amazing Grace! How sweet the sound that saved
. wretch like me!” The crucified Jesus offers people an
image of God that captures the heart and the imagination.
This is a God with whom it is possible to connect—a human
God, a God who sufters, a compassionate God who is able to
appreciate what it is like to be a suffering human being. “For
we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize
with our weaknesses,” reads the Letter to the Hebrews, “but. ..
one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet with-
out sin.”3 The One who is able to sympathize or empathize
with human weakness and pain is accessible, approachable:
“Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness,
so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in tme
of need.””

In a mysterious way, the crucified Jesus not only provides
us with a concrete image of God’s love and compassion for
suffering humanity but also evokes compassion in us for the
God who suffers. The image of the crucified Jesus gives us a
feeling for the radical vulnerability and helplessness of God.
We are touched and moved by the suffering of God. There is
a give-and-take of compassion, an experience of shared suf-
fering: God feels for us and we feel for God. The evocative
words of the African American spiritual “Were You There?”
capture this poignant feeling for many people:
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gfire you there when they crucified my Lord?
; sometimes 1t causes me to tremble, tremble
tremble. !

Were you there when they crucified my Lord?

_ The image of Jesus can also serve as a point of compas
smnat.e connection with suffering humanity, with the god
?:vho is suffering right now in suffering persons and in the

crugﬁed peoples” of the world. We move from }\)ersonal 1'it
vate, inner C?ntemplation of the suffering God into the W(}I)) 'l(;
of foqal suffering, to the encounter with God in the lives 1of
:.suﬁermg human beings. We experience God very concreltel
in thgse whose pains and needs are crying out for our atter ;
tion, in the experience of solidarity and sharing in their suﬁe;:
Ing, 1 our attempts to be of service in some way. “I am
endeavq:u_ug to see God through service of hu111axjity;’ Wr;t .
Gandhi, “for I know that God is neither in heaven : d ;
below, but in everyone.”3 e

_ “Blessed are the merciful” said Jesus, “for they will r
celve n:lercy.”-"9 It is in the exercise of mercy and coZl 1ssiolleg

ate.a.ctlon that we mysteriously experience ourselveI:cas t}:_
recipients of God’s tender mercy and compassion. Sobring

make i justi
m s a hnk“between mercy and justice, using the strikin
image of the “crucified peoples”: i

We are speaking here not of the “works of mercy”
but rather of the basic structure of the response )1:0
the world’s victims. This structure consists of makin

someone else’s pain our very own and allowing: tha%
pain to move us to respond. ... We well know that in
our World there are not just wounded individuals but
crucified peoples, and that we should enflesh merc

accordingly. To react with mercy, then, means to dg
everything we possibly can to bring them down from

_#
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the cross. This means working for _']ustice—which is

the name love acquires when it comes to entire ma-

jorities of people unjustly oppressed.”
“Making someone else’s pain our own’ through empathy
nables us to feel and imagine ourselves in
d feel things from their vantage point. It
e for us to cross over from our lim-

and compassion ¢
their world, to see an
can even make it possibl
ited human viewpoint to the
see this world and its troubles thr

gians, this 1s accomplished by W
iful, forgiving Jesus. Perhaps the ultimate ex-
rgiving attitude toward

ultimate perspective of God, to
ough God’s eyes. For Chris-
y of the heart connection

with the merc
pression of Jesus’ great mercy is his to
those who crucified him:
When they came to the place that is called the Skull,
rucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on
¢ and one on his left. Then Jesus said, “Father,
m, for they do not know what they are

they ¢
his righ
forgive the
doing™"!
Even in the midst of his own torture, Jesus is able to give
his crucifiers the benefit of the doub, to generously allow for
the possibility that they don’t “get” it. “On behalf of the
world that has now sentenced him,” says Brueggemann, Jesus
“enters a plea of tenporary insanity.”** By crossing over to Jesus’
perspective, We ate able to experience within ourselves some-=
and mercy of God for this insane

thing of the compassion
and sinful world in which we live. In the words of Flannery

O’Connor, we are able “to feel life from the standpoint of the
central Christian mystery: that it has, for all 1ts horrors, been
found by God to be worth dying for.
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