
Theological Studies
2015, Vol. 76(4) 765 –784

© Theological Studies, Inc. 2015
Reprints and permissions:  

sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/0040563915605263

tsj.sagepub.com

 1. I owe an incalculable debt to the wisdom and counsel of Neil Ormerod. During my seven-
month stay in hospital, he visited most weeks, and high on our agenda was the problem of 
pain. Those hospital-bed conversations provided the stimulus for this article.
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Abstract
This article, weighing the implications of theodicy for the experience of disability, first 
delineates the problem of most theodicies, namely, their focus on primary causation 
and their failure to attend to secondary causes; the laws of nature inherent to the 
evolution of life. It then explores various ways Christology and the theological virtues 
of faith, hope, and love can imbue suffering with meaning, and so help people flourish 
in the context of disability and loss.
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In the five years since the accident that left me a (C5 incomplete) quadriplegic, I 
have struggled with the problem of pain; how could a good, loving, and sovereign 
God have caused or allowed me to have broken my neck?1 In this article I seek to 
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bring my experience of severe injury and disability into dialogue with the insights of 
philosophical theodicy and theology so as to explore the activity of God at those 
times when God seems to be either malicious or absent. Given the breadth of mate-
rial, I cannot presume to do justice to the range of issues and potential solutions that 
have framed centuries of academic thought on the topic. Instead, I consider the 
insights of a sample of 21st-century theodicies, weighing their potential contribution 
to the challenge of suffering and acquired disability. I then outline the importance of 
the distinction between primary and secondary causation, and highlight the need to 
face up to the contingency and fragility of human life. Finally, I explore the potential 
of the cross to create meaning out of the incomprehensibility and horror of suffering 
and describe ways in which the virtues of faith, hope, and love can translate this 
meaning into the present-day hardships of life. I do not mount a comprehensive 
defense of theism but, rather, respond to my struggle to believe in the existence and 
love of God. I thus follow the modern impulse to set aside abstractions and reflect  
on particular experiences of suffering in the world, and only thereafter suggest  
generalizable conclusions.2

Pain, Suffering, and Disability

The problem of pain is not about pain per se. Pain is a survival mechanism that func-
tions to show us our limits; this is nowhere more obvious than with a spinal-cord 
injury, where the absence of the capacity to feel certain pains is itself a danger. The 
issue, then, is not pain but suffering, which is prolonged hardship (physical, psycho-
logical, and social) that serves no meaningful purpose.3 Eleonore Stump clarifies the 
purposelessness of suffering by noting its effect on a person’s flourishing, which can 
be understood objectively and subjectively. Objectively, “the good” refers to the 
flourishing of the physical, psychological, intellectual, moral, and relational capacities 
central to our nature as human beings; suffering is what keeps a person from the 
“well-being that, without the evil, he could and should have had.”4 Subjectively, a 
person can also suffer the loss of desires of the heart that are particular to the individual,5 
such as the loss of a love, personal goals, and identity.

Disability is a broad and variable category, thus the nature and extent of suffering it 
involves is diverse. In this article, I focus primarily on my own experience of acquired 
disability, although I draw on the broader discipline of disability studies and reference 
other examples of disability and loss, hoping that the logic of the argument will  
be relevant to the experience of people with disabilities very different from my own. 
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Spinal-cord injury is generally presumed to entail the loss of sensation and move-
ment, but it is also the distortion of neurological function. Normal sensation is 
replaced by permanent neuropathic pain (that feels like burning skin) and arthritic-
type aches, and the ability to decide what and when to move is traded for spasm and 
uncontrolled bladder and bowel activity. It is a catastrophic injury that impacts every 
aspect of life; the initial terror of finding oneself trapped in bed in ICU is followed by 
months of hospitalization and years of rehabilitation, which eventually gives way to 
a stable disability that requires ongoing medical intervention and care; this under-
standably creates difficulties for family relationships (and sexuality), vocation, and 
recreation. This process inevitably involves a loss of independence, and so impacts 
one’s sense of self.6 Thus spinal-cord injury undermines the various capacities that 
enable a person to flourish, and it inevitably makes impossible the fulfilment of at 
least some of the heart’s desires. The point is not to elicit sympathy or to suggest that 
life with the injury is meaningless. Indeed, the experience of disability can be simul-
taneously more difficult and yet better than is generally imagined. Many people, 
looking from the outside, assume that the paralyzed person would be “better off dead” 
(attitudes formed by fear and prejudice, “masked by an avowed compassion, con-
tempt cloaking itself in paternalism”).7 But most people with the injury want to live 
and flourish—even those with high-level quadriplegia.8 It is also the case that every 
human life entails the experience of suffering, which is inevitably incomparable, so 
that one person’s burden cannot and should not be weighed against another.

The brute fact is that life begins and ends in dependency—both youth and old age are 
a form of disability—and at every point in time we are vulnerable to affliction and death.9 
Our vulnerability has two fundamental aspects: first, our fragile bodies (including our 
brain), and second, our social embeddedness. Like any disability, spinal-cord injury is a 
medical and social problem. Disability literature often focuses on either one or the other, 
but both are significant.10 We suffer our bodies, and we suffer our fitting into society with 
these bodies; and in the context of suffering the inevitable question arises, Why, God?

In more recent explorations of theodicy, there has been a tendency to reject suppos-
edly intractable, abstract, and theoretical analysis of the problem of pain, and redirect 
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attention to consolation and resistance,11 highlighting, for example, Jesus’ partaking in 
our experience of “godforsakenness,” and the cross as a symbol of resistance to evil.12 
John Swinton, writing from the perspective of disability, argues that the problem with 
philosophical theodicy is that it asks questions about the character of God that are 
“simply inappropriate and perhaps even idolatrous”; in relying on human reason rather 
than on the evidence of the love and power of God revealed in the incarnation and 
resurrection of Jesus, theodicy is a mark of faithlessness.13 Instead, Swinton offers a 
pastoral theodicy of action and resistance. But while practical responses to suffering 
are essential, so too is the logical coherence of faith. In my own experience of crisis 
and ongoing disability, the consolations of faith have been intimately connected to my 
struggles to make sense of the power, character, and existence of God. Hans Reinders 
helpfully distinguishes between the practical lament, Why, Lord?, which seeks a pas-
toral response and the abstract and intellectual treatises of theodicy;14 but the logic of 
my article is that the former is supported by the latter, and, conversely, that the best 
theodicies are compassionate and consoling responses to the hardships of life.

Suffering and Sin

Central to the problem of suffering are conceptions of the nature of divine causation. 
Christian theology has traditionally distinguished between primary and secondary 
causation; as creator, God is the source, ground, and primary cause of all that exists, 
including all secondary causes. God imbues creation with its own power; secondary 
causes are real causes and can be understood in and of themselves (hence, scientific 
study is self-contained). This autonomous agency (not independence) does not detract 
from the divine power but, rather, reveals it, since the “perfection of the creature”15 (its 
creative causal power) reflects the divine power. The logic of natural theology and the 
various proofs of the existence of God flow out of this conception of creation, but so 
does the problem of suffering.16

One of the responses to this problem is to distinguish between the will of God in 
creation and the rejection of that will in the human decision to sin. Augustine in his 
Confessions observed that evil is not caused by the divine will but, on the contrary, is 
the rejection of that will. In this way evil is understood as privation, as the negation 
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of God.17 While God is the primary cause of all good secondary causes, God is not the 
cause of sin, which God explicitly condemns. It is often further argued that all suffer-
ing (moral and natural) is a consequence of sin.18 Peter van Inwagen (who claims to 
be offering a defense, rather than theodicy—a possible explanation for suffering that 
may or may not reflect God’s actual reason) envisages a time when God took a popu-
lation of prehuman ancestors and gave them the gift of free will along with preter-
natural powers to live in harmony with others and protect themselves from wild 
beasts, disease, and random destructive and natural events.19 The subsequent choice 
to abuse the gift of free will (original sin, or the Fall) caused Adam and Eve and their 
descendants to be separated from God, lose their “paranormal abilities,”20 and so be 
subject to suffering.21

Setting aside for the moment the question of whether this view is coherent,22 in the 
context of disability (and any illness), identifying suffering with sin needs to be han-
dled with care. It is true that some suffering, even some permanent disability, is caused 
by a person’s own sin. Often enough, a person’s suffering is a consequence of someone 
else’s sin—a drunk driver makes a quadriplegic of an innocent woman walking along 
the sidewalk. In this case sin is the cause of the disability, but the injured person is still 
entitled to lament its unfairness: “Why, God, didn’t you keep me safe?” One common 
Reformed/Evangelical response is to highlight the seriousness of universal human sin-
fulness. D. A. Carson, for example, argues that “plague, congenital birth defects, and 
many other afflictions,” while not a product of specific sin, are nevertheless a conse-
quence of divine wrath against the sin in which we are all complicit.23 The problem 
here is not only the implications of this view for the character of God, but that identify-
ing disability with sin is inherently demeaning24 and suggests that disability is a trag-
edy needing to be eliminated.25 Conceiving of disability as tragedy provides theological 
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justification for attitudes of pity and exacerbates practices of healing that can alienate 
people with disabilities.26 The point is that talk of disability and sin are best kept sepa-
rate, unless we are talking about disability as a social phenomenon. The label “sin” 
serves a vital purpose when it identifies the way people with disabilities are marginal-
ized and disempowered. As Thomas Reynolds, responding to his autistic son’s ques-
tion, Why did God make me this way?, writes, “I am compelled to inquire into the 
social conditions and theological premises that bring this question to his lips. Perhaps 
in another family, another society, his condition would be seen as a gift, a strength, and 
not a liability.”27 The suffering of people with disabilities, then, may indeed result 
from sin, but this is not the whole story.

Suffering and Greater Goods

According to Stump, neither Augustine nor Aquinas uses the concept of evil as priva-
tion as a theodicy,28 since God allows, or could prevent, any evil that we commit or 
that is inflicted upon us.29 Here she cites Aquinas’s explicit observation that “whatever 
happens on earth, even if it is evil, turns out for the good of the whole world.”30 The 
question of precisely what this good might be lies at the heart of most philosophical 
theodicies. Van Inwagen, for example, suggests that suffering is central to God’s lov-
ing plan to rescue us from the consequences of our sin; that to be reunited with God, 
“human beings must know what it means to be separated from [God]. And what it 
means to be separated from God is to live in a world of horrors.”31

Stump carefully nuances this blunt conclusion. Drawing especially on the theology 
of Aquinas, she develops her case by exploring the nature of love, which entails the 
desire for the good of, and union with, the beloved. Love of others requires love of 
self, which is the desire for one’s own good and living with an integrated will (an 
internal union). Understanding “the good” in terms of human flourishing, which is 
ultimately to love God and one another, Stump describes the impact of the Fall as 
being a “willed loneliness” that results from the internal disintegration of the will, and 
that creates a distance from others and shuts out God.32 In this light, suffering serves 
God’s justifying grace, by “bringing [one] to surrender to the love of God and, through 
that surrender, to the act of will in faith constitutive of justification.”33 Suffering allows 
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a person to see his or her shallow and temporal desires for what they are, to long for 
the greater good, and ultimately to surrender to the loving help of God. Here Stump 
uses Aquinas’s notion of the scale of values, which prioritizes some goods over others, 
with the highest goods being relational—love of God and of neighbor.

Michael Stoeber comes to a similar conclusion, drawing on the spiritual tradition to 
identify the contribution of suffering to spiritual transformation, compassion, and 
empathy.34 He notes, for example, that suffering is capable of moving people away 
from self-interest and sensitizing them to the needs of others.35 He also sets out the 
importance of the suffering of Christ, which is more than a mere remembrance but is a 
creatively reconstructed symbol of solidarity and compassion made possible through 
sacramental practice and the experience of the Spirit. In this context one’s own suffer-
ing is never forgotten, but is “transmuted into an ongoing active concern for others.”36

One final example comes from Marilyn McCord Adams, who focuses her theodicy 
on horrendous evils, which she defines as “evils the participation in which (that is, the 
doing and suffering of which) constitutes prima facie reason to doubt whether the par-
ticipant’s life could (given their inclusion in it) be a great good to him/her on the 
whole.”37 These evils would include the rape, torture, and murder of women and chil-
dren, the accidental running over of an infant son, a degrading death by cancer, and so 
forth.38 In response to these horrors, she develops both an aesthetic conception of suf-
fering—noting that victims and perpetrators of evil suffer seemingly irreversible degra-
dation into the subhuman39—and an aesthetic theodicy,40 which finds that even 
horrendous evil can offer a unique vision of God that can facilitate a divine embrace 
and thus deep beauty.41 As with Stoeber, Adams constructs theodicy in conjunction with 
Christology, emphasizing Christ’s sharing in our degradation and our sharing in his.42 
Given the horrendous nature of some evils, Adams also emphasizes the necessity of the 
afterlife, especially in that she understands death itself as a horror. It is only in the resur-
rection and renewal of every life—Adams insists on universal salvation43—that a bal-
ancing of horrors is possible. In the glories of the afterlife, all the horrors (and joys) of 
life are invested with meaning.44 Because this is so, Adams claims that our eventual 
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postmortem beatific intimacy with God will confer a new vantage point, in which vic-
tims of horrors will recognize even the worst of their experiences “as points of identifi-
cation with the crucified God, and not wish them away from their life histories.”45 In 
fact, the importance of belief in an afterlife for theodicy is emphasized by each of the 
authors mentioned previously. As Stump observes, without reference to the afterlife, the 
paradox of suffering cannot be resolved. It would be like trying to understand “the pat-
tern of suffering in a hospital without reference to life outside the hospital.”46

It is beyond the scope of this article to provide a comprehensive response to these 
samplings of 21st-century theodicy. What I can do, though, is reflect on their potential 
to provide insight into my personal experiences and, more generally, their implications 
for the struggles involved with disability. I should note that I am reluctant to equate my 
own experience to the type of horrendous evils described by Adams, although, as I have 
already said, every experience of suffering is incomparable, and the losses I have had to 
deal with have at least caused me to question life’s value.47 In this light, it was a surprise 
to me to meet high-level quadriplegics who claim that if they could have their life over, 
they would not change a thing; that disability has enriched their life in multiple ways.48 
The possibility of this enrichment is borne out in research into the well-being of people 
with spinal-cord injury. While quality of life is negatively impacted by the injury,49 
studies show that many people eventually discover that their disability is a catalyst for 
self-discovery; that it can deepen family relationships, help and encourage others, 
become a source for new meaning in life,50 and encourage spiritual growth.51 In my 
short time of living with quadriplegia, I have experienced staggering generosity, 
heartfelt compassion, courageous determination, and exemplary care. I have been 
enveloped in the sort of love described by Stump, as people have walked with me in and 
through difficult times. And in my darkest hours, I have sometimes found comfort in 
the presence of the Spirit and resilience in the power of hope—a resurrection dance 
outside the constraints of my bed and wheelchair.

Many in the deaf community and others with any number of different types of dis-
ability understand their seeming impairment as a gift;52 and more broadly, it can be 
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argued that disability enriches society. Almost every human virtue arises as a response 
to hardship, so that the virtues of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal 5:22–23)—are potently mani-
fest in communities enriched by people with disabilities. In terms of faith, people with 
disabilities have unique opportunities to learn about grace (if only through having to 
frequently extend it to others), to appreciate that God’s judgment about them matters 
more than the (pre)judgments of others, and to know that God’s love is not dependent 
upon stature or success—even though they do contribute substantially to communal 
life.53 As Jean Vanier, founder of l’Arche communities, observes, “People with disabil-
ities have profound lessons to teach us. When we do include them, they add richly to 
our lives and immensely to our world,”54 not because disability provides able-bodied 
people the opportunity to be charitable, or because people with disabilities are espe-
cially virtuous, but because virtue is best worked out in the midst of the vulnerabilities 
of life. Reynolds similarly observes:

Living out our interdependency is a source of genuine good. It entails caring for others—
represented by a range of disabilities—as essential not only to our own flourishing but also 
to the common good of the communities in which we flourish. Human solidarity is not found 
inside the cult of normalcy, but rather in sharing space and welcoming each other vis-à-vis a 
condition of vulnerability.55

Reflecting upon the various ways to conceive of the good that might come from 
suffering has provided me with resources for imagining ways of transcending my 
losses and pains. But that good can come from disability does not necessarily jus-
tify its troubles or excuse God. Disability does not always lead people closer to God 
or elicit personal and communal growth, and it is as capable of degrading a person 
as it is of elevating her. The danger of arguments for the greater good, including 
those that defer resolution to the afterlife, is that they can trivialize both disability 
and evil. It is vital that we never lose sight of what is at stake in theodicy—that suf-
fering can be unfathomably terrible (to be fair, Stump, Stoeber, and Adams cannot 
be accused of doing so). This was brought home to me by correspondence I received 
from a friend:

I don’t think God is good. I suffered abuse from a Christian minister father and God didn’t 
rescue me; I had to rescue myself. My daughter suffers cerebral palsy and no matter how 
many thousands of people prayed nothing changed. The recent death of my brother-in-law 
from cancer was one in thirty-nine cases recorded in the world since 1968. He was a good 
man. All these things force me to conclude there is no method, reason or consequence 
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because there is no cosmic justice on this earth. If God professes to be just, then how could 
he endorse things that are unjust?56

As Andrew Gleeson notes, the problem of greater-good theodicies is that it is inde-
cent to “acquire goods at the expense of the victims of evil.”57 A good paid for with the 
price of an abused child is corrupted, and no amount of postmortem compensation or 
retrospective consent is enough.58 In fact we should never consent to evil. Thus far I 
have made no distinction between so-called moral and natural evil, since theodicies 
generally recognize the horror of all types of suffering, and since both are seemingly 
allowed by God. The distinction is important, however, because it is one thing to 
embrace our vulnerability and another thing altogether to accept and justify evil. As 
Ormerod observes, because evil is privation—the human decision not to pursue truth, 
goodness, and beauty—it is the absence of meaning and goodness, unintelligible, and 
so it defies comprehension. “And what is unintelligible cannot be understood, even by 
God.”59 Consequently, to suggest that God permits evil for a subsequent greater good—
as each of the theodicies discussed seems to do—becomes an implicit justification of 
evil when “in fact, God repudiates evil; God forbids evil.”60

It is sometimes assumed that free will, which is central to our ability to love and 
be loved, is itself the greater good that makes suffering of the evil that follows 
worthwhile.61 But that assumption mistakes a human capacity for the good to which 
that capacity is intended. Free will does not justify evil but, since it is central to our 
identity, it does explain its existence. Without free will we would not be who we 
are. As Ormerod puts it, “To repudiate the conditions from which we have emerged 
is to repudiate our own existence.”62 Whether the fact of evil is sufficient reason to 
deny the existence of God will then be a matter of perspective. Ormerod cites 
Lonergan, who contends that

without faith, without the eye of love, the world is too evil for God to be good, for a good 
God to exist. But faith recognizes that God grants men their freedom, that he wills them to 
be persons and not just his automata, that he calls them to the higher authenticity that 
overcomes evil with good.63
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Fragility and Vulnerability

Of course, the problem of suffering is not limited to the consequences of sin, but is 
inherent to the very nature of the creation itself.64 My quadriplegia, for example, is the 
product of dumb luck, and the constitution of the human neurological system and 
spine. I broke my neck and destroyed my nervous system because I landed badly when 
jumping a bicycle—an admittedly regrettable decision, but not a sinful one. My 
friend’s daughter was born with cerebral palsy, one of the many risks of childbirth, and 
his brother’s cancer has its origin in processes of genetic mutation that have shaped the 
evolution of life.65

One of the problems with all the theodicies reviewed earlier is that they focus almost 
exclusively on primary causation, paying almost no attention to the “perfections” (the 
creative and causal power) of secondary causes. Reinders, for example, suggests that 
“the distinction between primary and secondary causation does not explain anything at 
all,”66 but in my view, Reinders’s mistake is that he focuses on primary causation with-
out adequately reflecting on secondary causation and its implications. He ignores the 
fact that nature has its own reasons for the flow of events, and our fragility and vulner-
ability go hand in hand with creaturely existence in a material universe.

The focus on secondary causation raises the question as to whether it makes sense 
for a theist to explain disability and illness as being a product of natural contingency. 
Discussing a theistic interpretation of the theory of evolution, Crysdale and Ormerod 
draw on both Aquinas and Lonergan to assert that “what God wills to happen through 
the unfolding of chance, will occur through the unfolding of chance.”67 This assertion 
is not a capitulation to metaphysical mystery (as tends to occur in Reformed concep-
tions of providence that see God as the primary cause of good and evil acts, but as not 
responsible for the latter), but recognizes that creation in its totality is contingent upon 
the will of God. Indeed, God transcends time and space, and God’s will grounds the 
totality of the universe’s past, present, and future, establishing and foreknowing its 
laws, including the laws of chance apparent in natural processes such as evolution and 
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quantum physics, and in the contingency that frames everyday life. The key point is that 
contingency, both good and bad, is real and yet also encompassed by the divine will.

This insight has been especially important to me. In response to the question, Why 
me, God?, I have come to the view that the only reasonable answer is that injuries such 
as mine are a part of what it is to be a creature of the earth. In the midst of the experience 
of suffering, the search for a deeper explanation will inevitably fall short, since it is dif-
ficult to see how the challenge of quadriplegia (or cerebral palsy, or any disability or 
ongoing experience of suffering, loss, and grief) can be imagined to be worth the sub-
sequent benefits that might accrue, however many they might be. I am a quadriplegic, 
because to be human is to be subject to the vulnerabilities of finite life. It is this contin-
gent finitude, inherent to the cycles of cosmic and quantum physics and the evolution-
ary processes of biological life and death, that gives rise to the wonders of creation, 
including the emergence of the human species in general and my personal conscious-
ness in particular. And if I can recognize the goodness of God in creating and sustaining 
the laws and processes of nature, might it also be possible for me to trust the gracious 
providence of God in the midst of the suffering that results from the way things are—in 
my case, the misfortune to have broken my neck? If I were to frame this problem in 
terms of the greater good, then it is not what is achieved by suffering that tips the scales; 
it is the wonder of life itself that is worth the suffering that accompanies it.

It is sometimes argued that God could have created things differently, setting up a 
universe without pain, suffering, and death. But whether or not that is possible (and 
how could we know?), it would be a universe without the glories of the one we live in, 
without the beauty of the earth, without humanity, and without our own personal con-
sciousness, since these are all products of the laws of physics and evolutionary biology 
that have made things the way they are. To wish for a universe without suffering is thus 
to wish away our own existence; and as Gleeson observes, “There is an absurdity in 
putting an end to human life to spare us the suffering it involves.”68

One problem of modern society, even with all its medical and technological won-
ders, is its implicit demand that we should live forever in perfect health. We keep our 
dead and dying out of sight; we abort babies that do not match our ideals of normalcy; 
we worship photo-shopped images of beauty; and in consequence, suffering, disabil-
ity, and fragility come as a complete and utter shock. We just do not know what to do 
with them. In reality, however, there is no theological reason to assume that we should 
be immune to the consequences of biological existence.

Jesus: Making Meaning out of Suffering

Thus far I have defined suffering as ongoing and meaningless pain that undermines 
our physical, psychological, social, and spiritual flourishing and destroys the desires 
of the heart. I have outlined various ways of thinking about why a sovereign and lov-
ing God causes or allows such suffering. In exploring the significance of sin, I have 
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reviewed some theodicies that suggest suffering serves a higher purpose. While each 
of these provides occasional insight into the suffering that often accompanies disabil-
ity, I concluded that the only adequate explanation is the fragility and vulnerability 
inherent to biological existence. Human physical and intellectual capacities have 
evolved in the struggle for survival, so to wish for an end to free choice (and its atten-
dant evil), natural hardships, and horrors is to wish for an end to the human species and 
the beauty of life on earth. Even so, might Christians have anything more constructive 
to say about suffering than this stoic and potentially passive response?

Above, I defined suffering as ongoing and meaningless pain, which suggests that 
the answer to the problem of pain might be found in the pursuit of meaning. In this 
light, Christian theodicies generally draw on Christology as the source of meaning, 
focusing particularly on Jesus’ sharing in and transformation of the experience of  
suffering.69 In Christ and Horrors, for example, Adams sets out a thoroughgoing chris-
tological theodicy. Describing the life and ministry of Jesus, she identifies his heal-
ings, natural miracles (such as walking on water), and resurrection as “down-payments 
on and signal of divine power and intention to follow through with horror defeat” 
(cosmic re-creation).70 For Adams, Jesus’ story provides us with hope, and ends “the 
power of matter to ruin personal meaning”; in healing, Jesus reverses horrors; on the 
cross he is in solidarity with our suffering, sharing the horrors; and in the resurrection 
he promises the complete defeat of horror, including the universal horror of death.71

Notwithstanding the centrality of Christology to Christian theodicy, Adams and 
Stoeber ignore the more ambiguous elements of the gospel stories. Writing from the 
perspective of disability, Nancy Eiesland challenges her readers to face up to the confla-
tion of disability and sin in both the Hebrew Scriptures and New Testament. She notes, 
for example, that the Gospels suggest a causal relationship between sin and impair-
ment.72 It is certainly the case that the healing powers of Jesus are central to the gospel 
story, which reports that “The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have lep-
rosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is proclaimed to 
the poor” (Lk 7:22 NIV). In terms of theodicy and the fact of permanent disability and 
terminal suffering, a hermeneutic of suspicion will problematize Jesus’ healing the 
paralytic by forgiving his sins, question his performing an exorcism on a person that 
seems to be mentally ill, challenge the assumptions behind the reference to the opening 
of blind eyes as a metaphor for salvation, and so forth.73 In my own case, as I lie trapped 
in bed at night after five years of prayer, I cannot help but wonder, did Jesus really heal 
the paralytic and walk on water? In my church context, these questions come close to 
blasphemy, but in the context of suffering, such piety is put in its place.
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Still, these same stories can be read from the perspective of liberation, as being first 
and foremost about Jesus’ compassion for and embrace of those who suffer illness and 
social exclusion. The Gospel stories serve to establish a basis of hope for those trapped 
in intractable suffering; indeed, by locating oneself in these narratives, Jesus’ encoun-
ters of various impairments take on new significance. The compassionate and wel-
coming meaning of the gospel is most fully established in Luke 14, where the kingdom 
of God is likened to a banquet in which the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the 
lame—normally outcasts—are invited as guests to the eschatological banquet.

The cross is especially important for theodicy. Eiesland recognizes the disabled 
God in the broken body of Jesus:

I saw God in a sip-puff wheelchair, that is, the chair used mostly by quadriplegics [depending 
on the level of injury] enabling them to maneuver by blowing and sucking on a strawlike 
device. Not an omnipotent, self-sufficient God, but neither a pitiable, suffering servant. In 
this moment, I beheld God as a survivor, unpitying and forthright.74

Here Eisland follows a long tradition of identifying the crucified Jesus with marginal-
ized people: the black Jesus, the female Jesus, and now the disabled Jesus. If we move 
beyond identification to theological conceptions of the atonement—such as satisfac-
tion and penal theories of the atonement—it is the action of God that is normally in 
view. What is too seldom emphasized is the fact that the crucifixion is first of all an 
experience of contingent evil and human fragility. That the Messiah is crucified, after 
proclaiming a message of healing, liberty, peace, and reconciliation, is utterly incom-
prehensible.75 In the face of the injustice and horror of the crucifixion, we understand 
the urgency of Jesus’ prayer, “Take this cup from me,” and the soulful depth of his 
final cry on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” As Jürgen 
Moltmann has emphasized,76 we should not move too quickly past Jesus’ form of the 
question, “Why me, God?,” or the silence that constitutes the Father’s response.

Within the logic of this article, there is analogical significance in thinking about the 
cross in terms of the distinction between primary and secondary causation. On the one 
hand, the crucifixion of Jesus cannot be explained, other than to say that he experi-
enced the blunt end of human finitude (and evil). We miss the point if we think there 
is something unique about his suffering and death—as though the pain he experienced 
was of a magnitude different from countless others who have been crucified, tortured, 
or subject to the innumerable types of suffering that go hand in hand with life on earth. 
We also miss the point if we declare that God crucified Jesus; indeed, since his cruci-
fixion is evil, it has no substantive cause and no explanation. Still, we can say that 
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God’s providence encompassed the cross, a faith fact made clear by God’s creating 
meaning out of the unintelligibility of the cross event.77 The disciples—and the risen 
Jesus—experienced this meaningfulness retrospectively. In the midst of suffering 
there is no meaning to be had—no adequate explanation. Only on looking back does  
it become apparent that God, in his providential grace, has imbued the cross with 
meaning.

The meaning of the cross is complex and multifaceted. Lonergan provides helpful 
insight into how the cross transforms evil into good and meaninglessness into mean-
ing. As to the predicament to which the cross is a response, Lonergan describes the 
problem of evil in terms similar to those set out earlier. That is to say, God wills the 
good, but sin has consequences: the deprivation of the good; evil (and its attendant 
suffering) is the penalty of sin. As the incarnate Son, Jesus proclaims the good news of 
the kingdom of God, the defeat of evil, the overcoming of poverty, captivity, and 
sickness—a message most fully embodied on the cross where Jesus offers satisfaction 
for human sin. But satisfaction is not to be understood as divine retribution inflicted on 
the Son. Rather, it is the Father’s acceptance of the sacrifice of the Son and Jesus’ 
choice to submit to evil and transform it into a good. And this is the key point: the cross 
is a symbol of transformation because the evil done to Jesus is not reciprocated but 
answered with love and forgiveness. Furthermore, resurrection follows Christ’s self-
sacrifice: a vindication of his message of love and a promise that suffering is not the 
end of the story.78

So the cross has the potential to transform evil into good, but is it of relevance to 
the broader problem of suffering—to the pain, sickness, disability, and ultimately 
death that is an inherent part of life? The case can be made that the gospel of Jesus has 
always been about more than sin. The incarnation is a celebration of life in all its won-
drous fragility; and the cross and resurrection challenge the idea that the cycle of life 
and death is meaningless—nothing more than blind, cold-hearted chance. Further, the 
Gospel narrative invites imitation: not a masochistic embrace of suffering, but the 
deliberate choice to work for the defeat of evil and the minimization of suffering, 
whatever its cause. For the disciples, the hopelessness and godforsakenness that 
accompanied the grief of the persecution and death of Jesus—and that was part and 
parcel of Jewish life under the brutal Roman occupation—was replaced by a new 
sense of faith, hope, and love (1 Cor 13:13; 1 Thess 1:3). This did not eliminate suffer-
ing (was the thorn in Paul’s flesh a disability?),79 but it did give meaning to life and 
enabled the Christian community to flourish.
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Suffering and the Theological Virtues

If the incarnation, cross, and resurrection are capable of transforming suffering by 
actively creating meaning out of meaninglessness and horror, this transformation is 
instantiated in the present by faith, hope, and love. These are described by Aquinas as 
the theological virtues, because they are gifts of grace infused by God, enhancing the 
human capacity by transforming and enriching the intellectual and moral virtues that 
enable a person to flourish over the course of the ups and downs of life.80 Throughout 
this article I have focused on primary and secondary causation and their implications 
for theodicy, with particular emphasis on the latter. In terms of transforming mean-
ingless suffering—in making a go of life in the struggle with disability and impair-
ment—the theological virtues become the bridge between God’s action and our own, 
since God works not principally by supernatural intervention, but through coopera-
tive grace, empowering us to have faith, hope, and love. But what does this have to 
do with theodicy?

Beginning with faith, defined in Hebrews 11:1 (KJV) as “the substance of things 
hoped for, the evidence of things not yet seen,” we are confronted with the fact that the 
problem of suffering leads to the potential emergence of doubt. In contemporary 
church circles, the embrace of doubt and uncertainty has become fashionable,81 but the 
experience of doubt in the midst of suffering is no small matter. I am sometimes asked 
whether the accident and its aftermath have changed my theology, a question that is 
difficult to answer, largely because I have worked out my theological positions through 
many years of study. This question has, however, confronted me with the question of 
whether God exists at all. When you are trapped in bed, staring at the ceiling and 
unable to move, the line between “Why me, God?” and “Am I praying to myself?” is 
thin indeed.

In the face of intractable suffering, how does one persist with faith and, equally 
important, why bother doing so? An initial answer to both questions is that faith is as 
much a gift as a choice, an idea that again relies on the distinction between primary 
and secondary causation. Aquinas differentiates between the proofs of God’s exist-
ence—the products of intellectual virtue—and faith in the existence of God, a gift 
pertaining to both the intellect and the will. Faith is a virtue, a habit both of mind that 
pursues the truth found fully in God, and of the will that hungers for the good and so 
is oriented to God as the ultimate good. Faith is not opposed to reason, but transcends 
and illuminates it.82 Of course, Aquinas wrote in an era in which the existence of God 
was largely taken for granted, and for him, suffering did not undermine faith but, 
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rather, sharpened and directed it, reordering a person’s priorities so that she is focused 
on God rather than on material and temporal pleasures.

But does Aquinas’s treatment of faith still make sense? Earlier, I cited Lonergan and 
his argument that “without faith, without the eye of love, the world is too evil for God to 
be good, for a good God to exist.”83 Arguments for the existence of God that are grounded 
in the intelligibility and beauty of the natural world are offset by the hardship of earthly 
existence. Theodicies such as those I outlined are intended to help make sense of this 
conundrum, but without faith they remain ambiguous. However, even with faith this 
ambiguity persists. While living with a disability I have been unable to regain my once-
held certitude that Aquinas associates with faith.84 I have struggled to know whether I 
have experienced or simply longed for “God’s love poured into my heart through the 
Holy Spirit” (cf. Rom 5:5). That longing is grounded in the hope that we live in a friendly 
universe, one in which the effort to address individual and social hardship matters. 
In any event, faith, even faith as uncertain as my own, provides motivation to resist 
the paralyzing despair that threatens to cause us to give up when pain and trouble 
become overwhelming. And even uncertain faith, if it is a longing for the good, is still 
ultimately faith in God.85

The difficulty of faith is concerned not just with God’s existence but with God’s 
continued work in the world. The question “Why, God?” is shorthand for “Why, God, 
don’t you intervene?” The theological challenge of disability is its permanence and 
God’s failure to respond to countless desperate prayers for healing. In “The Dark Side 
of Prayer for Healing” I criticized Pentecostal/charismatic theology and practices that 
focus on miraculous physical healings. Instead, I argued for an understanding of well-
being that seeks the flourishing of people with a disability, and that is able to hold 
together the fact of suffering and the possibility of the good life.86 Indeed, so-called 
“supernatural” physical healing is no answer to the problem of pain—not only is it 
extremely rare (and inherently unsubstantiable); it is also inevitably arbitrary. Until 
there is no suffering in the world, theodicy remains. Yet, while prioritizing prayer for 
physical healing is a distortion of faith, denying the presence and activity of God in the 
world (for example, by the practical atheism of Deism) eliminates faith altogether. 
Catholic and Orthodox practices of sacramental healing provide a more balanced and 
nuanced conceptualization, since they seek to mediate the presence and grace of God 
in the midst of suffering and in the face of death, and stress “efficacious wholeness 
rather than focusing solely on physical cure.”87 That is to say, faith, expressed and built 
up through prayer, looks to God to infuse life with a meaning that embraces and tran-
scends its hardships.
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Faith gives birth to hope. This is vital in the case of spinal-cord injury (and any 
acquired disability or permanent form of suffering), which, by its very nature, has the 
potential to lead to hopelessness. Wide-ranging evidence now available shows that 
hopeful individuals tend to be more resilient, more likely to establish and achieve goals, 
have better psychological health, and have a greater overall well-being and life satisfac-
tion than those who tend toward pessimism.88 Interestingly, the grounds of hope can be 
wide-ranging (e.g., past experience, religious teaching, technological advancements, 
etc.) and more or less substantive. Studies have found that even unrealistic hope (such 
as for miraculous healing) actually helps people cope, at least in the early stages of 
recovery.89 The theological virtue of hope, though, has a longer-term capacity, since it 
looks beyond the vicissitudes of daily life, and grounds hopefulness in the character and 
promises of God. It is more than mere wishful thinking, because it makes a difference 
to life here and now. As Benedict XVI noted in his encyclical Spes salvi, “Faith draws 
the future into the present, so that it is no longer simply a ‘not yet.’ The fact that this 
future exists changes the present; the present is touched by the future reality, and thus 
the things of the future spill over into those of the present.”90 Theodicies that concen-
trate on the afterlife as the means of rectifying present horrors go awry if they merely 
look to the future. Hope’s real power is that it transforms the present.

While the theological virtue of hope in God can be unlimited—is anything impos-
sible for God?—in application to living with a disability, it exists in the mean between 
naive optimism and nihilistic despair. Thus hope enables a person to be realistic about 
their situation—knowing that fragility and hardship are always companions to the joys 
of life—but not defined by it. Hope transcends the limits of dependency, paralysis, and 
a wheelchair; the virtue reaches for a future that defies the constraints of the present.

Finally, this transformation is possible only because of the theological virtue of 
love—of self, others, and God. The problem of pain raises questions about the love of 
God, since the cry “Why me, God?” might equally be framed, “Don’t you love me, 
God?” Again, God’s love is mediated through secondary causes. I spoke earlier about 
the possibility of retrospectively imbuing suffering with meaning. Only love makes 
this a possibility. In this light, the meaning of my spinal-cord injury is found in the 
constant love of my wife and children, in the ways my parents put their life on hold to 
care for my family, in the hospital-bed conversations with close friends, in the wisdom 
and compassion of doctors, in the attentiveness of nurses, and in the encouragement of 
occupational therapists and physiotherapists. I return this love when all these people 
experience the joy of my rehabilitation (a process facilitated by faith and hope), when 
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I respond to their felicitation with gratitude, and when I encourage them not to lose 
hope. Over the long run, and even in the face of permanent disability, continued pain, 
and the loss of many of my heart’s desires, it will nevertheless be possible for me to 
contribute to others in both small and substantive ways, and so to live a life of mean-
ing, transforming the problem of pain into a narrative of the goodness of God.

Conclusion

In this article I have reflected on the potential contribution of theodicy to the experi-
ences of suffering that accompany a disability; conversely I have suggested that disa-
bility provides insight into the adequacy of the answers provided by theodicy. The 
problem of pain asks the question, Why does God cause or allow us to suffer pro-
longed hardship that serves no meaningful purpose and that keeps us from flourishing? 
In the first half of the article I considered common theodicies, concluding that sin is 
part (but not all) of the explanation and the value found in the various personal, social, 
and spiritual goods that can result from disability and loss. But I also considered that 
the horrors of suffering can be diminished by greater-good arguments. I then made the 
case that the problem with most theodicies is that they focus on primary causation, 
without reference to secondary causation—to the laws of nature and the evolutionary 
and biological processes that are inextricably connected to the beauty and horror of 
life. I have taken the view that God works not principally by supernatural intervention 
but in and through natural processes. In this light, the answer to the question, Why, 
God, did you allow me to break my neck?, is that I am human, and so subject to the 
vulnerabilities and contingencies that make me human. This seemingly stoic position 
raises the question as to whether Christian faith has anything more to contribute, in 
response to which I described some of the ways the story of the life, death, and resur-
rection of Jesus can imbue suffering with meaning, or create meaning out of meaning-
lessness. Finally, I concluded that the theological virtues of faith, hope, and love bring 
together primary and secondary causation—God’s activity and our own—and so help 
us work toward our own flourishing, as well as the flourishing of others.

It seems appropriate to finish this article by returning to the legitimate complaints 
of my friend who had experienced abuse, disability, and grief. I hope that it is not glib 
to suggest that I can perceive God’s grace at work in the life of his family, even while 
understanding why he concludes that there is no cosmic justice, and God is not good. 
Certainly, there is no justification for the abuse he suffered. It was not allowed by God; 
nor does it serve any purpose. Yet the evil done to him by his father is transformed (but 
never forgotten) by his choice to walk the difficult road of forgiveness (following the 
example of Jesus and empowered by the grace of the Spirit), and therein to learn a very 
different way to be a loving father to his own children.91 Likewise, the death of his 
brother-in-law to cancer, while explainable in terms of the biological cycle of life and 
death, is not explained by some imagined greater good. But his suffering was given 
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significance by the resolute love and care of his family and friends over the long 
period of travail until his passing, sharing in grief, and hoping for reunion in the life to 
come. Lastly, while it might seem impossible to fathom how God could allow the 
horrors and hardships of his daughters’ cerebral palsy, the beauty of her smile and 
delightful sound of her laughter shows us all how wondrous this terrible life can be.
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