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PREFACE
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There’s a cardinal rule in book publishing that applies equally to brain surgery and auto mechanics: “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” Since people are still buying the original Where Is God When It Hurts? I may be breaking that rule by attempting a major revision.

I wrote Where Is God When It Hurts? back in the mid-1970s, when I was in my mid-twenties. In the years that have passed since then, I have never ceased thinking about the subject. Like a dog on a fresh spoor I keep circling around the problem of pain, searching for clues. In that time I have also heard from hundreds of readers, many of whom wrote wrenching letters describing their own odysseys with pain. For these reasons I felt it necessary to go back to a work I had completed long ago and bring it up to date.

Many biblical scholars date the book of Job as the oldest in the Bible, and it amazes me that the questions Job voiced so eloquently have not faded away. They have grown even louder and shriller over the centuries. A recent novel, The Only Problem, gets its title from a phrase in a conversation about how a good God can allow suffering. “It’s the only problem, in fact, worth discussing,” concludes the main character.

Another thing amazes me. Books on the problem of pain divide neatly into two groupings. The older ones, by people like Aquinas, Bunyan, Donne, Luther, Calvin, and Augustine, ungrudgingly accept pain and suffering as God’s useful agents. These authors do not question God’s actions. They merely try to “justify the ways of God to man.” The authors wrote with confidence, as if the sheer force of their reasoning could calm emotional responses to suffering.

Modern books on pain make a sharp contrast. Their authors assume that the amount of evil and suffering in the world cannot be matched with the traditional view of a good and loving God. God is thus bumped from a “friend of the court” position to the box reserved for the defendant. “How can you possibly justify yourself, God?” these angry moderns seem to say. Many of them adjust their notion of God, either by redefining his love or by questioning his power to control evil.

When you read the two categories of books side by side, the change in tone is quite striking. It’s as if we in modern times think we have a corner on the suffering market. Do we forget that Luther and Calvin lived in a world without ether and penicillin, when life expectancy averaged thirty years, and that Bunyan and Donne wrote their greatest works, respectively, in a jail and a plague quarantine room? Ironically, the modern authors—who live in princely comfort, toil in climate-controlled offices, and hoard elixirs in their medicine cabinets—are the ones smoldering with rage.

After reading several shelffuls of such books I asked myself, “Does the world really need another book on the problem of pain?” As I spent time among suffering people, however, I had to conclude yes. I learned that many books on pain seem oddly irrelevant to suffering people. For them the problem of pain is not a theoretical problem, a theology game of lining up all the appropriate syllogisms. It is a problem of relationship. Many suffering people want to love God, but cannot see past their tears. They feel hurt and betrayed. Sadly, the church often responds with more confusion than comfort.

Fifteen years ago, at an age when I had no right to tackle the daunting problem of pain, I wrote Where Is God When It Hurts? for those people. Partly because I have heard from so many of them, I have now revised and expanded that book. In a sense, this new edition represents a dialogue with my readers, the next step in my own pilgrimage.

I have especially expanded the section “How Can We Cope with Pain?” because I believe God has given the church a mandate of representing his love to a suffering world. We usually think of the problem of pain as a question we ask of God, but it is also a question he asks of us. How do we respond to hurting people?

In this revision, I have drawn from several of my articles published in Christianity Today as well as the booklet Helping the Hurting, published by Multnomah Press. I am grateful to them for permission to incorporate that material.


Think too

    of all who suffer

        as if

            you

                shared their pain.

                     HEBREWS 13:3 (J. B. PHILLIPS)


CHAPTER 1

A PROBLEM
THAT WON’T GO AWAY
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Meanwhile, where is God? This is one of the most disquieting symptoms. When you are happy, so happy that you have no sense of needing Him, if you turn to Him then with praise, you will be welcomed with open arms. But go to Him when your need is desperate, when all other help is vain and what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting and double bolting on the inside. After that, silence. You may as well turn away.

C. S. LEWIS
A Grief Observed




I feel helpless around people in great pain. Helpless, and also guilty. I stand beside them, watching facial features contort and listening to the sighs and moans, deeply aware of the huge gulf between us. I cannot penetrate their suffering, I can only watch. Whatever I attempt to say seems weak and stiff, as if I’d memorized the lines for a school play.

One day I received a frantic plea for help from my close friends John and Claudia Claxton. Newlyweds in their early twenties, they were just beginning life together in the Midwest. I had watched in amazement as the experience of romantic love utterly transformed John Claxton. Two years of engagement to Claudia had melted his cynicism and softened his hard edges. He became an optimist, and now his letters to me were usually bubbly with enthusiasm about his young marriage.

But one letter from John alarmed me as soon as I opened it. Errors and scratches marred his usually neat handwriting. He explained, “Excuse my writing … I guess it shows how I’m fumbling for words. I don’t know what to say.” The Claxtons’ young marriage had run into a roadblock far bigger than both of them. Claudia had been diagnosed with Hodgkin’s disease, cancer of the lymph glands, and was given only a fifty percent chance to live.

Within a week surgeons had cut her from armpit to belly, removing every visible trace of the disease. She was left stunned and weak, lying in a hospital bed.

At the time, ironically, John was working as a chaplain’s assistant in a local hospital. His compassion for other patients dipped dangerously. “In some ways,” he told me, “I could understand better what other patients were undergoing. But I didn’t care any more. I only cared about Claudia. I wanted to yell at them, ‘Stop that sniveling, you idiots! You think you’ve got problems—my wife may be dying right now!’”

Though both John and Claudia were strong Christians, an unexpected anger against God surged up—anger against a beloved partner who had betrayed them. “God, why us?” they cried. “Have you teasingly doled out one happy year of marriage to set us up for this?”

Cobalt treatments took their toll on Claudia’s body. Beauty fled her almost overnight. She felt and looked weary, her skin darkened, her hair fell out. Her throat was raw, and she regurgitated nearly everything she ate. Doctors had to suspend treatment for a time when her swollen throat could no longer make swallowing motions.

When the radiation treatments resumed, she was periodically laid out flat on a table, naked. She could do nothing but lie still and listen to the whir and click of the machinery as it bombarded her with invisible particles, each dose aging her body by months. As she lay in that chill steel room, Claudia would think about God and about her suffering.

Claudia’s Visitors

Claudia had hoped that Christian visitors would comfort her by bringing some perspective on what she was going through. But their voices proved confusing, not consoling.

A deacon from her church solemnly advised her to reflect on what God was trying to teach her. “Surely something in your life must displease God,” he said. “Somewhere, you must have stepped out of his will. These things don’t just happen. God uses circumstances to warn us, and to punish us. What is he telling you?”

A few days later Claudia was surprised to see a woman from church whom she barely knew. Evidently, this plump, scatterbrained widow had adopted the role of professional cheerleader to the sick. She brought flowers, sang hymns, and stayed long enough to read some happy psalms about brooks running and mountains clapping their hands. Whenever Claudia tried to talk about her illness or prognosis, the woman quickly changed the subject, trying to combat the suffering with cheer and goodwill. But she only visited once, and after a while the flowers faded, the hymns seemed dissonant, and Claudia was left to face a new day of pain.

Another woman dropped by, a faithful follower of television faith healers. Exuding confidence, she assured Claudia that healing was her only escape. When Claudia told her about the deacon’s advice, this woman nearly exploded. “Sickness is never God’s will!” she exclaimed. “Haven’t you read the Bible? The Devil stalks us like a roaring lion, but God will deliver you if you can muster up enough faith to believe you’ll be healed. Remember, Claudia, faith can move mountains, and that includes Hodgkin’s disease. Simply name your promise, in faith, and then claim the victory.”

The next few mornings, as Claudia lay in the sterile cobalt treatment room, she tried to “muster up” faith. She wondered if she even understood the procedure. She did not question God’s supernatural power, but how to go about convincing God of her sincerity? Faith wasn’t like a muscle that could be enlarged through rehabilitation exercises. It was slippery, intangible, impossible to grasp. The whole notion of mustering up faith seemed awfully exhausting, and she could never decide what it really meant.

Perhaps the most “spiritual” woman in Claudia’s church brought along some books about praising God for everything that happens. “Claudia, you need to come to the place where you can say, ‘God, I love you for making me suffer like this. It is your will, and you know what’s best for me. And I praise you for loving me enough to allow me to experience this. In all things, including this, I give thanks.’”

As Claudia pondered the words, her mind filled with rather grotesque images of God. She envisioned a figure in the shape of a troll, big as the universe, who took delight in squeezing helpless humans between his fingernails, pulverizing them with his fists, dashing them against sharp stones. The figure would torture these humans until they cried out, “God, I love you for doing this to me!” The idea repulsed Claudia, and she decided she could not worship or love such a God.

Yet another visitor, Claudia’s pastor, made her feel she was on a select mission. He said, “Claudia, you have been appointed to suffer for Christ, and he will reward you. God chose you because of your great strength and integrity, just as he chose Job, and he is using you as an example to others. Their faith may increase because of your response. You should feel privileged, not bitter. What we see as adversity, God sees as opportunity.” He told her to think of herself as a track star, and to view adversity as the series of hurdles she would need to leap over on the way to the victory circle.

Sometimes the notion of being a privileged martyr appealed to Claudia, in a self-pitying sort of way. Other times, when the pain crescendoed, when she vomited up food, when her facial features aged, Claudia would call out, “God, why me? There are millions of Christians stronger and more honorable than I—couldn’t you choose one of them instead?” She didn’t feel like a track star at all, and she wondered why God would deliberately place hurdles in the path of someone he loved.

I, too, visited Claudia, and found her desperately confused by all these contradictory words. She repeated for me the advice given her by well-meaning Christians, and I listened to her bewildered response. Which of these lessons was she supposed to be learning? How could she have more faith? Who should she listen to? In the midst of much confusion, Claudia had one certainty: her happy world with John was disintegrating. Above all, she didn’t want that to end.

I had little advice for Claudia that day. In fact, I came away with even more questions. Why was she lying in a hospital bed while I stood beside her, healthy? Something inside me recoiled as I heard her repeat the clichéd comments from her visitors. Is Christianity supposed to make a sufferer feel even worse?

At the time I visited Claudia, I was working for Campus Life magazine while also moonlighting as a free-lance journalist. In a short span I wrote six “Drama in Real Life” stories for Reader’s Digest. I interviewed a young Canadian couple who had been mauled by a grizzly bear. Although both survived, the young man lost one eye, and no amount of plastic surgery could hide the scars across his face. In another city, two young adults told me the story of a childhood camping trip taken with their father up Mount Rainier. Caught in a blizzard, they frantically dug a snow cave. Their father, lying protectively across the face of the cave, froze to death overnight.

All these people repeated their own versions of the cacophony of voices from Christian “comforters.” One amputee told me, “My religious friends were the most depressing, irritating part of the entire experience.” That pattern disturbed me greatly. Something was wrong. A faith founded on the Great Physician should bring peace, not confusion, at a time of crisis.

Why do people have to suffer so? What does the Bible really say? Because of the questions that arose from my contacts with Claudia* and others like her, I began a quest that culminated in this book. I have looked for a message we Christians can give to people who are suffering. At the same time, I’ve hunted for a message that can strengthen my own faith when I suffer. Where is God when it hurts? Is he trying to tell us something through our pain?

A Personal Approach

After an extensive tour of the United States, the well-known German pastor and theologian Helmut Thielicke was asked what he had observed as the greatest deficiency among American Christians. He replied, “They have an inadequate view of suffering.” I have come to agree with him.

That deficiency stands out as a huge blemish to the non-Christian world. I’ve asked college students what they have against Christianity, and most of them echo variations on the theme of suffering: “I can’t believe in a God who would allow Auschwitz and Cambodia”; “My teenage sister died of leukemia despite all the Christians’ prayers”; “One-third of the world went to bed hungry last night— how can you reconcile that with Christian love?”

No other human experience provokes such an urgent response. No one sits in smoky coffeehouses late into the night debating the cosmic implications of the sense of smell or taste. Smell! Why this strange sensation? What did God intend? Why was scent apportioned so capriciously, lavished on roses but not on oxygen? And why must humankind get by with one-eighth the sensory ability of the dog? Oddly, I hear no one debating “the problem of pleasure”; why do we take for granted sensations of pleasure but react so violently against pain?

As I did library research on the problem of pain, I discovered that many great philosophers, otherwise sympathetic to Christian principles and ethics, have stumbled over this problem of pain and suffering, ultimately rejecting Christianity because of it. C. E. M. Joad wrote, “What, then, are the arguments which for me have told so strongly against the religious view of the universe? … First, there was the difficulty presented by the facts of pain and evil.”1 Other philosophers, such as Bertrand Russell and Voltaire, share Joad’s complaint.

The messy problem of pain and suffering keeps popping up despite erudite attempts to explain it away. The great British writer C. S. Lewis offered perhaps the most articulate treatment of the subject in this century with The Problem of Pain, written at the height of his intellectual powers. But years later, after his own wife died of bone cancer, Lewis wrote another book, A Grief Observed, which he published under a pseudonym. It covers the same topic, but in a very different way. As the quote at the beginning of this chapter reveals, Lewis’s confidence had been shattered, his emotions stretched to the breaking point—stretched beyond the breaking point. “You never know how much you really believe anything until its truth or falsehood becomes a matter of life and death to you,” he said.

As in Hercules’s battle against the Hydra, all our attempts to chop through agnostic arguments are met with writhing new examples of suffering. Novelist Peter De Vries has called the problem of pain “the question mark turned like a fishhook in the human heart.” And too often the Christian defense sounds like a red-faced, foot-shuffling, lowered-head apology.

“The problem of pain” represents a profound riddle, and the philosophers’ approach to the subject sometimes takes the form of abstract reasoning, such as you might find in a textbook on pure mathematics. I will not attempt to address philosophers with this book; others with far more training have done that. Rather, I have tried to keep before me the scene of my friend Claudia Claxton lying on a hospital bed. Most of our problems with pain are not exercises in mental gymnastics. They are problems like Claudia’s: the loss of youth, an ulcerous throat, the prospect of a new marriage gouged by death, the paralyzing fear of the unknown. Claudia heard much conflicting advice about these problems from fellow Christians. What can we believe with confidence?

To prepare for this book, I talked to Christians who suffer at a level far worse than most of us will ever experience. For some of them, pain nearly defines life. It is the first sensation to greet them in the morning and the last they feel before drifting off to sleep, if they are lucky enough to fall asleep despite it. Ironically, I also spent time among people with leprosy, who feel no pain physiologically but desperately wish they could. With such people as my guides, I have entered the world of the sufferer to find out what difference it makes to be a Christian there.

First, I will examine pain biologically—through the microscope, you might say—to see what role it plays in life. Then, stepping back, I will look at our planet as a whole, asking what God is up to. Is suffering God’s one great goof? And, finally, I will ask what response we can give when suffering strikes, and how we can also reach out to others.

Perhaps the next time I’m sick, when the flu hits and I toss in bed, fighting off waves of nausea, perhaps then my conclusions about pain will offer no solace. But as a Christian trying to fathom what God is up to in this world, I have learned a great deal. And as I’ve come to better understand the suffering of this world, my attitude toward God has changed dramatically.

*Claudia’s dilemma was eventually resolved when the cobalt treatments effectively destroyed the cancer cells. She’s had no recurrence of the disease.


PART 1

WHY IS THERE
SUCH A THING
AS PAIN?
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CHAPTER 2

THE GIFT
NOBODY WANTS
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The symptoms and the illness are not the same thing. The illness exists long before the symptoms. Rather than being the illness, the symptoms are the beginning of its cures. The fact that they are unwanted makes them all the more a phenomenon of grace— a gift of God, a message from the unconscious, if you will, to initiate self-examination and repair.

M. SCOTT PECK

The Road Less Traveled




I am sitting in Chicago’s ornate Orchestra Hall. I have exulted in the works by Beethoven and Mozart, but the long, complex concerto by Prokofiev is another matter. As energy-giving blood is shunted away from my brain down toward my stomach to help digest the Sunday brunch, I find it increasingly difficult to stay awake.

The concert hall is warm and stuffy. Gradually the sounds from various instruments begin to meld together into one muted tone. My eyelids sag. Catching myself, I glance around and see scores of well-dressed concertgoers who have already succumbed. And so I rest my chin on my right hand and prop my elbow on the wooden armrest. The music fades.…

THUNK!! My limbs are splayed out in all directions. People in surrounding seats are glaring at me, their necks craned in my direction. My overcoat is on the floor. Startled and embarrassed, I retrieve the overcoat, straighten in my seat, and try again to attend to the music. Blood is now pounding in my head.

What happened? Even as I was drifting into dreamland, my body was loyally working to protect me. Though my conscious brain had already shut down, my reflex system had not. When my head nodded forward, two small sacs in my inner ear, filled with fluid and lined with ultrasensitive hairs, detected an alarming shift in my equilibrium. Just at the last moment, as my head was about to crash downward to the armrest, the inner ear sounded an all-points-alert. Suddenly my arms jerked out, my head shot upward, and my whole torso twitched in a spasm. The dramatic act, an embarrassment to me, was merely my body’s emergency effort to prevent injury. And all these complex maneuvers took place while I was drifting off to sleep.

The mechanism of pain in the human body operates much like the warning system I experienced in Orchestra Hall. Pain sensors loudly alert my body to danger—It hurts! —and force me to concentrate on the problem area.

Sometimes the reaction occurs at an involuntary level. For example, when I go to the doctor for a checkup and he taps my knee with a rubber hammer, my leg straightens violently. Why? The doctor’s tap gives the knee the impression that it is bending: his hammer hits the same nerves that would be affected if my knee suddenly buckled while walking. My body rushes to compensate, lest I stumble and experience a greater pain. The reaction is too spontaneous and lightning-quick to allow the brain time to reason that I’m seated on a table, not standing, and no actual danger of falling exists.

Marks of a Designer

Yet despite the obvious protective value of these millions of warning sensors, the pain network is easily the most unappreciated bodily system. It attracts mostly abuse and bad feelings. I have never read a poem extolling the virtues of pain, nor seen a statue erected in its honor, nor heard a hymn dedicated to it. Pain is usually defined as “unpleasantness.”

Christians, who believe in a loving Creator, don’t really know how to interpret pain. If pinned against the wall at a dark, secret moment, many Christians would confess that pain was God’s one mistake. Really, he should have worked a little harder to devise a better way for us to cope with danger. I used to feel that way exactly.

Now, however, I am convinced that pain gets a bad press. Perhaps we should see poems, statues, and hymns to pain. Why has my attitude changed? Because up close, under a microscope, the pain network is seen in an entirely different light. My discussion of pain, then, must begin with a look at the human body. Why do I need pain? When I hurt, what is my body telling me?

I begin here, with the closeup view, because that perspective is the one most often overlooked by people fumbling with the question “Where is God when it hurts?” I have read scores of philosophical and theological books on “the problem of pain,” but at best these give token acknowledgment to the fact that pain may serve some useful biological purpose. The pain network deserves far more than token acknowledgment. It bears the mark of creative genius.

Consider a single organ from the human body: the skin, a flexible-yet-tough organ that stretches over the body’s frame as an advance guard against the dangers of the outside world. Millions of pain sensors dot the surface of the skin, scattered not randomly, but in precise accord with the body’s specific needs. Actually, the body does not seem to have any dedicated “pain cells,” for the sensation of pain ties in with an elaborate network of sensors that also report information about pressure, touch, heat, and cold.

Scientists blindfold their research subjects (usually hapless medical students) and measure their skin sensitivity. For example, how much pressure must be applied before a blindfolded person becomes aware of an object touching his skin? The scale, called the absolute threshold of touch, is measured in grams (per square millimeter of skin surface), and this is what researchers have discovered:






	Tip of tongue	sensitive to 2 grams of pressure
	Fingers	sensitive to 3 grams of pressure
	Back of hand	sensitive to 12 grams of pressure
	Back of forearm	sensitive to 33 grams of pressure
	Sole of foot	sensitive to 250 grams of pressure








Thus the skin, a single organ, displays a very wide range of sensitivity to pressure. We use our tongues for such intricate acts as forming words and picking food particles from between our teeth. We use our fingers for playing the guitar, writing with a felt-tip pen, and the caresses of love. These areas of the skin require a fine-tuned sensitivity.1

But less critical areas hardly need such sensitivity: we would tire very quickly indeed if our brains had to listen to such dainty pressure reports from the foot, which faces a daily rigor of stomping, squeezing, and supporting weight. Thus, while fingers and tongue can detect a feather touch, other parts of the body need a good sound slap before they report unusual activity to the brain.

These measurements of threshold barely scratch the surface of the marvels of the pain network. For example, sensitivity to pressure varies depending on context. I can distinguish a letter that weighs 1-1/4 ounces from one that weighs 1-1/2 ounces just by holding it in my hand. But if I’m holding a ten-pound package, I could not discern that difference; I would need a change of at least three ounces before noticing.

Another test assesses the absolute threshold of pain. In this test, the scientist measures how much pressure must be applied to a very sharp needle before the subject begins to experience pain.
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Note how these figures contrast with the thresholds of pressure.2 The fingertip, for example, shows an astounding difference: it can detect a mere 3 grams of pressure, but not until that pressure exceeds 300 grams will I feel pain there! Why? Think about the fingers’ activities. The concert violinist must sense an amazing range of pressures to produce perfect sound and volume. A skilled baker, swishing his hands through batches of dough, can notice as little as a two percent variance in the “stickiness” or consistency. Cloth feelers in textile industries compare the qualities of cloth by touch. The fingertips must be incredibly sensitive to the slightest differences in touch.

But sensitivity to touch is not enough. The fingertips must also be tough in order to withstand rigorous activity. Feel the calloused, scaly hand of a carpenter or a professional tennis player. Life would be miserable indeed if the fingertip fired a message of pain to the brain each time a person squeezed a tennis racket or pounded a hammer. So the design of the body includes a fingertip extraordinarily sensitive to pressure, but relatively insensitive to pain. Hands and fingertips serve us well as the most used parts of our bodies.*3

The cornea of the eye, however, lives a different existence. Due to its transparency—essential, to admit light rays—it has a limited blood supply and is thus very fragile. A small wound could cause blindness, and any intrusion in the eye, a wood splinter or a speck of dirt, represents a serious threat. Therefore the cornea’s pain sensors have an electronic hot line to the brain.

I have seen a World Series baseball game delayed for the simple reason that the pitcher got a stray eyelash in his eye. The infielders and umpires gathered around while he looked in a mirror and fished it out. He could not possibly continue pitching until he removed the source of the pain. Such an eyelash lying on his nose, arm, or any other part of the body would go unnoticed.

Colic, Kidney Stones, and Ice Cream Headaches

Inside, the body presents even more evidence of the pain network’s intelligent design. Pinpricks and heat burns, the scientists’ favored techniques for measuring pain on the skin surface, prove useless on internal organs, which simply don’t respond to those stimuli. Why should they? Since the body has designated the skin to sort through alarms from cuts and burns and pressures, internal organs can get along without such elaborate warning systems.

Slip past the skin’s defenses with the aid of a local anesthetic, and you could burn the stomach with a match, insert a needle through the lung, cut the brain with a knife, crush the kidney in a vise, or bore through bone, all without causing the patient any discomfort. Such internal pain signals would be redundant—the skin and skeleton already protect internal organs from such dangers.

Instead, the body’s sheltered organs possess unique sets of pain receptors specific to the dangers they face. If a doctor inserts a balloon inside my stomach and fills it with air to distend my stomach slightly, urgent messages of pain would shoot to my brain—the pain of colic, or gas. The stomach’s pain network is custom-designed to protect it from specific dangers. Likewise, the kidney sends out excruciating signals of pain when a BB-sized kidney stone is present. Linings of the joints, which are insensitive to a needle or knife, are very sensitive to certain chemicals.4

On rare occasions, an internal organ must inform the brain of an emergency that its pain sensors are not equipped to handle. How can it alert the brain to the damage it senses? In this event, the organ uses the remarkable phenomenon of referred pain, recruiting nearby pain sensors to sound the alarm. For example, heart attack victims may notice a burning or constricting feeling in the neck, chest, jaw, or left arm. Skin cells there, though perfectly healthy, obligingly send off alarm messages to the brain as if they were damaged, when in fact the problem lies with their neighbor the heart. In this way the skin “loans” its pain sensors to the heart as a relay warning station.

Anyone who has eaten homemade ice cream too fast on a hot summer day may experience a related phenomenon. Suddenly a headache strikes, just behind the eyes. Quite obviously, ice cream is not entering the forehead. Rather, the stomach’s vagus nerve is sending out strong signals of cold to the brain; at the junction with the trigeminal nerve from the face, forehead, and jaw, pain jumps across from one nerve to the other and the chill in the stomach is felt as pain in the head.

The mystery of referred pain can make for some challenging medical diagnoses. Spleen injuries are sometimes felt in the tip of the left shoulder. A damaged appendix may borrow pain sensors in a variety of places, on either side of the abdomen. A neck injury may cause pain in the arm. Each of these demonstrates how the body’s backup systems cooperate to warn of possible injury.

Medical libraries contain massive volumes filled with amazing facts about the operation of the body’s pain network, and I have mentioned a mere sampling. Such facts as these—the exact distribution of needed pain cells, the customized pressure/pain thresholds, and the backup system of referred pain—convince me that, whatever it is, the pain network is not an accident.

Pain is not an afterthought, or God’s great goof. Rather, it reveals a marvelous design that serves our bodies well. Pain is as essential to a normal life, it could be argued, as eyesight or even good circulation. Without pain, as we shall see, our lives would be fraught with danger, and devoid of many basic pleasures.

But Must It Hurt?

My appreciation for the engineering aspects of the pain network traces back to the beginning of my friendship with Dr. Paul Brand. I came across his name in 1975, when I was first researching the topic of pain. Already I had read many books on the subject. But one day my wife, who was rummaging through a closet at a medical supply house, came across a pamphlet with the unusual title, “The Gift of Pain.” Its author was Dr. Brand. A short time later, we met together on the grounds of the leprosarium in Carville, Louisiana, and since then we have collaborated on two books (Fearfully and Wonderfully Made and In His Image.

Dr. Brand has received widespread recognition for his medical work, including awards from the Albert Lasker Foundation, the U.S. Public Health Service, and also from Queen Elizabeth II, who made him Commander of the British Empire. Yet, oddly, he got most of his recognition as a crusader on behalf of pain. Without hesitation Dr. Brand declares, “Thank God for inventing pain! I don’t think he could have done a better job. It’s beautiful.” As one of the world’s foremost experts on leprosy, a disease of the nervous system, he is well-qualified to make such a judgment.

Once, in fact, Dr. Brand received a several-million-dollar grant for the express purpose of designing an artificial pain system. He knew that people with diseases like leprosy and diabetes were in grave danger of losing fingers, toes, and even entire limbs simply because their warning system of pain had been silenced. They were literally destroying themselves unawares. Perhaps he could design a simple substitute that would alert them to the worst dangers.

In this project Dr. Brand had to think like the Creator, anticipating the needs of the body. For assistance, he signed on three professors of electronic engineering, a bioengineer, and several research biochemists. The team decided to concentrate on fingertips, the part of the body most often used and therefore most vulnerable to abuse. They developed a kind of artificial nerve, a pressure-sensitive transducer that could be worn on the finger like a glove. When subjected to pressure, the electronic nerve triggered an electric current which in turn set off a warning signal.

Dr. Brand and his assistants confronted daunting technical problems. The more they studied nerves, the more complex their task appeared. At what level of pressure should the sensor sound a warning? How could a mechanical sensor distinguish between the acceptable pressure of, say, gripping a railing and the unacceptable pressure of gripping a thornbush? How could it be adjusted to allow for rigorous activities like playing tennis?

Brand also recognized that nerve cells change their perception of pain to meet the body’s needs. Due to the pressure of inflammation, an infected finger may become ten times more sensitive to pain. That’s why a finger swollen from a hangnail feels awkward and in the way: your body is telling you to give it time to heal. Nerve cells “turn up the volume,” amplifying bumps and scrapes that would normally go unreported. In no way could these well-funded scientists duplicate that feat with current technology.

The artificial sensors cost about $450 each, and it took many of them to protect a single hand or foot, but each new design would deteriorate from metal fatigue or corrosion after a few hundred uses. Each month Dr. Brand and his colleagues gained more appreciation for the remarkable engineering of the body’s pain network, which includes several hundred million sensors that function maintenance-free throughout a healthy person’s life.

At first Dr. Brand sought a way to make his artificial pain system work without actually hurting the patient. He had read the complaints of various philosophers against the created world. Why hadn’t God designed a nervous system that protects us, but without the unpleasant aspects of pain? Here was his chance to improve on the original design with a protective system that did not hurt.

First his team tried sending an audible signal through a hearing aid, a signal that would hum when tissues were receiving normal pressures and buzz loudly when they were actually in danger. But the signal proved too easy to ignore. If a patient with a damaged hand was turning a screwdriver too hard, and the loud warning signal went off, he would simply override it and turn the screwdriver anyway. This happened not once, but many times. People who did not feel pain could not be persuaded to trust the artificial sensors.

Brand’s team next tried blinking lights, but soon eliminated them for the same reason. Finally they had to resort to electric shock, taping electrodes to a still-sensitive portion of the body, such as the armpit. People had to be forced to respond; being alerted to the danger was not enough. The stimulus had to be unpleasant, just as pain is unpleasant.

“We also found out that the signal had to be out of the patient’s reach,” Brand says. “For even intelligent people, if they wished to do something which they were afraid would activate the shock, would switch off the signal, do what they had in mind to do, and then switch it on again when there was no danger of receiving an unpleasant signal. I remember thinking how wise God had been in putting pain out of reach.”

After five years of work, thousands of man-hours, and several million dollars, Brand and his associates abandoned the entire project. A warning system suitable for just one hand was exorbitantly expensive, subject to frequent mechanical breakdown, and hopelessly inadequate to interpret the profusion of sensations. A system sometimes called “God’s great mistake” was far too complex for even the most sophisticated technology to mimic.

That is why Paul Brand says with utter sincerity, “Thank God for pain!” By definition, pain is unpleasant, enough so to force us to withdraw our fingers from a stove. Yet that very quality saves us from destruction. Unless the warning signal demands response, we might not heed it.

Listen to Your Pain

The typical American response to pain is to take an aspirin at the slightest ache and silence the pain. That approach only deals with the symptom of the problem. We dare not shut off the warning system without first listening to the warning.

A tragic example of someone not heeding the warning occurred in an NBA basketball game in which a star player, Bob Gross, wanted to play despite a badly injured ankle. Knowing that Gross was needed for the important game, the team doctor injected Marcaine, a strong painkiller, into three different places of his foot. Gross did start the game, but after a few minutes, as he was battling for a rebound, a loud snap! could be heard throughout the arena. Gross, oblivious, ran up and down the court two times, then crumpled to the floor. Although he felt no pain, a bone had broken in his ankle. By overriding pain’s warning system with the anesthetic, the doctor caused permanent damage to Gross’s foot and ended his basketball career.

Pain is not God’s great goof. The sensation of pain is a gift—the gift that nobody wants. More than anything, pain should be viewed as a communication network. Just as the warning system of my equilibrium saved me in the embarrassing episode at Orchestra Hall, a remarkable network of pain sensors stands guard duty with the singular purpose of keeping me from injury.

I do not say that all pain is good. Sometimes it flares up and makes life miserable. For someone with crippling arthritis or terminal cancer, pain dominates so much that any relief, especially a painless world, would seem like heaven itself. But for the majority of us, the pain network performs daily protective service. It is effectively designed for surviving life on this sometimes hostile planet.

In Dr. Brand’s words, “The one legitimate complaint you can make against pain is that it cannot be switched off. It can rage out of control, as with a terminal cancer patient, even though its warning has been heard and there is no more that can be done to treat the cause of pain. But as a physician I’m sure that less than one percent of pain is in this category that we might call out of control. Ninety-nine per cent of all the pains that people suffer are short-term pains: correctable situations that call for medication, rest, or a change in a person’s lifestyle.”

Admittedly, the surprising idea of the “gift of pain” does not answer many of the problems connected with suffering. But it is a beginning point of a realistic perspective on pain and suffering. Too often the emotional trauma of intense pain blinds us to its inherent value.

When I break an arm and swallow bottles of aspirin to dull the ache, gratitude for pain is not the first thought that comes to mind. Yet at that very moment, pain is alerting my body to the danger, mobilizing anti-infection defenses around the wound, and forcing me to refrain from activities that might further compound the injury. Pain demands the attention that is crucial to my recovery.

*We have exactly as many pain sensors as we need. Scientists measure another phenomenon of the nervous system called the two-point threshold. They press two stiff bristles against the skin of a blindfolded person to determine how close together they must be brought before that person feels one pinprick rather than two. In other words, it demonstrates how close together the individual pain sensors are. On the leg, I can no longer distinguish two pinpricks when the pins are brought in to a distance of 68 mm. But I can distinguish two pinpricks on the back of the hand at a distance of 32 mm, and on the fingertip at only 2 mm. The tip of the tongue, however, has sensors every 1 mm. This explains the common phenomenon I feel when food is caught between my teeth. With my tongue I can search it out and quickly determine in what crevice the food is caught. But with the fingertip, the food is harder to locate. Spaces between the teeth “feel smaller” with the finger than with the tongue.


CHAPTER 3

PAINLESS HELL
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He jests at scars who never felt a wound.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

Romeo and Juliet




Almost by definition, if we have pain we don’t want it. Why would Dr. Brand and his associates spend so much time and energy trying to create pain even as most other medical professionals were working diligently to silence it?

I had learned many facts about the design of the pain network. I had even come to see it as a “gift.” But knowledge alone was not enough to overcome my instinctive resistance to pain. I had strong doubts until I spent a week in Louisiana with Dr. Brand, the crusader for pain.

Dr. Brand came to appreciate pain by living among people with leprosy. It was he who discovered that leprosy patients suffer for the simple reason that they have a defective pain system.

The word leprosy conjures up exaggerated images: stubby fingers, ulcerous wounds, missing legs, distorted facial features. Literature and movies such as Ben Hur and Papillon (frequently inaccurate) have conditioned us to view leprosy as an unbearably cruel affliction. It is the oldest recorded disease, and one of the most feared. For centuries leprosy victims had to call out “Unclean! Unclean!” whenever someone approached.

Leprosy is indeed cruel, but not in the manner of most diseases. Primarily, it works like an anesthetic, attacking the pain cells of hands, feet, nose, ears, and eyes to produce numbness. Not so bad, really, one might think. Most diseases are feared because of their pain; what makes a painless disease so horrible?

Yet leprosy’s numbing quality is precisely the reason for the fabled destruction of tissue. For thousands of years people thought the disease itself caused the ulcers on hands and feet and face that so often led to infection and ultimately loss of limbs. Dr. Brand’s pioneering research in India established that in virtually all cases leprosy only numbs the extremities. Tissue damage results solely because the warning system of pain has fallen silent.

How does the damage occur? Dr. Brand asked himself that question thousands of times as he treated the infected hands of Indian villagers. It seemed a losing battle. He would heal wounds and bind them up, only to have the patients come back several months later with far worse damage. Like other leprosy workers, he assumed the disease worked like a fungus, destroying tissue indiscriminately.

But Brand soon learned to question his patients carefully about any activities that might have contributed to the injury. He once watched horrified as a person with leprosy reached directly into a charcoal fire to retrieve a potato someone had dropped. Brand knew he would soon be treating sores on that patient’s hand—sores caused by burns from the fire, not by leprosy. The villager, insensitive to pain, had unwittingly exposed his hand to terrible abuse.

Brand started following around the patients at the leprosarium in India. How else might they be damaging themselves? He saw one man hard at work in the garden, oblivious to blood running down his hand; Brand examined the shovel and found a nail protruding just at the spot his hand had been gripping. Other leprosy patients would reach over and extinguish a burning wick with their bare hands, or walk barefoot across broken glass. Watching them, Brand began formulating his radical theory that leprosy was chiefly anesthetic, and only indirectly a destroyer. He would need much more evidence, however, to overturn centuries of medical tradition.

One day, in the midst of this time of field research, Dr. Brand went to fetch some supplies from a little storeroom behind the hospital. He tried to open the door, but a rusty padlock would not yield. Just at that moment, one of his youngest patients strolled by—an undersized, malnourished ten-year-old. Brand liked the boy for his pleasant, cooperative spirit.

“Oh, sahib doctor, let me try,” the boy said, and reached for the key. With a quick jerk of his hand he turned the key in the lock. Brand was dumbfounded. How could this weak youngster, half his size, exert such force?

His eyes caught a telltale clue. Was that a drop of blood on the floor? Upon examining the boy’s index finger, Brand discovered the act of turning the key had gashed it open to the bone; skin, fat, and joint were all exposed. Yet the boy was completely unaware of it! To him, the sensation of cutting his finger to the bone was no different from that of picking up a stone or turning a coin in his pocket.

After that incident, Brand redoubled his efforts to test his theory about leprosy being a secondary, not primary cause of injury. He began measuring the fingers of his patients each day, and tried to account for every blister, ulcer, and cut. He learned that his patients were living in great danger because of their painlessness.

Foot injuries were easy to explain. If an ankle turned, tearing tendon and muscle, the leprosy patient would simply adjust and walk with a crooked gait. No warning system of pain announced the need to rest the ankle or seek treatment, and the injury would then lead to permanent damage. The most puzzling injuries, though, occurred at night. How could pieces of fingers and toes disappear while the patients were sleeping? Brand found the unsettling answer: rats were coming into the open-air wards and nibbling on unsuspecting patients. Feeling no pain, the patients would sleep on, and not until the next morning would they notice the injury and report it to Dr. Brand. That discovery led to a firm rule: every patient released from the hospital had to take along a cat, for nocturnal protection.

Listening to Dr. Brand tell these horror stories, I could easily understand why he could say with absolute conviction, “Thank God for pain!” For him, pain represents God’s great gift, one Brand desperately desires to share with fifteen million victims of leprosy.

After twenty years in India, Dr. Brand moved to the Hansen’s disease* research center and hospital in Carville, Louisiana. There, under the auspices of the U.S. Public Health Service, he could continue his research and potentially help many more patients worldwide.

I first met Dr. Brand at the Carville hospital, a visit that changed forever the way I think about pain. Because of the stigma of leprosy, the hospital is remote and difficult to reach. It was built in the 1890s on the swampy site of a plantation by the banks of the Mississippi. (Land was purchased under the pretense of starting an ostrich farm so that neighbors would not suspect the buyers’ true intent.)

The leprosy center stretches out over 337 acres and includes a nine-hole golf course and a stocked lake in addition to modern medical facilities. Barbed wire around Carville has come down, and visitors are now welcome. Tours are conducted three times daily.

A pleasant environment, buildings designed for wheelchair patients, the best medical care, free treatment with the latest drugs— on the surface life in this shaded plantation setting seems almost enviable. The disease is under control now, and most cases can be arrested in early stages. But, as I quickly learned, one horrible aspect of leprosy remains: the loss of pain sensation.

Visit to Carville

I am visiting a patient clinic at Carville. Two physical therapists, a nurse, and Dr. Brand are seated in chairs arranged in a semicircle around a TV monitor. Together they will examine three patients with health problems.

The first enters, a middle-aged Hawaiian man named Lou (not his real name). I notice that Lou has more visible deformities than most patients here. He came to Carville with an advanced case of leprosy. His eyebrows and eyelashes are gone, which gives his face a naked, unbalanced appearance. Because his eyelids are paralyzed, tears tend to overflow and he seems to be perpetually crying.

Dr. Brand has already told me that Lou is virtually blind. Blind from lack of pain: tiny pain cells on the surface of his eye stopped signaling the irritation and discomfort that call for blinking, and as his dulled eyelids blinked less frequently Lou’s eyes gradually dried up. Preventing blindness is a real challenge at Carville. A few patients destroyed their eyes by the simple act of washing their faces, their hands not sensitive enough to warn of scalding water.

In addition to blindness, Lou suffers from many other side-effects of leprosy. His feet are smooth stumps, without toes—all ten toes were lost due to inadvertent injury and infection. His hands are lined with deep cracks and thickened scars. But Lou’s main problem, the reason he has come to the clinic, is more psychological than physical.

Lou feels a door has been shut between him and the rest of the world. He can’t see people. Having lost so much sensation, he cannot feel a handshake or any other form of human touch. His last remaining unaffected sense is hearing, and that is the source of his fear. A new experimental drug is causing some loss of hearing.

His voice trembling, Lou tells the group how much he loves the Autoharp. He can strum the Hawaiian melodies of his childhood and dream of younger days. A devout Christian, he sings as a form of praise to God, and sometimes volunteers to play hymns for his church. In order to play, Lou must tape the pick onto the one patch of his thumb that still has some sensation. With that sensitive spot, he can detect enough variation in pressure to know how to strum the chords correctly.

But Lou’s thumb is not sensitive enough to recognize dangerous pressures. Hours of practicing the Autoharp have left calluses on the thumb, and now an ulcer has broken out. He has been afraid to come to the clinic until now. “Can you find some way for me to continue playing without damaging my hand?” he asks in a thick accent, almost pleading.

The committee of doctors and physical therapists view Lou’s hand on the TV monitor. They are using thermography, a process by which a machine detects differing temperature bands and projects them visually as bright colors. Weather satellites use the same technology.

On the thermogram Lou’s hand appears as a psychedelic pattern of chartreuse, yellow, scarlet, and all shades in between. The coolest portions show up green or blue. Bright red is a danger sign that indicates an infection: blood has rushed to the site, raising the temperature. Yellow shows extreme danger. It’s easy to see the single most useful spot on Lou’s thumb, for constant use has inflamed the area, and it now stands out as a yellow pinpoint of heat.

Thermography has revolutionized treatment at Carville because for the first time it offers a warning system for painless persons. Unfortunately, unlike the pain network, this technology detects danger after the period of stress, not during it. A person with a healthy pain system would have sought treatment long before. His or her thumb would throb all day long, loudly demanding attention and rest. But Lou has no such advantage. He never knows when he is further damaging the tiny spot of infection in his thumb.

The committee designs a glove to fit Lou’s hand, one that will relieve some of the pressure of the Autoharp pick. Dr. Brand delivers a stern lecture about the need for Lou to give his thumb a rest, to wear the glove at all times, and to report in every few days. But after Lou leaves, the physical therapist expresses pessimism. “Lou hates gloves. They call attention to his hands, and undoubtedly he’ll lose some control over the pick. Probably he’ll try it for a day, then throw it away.”

Already Lou is withdrawing from people, cutting off contact as his senses of sight, hearing, and touch gradually fade. Now his last great love, his self-expression through music, is also threatened. He may return to the clinic in a few weeks with a further infection that has caused permanent damage to his thumb. He may even lose the thumb. But at Carville treatment is voluntary. Without his own pain network to force him to act, Lou has the risky option of ignoring the thermogram’s warning.

A Mop and a Shoe

Another patient, Hector, enters the room. Although his face shows none of the deformities of Lou’s, still I must catch myself from gasping when I see it. By now I have grown accustomed to seeing colors projected on a thermogram monitor, but not on a man’s face. Hector has blue skin! Dr. Brand, noticing my reaction, whispers to me that Hector has shown resistance to the sulfone drugs most commonly used for treatment, and the team has been experimenting with a new drug that happens to be a blue dye. Hector has gladly forfeited normal flesh tones in hopes of halting the spread of leprosy in his body.

Hector, a most cooperative patient, answers all the committee’s questions thoughtfully, speaking in a deep Texas drawl. No, he’s had no problems since the last checkup. Hector’s thermogram, however, disagrees, revealing a vivid red danger spot in the webbing between his right thumb and forefinger. A callus has hidden any external signs of infection, but underneath an infection is festering.

Quizzing him like a police investigation team, Dr. Brand and the others ask Hector to trace his day’s activities. How does he shave? Put on his shoes? Does he have a job? Does he play golf? Shoot pool? At some point in his day, Hector has been grasping something too firmly between his thumb and forefinger. Unless they can find the faulty activity and get him to stop, his hand will deteriorate further.

At last, in the course of the grilling, Hector identifies the problem. After each day’s mild work as a canteen cashier, he helps with the cleanup, mopping the floor to erase any spilled soft drinks or candy. That back-and-forth motion, coupled with Hector’s inability to sense how firmly he is squeezing the mop handle, has damaged tissue inside his thumb. The mystery is solved.

Hector thanks the group profusely. A physical therapist makes a note to ask the canteen supervisor to substitute some other activity for Hector.

One more patient comes in—Jose. In contrast to most people at Carville, Jose is wearing the latest in fashion. His pants have a sharp crease, and his all-cotton shirt is neatly tapered to fit. His shoes are nothing like the dull, black orthopedic shoes I have seen on most patients. They have a contemporary, narrow-toe design and are polished to a high brown gloss.

Jose’s shoes are, in fact, the problem. He dresses meticulously because of his full-time job as a furniture salesman back in California. Carville therapists have tried to persuade Jose to wear less stylish, and safer, shoes, but he has always refused. His job and image are more important to him than the condition of his feet.

When Jose removes his shoes and socks, his feet show the worst injury I have seen. I cannot find the slightest nub where his toes should be. After years of infection, his body has absorbed the bone tissue, and Jose now walks on rounded stumps, like an amputee. With no toes to cushion the impact when his heel lifts upward, he is systematically wearing down even the stumps. Thermography graphically illustrates the ongoing problem. Dr. Brand calls Jose’s attention to bright yellow patches marking the extent of infection.

Normally, a person would automatically limp, or change walking styles, to break in a new pair of shoes, and if the feet hurt too badly, out would come a more comfortable pair. But Jose can’t feel the danger signs. Members of the committee take turns trying to impress on Jose the gravity of the problem, but he is politely unyielding. He will not wear Carville-made shoes. To him, they look like training shoes for cripples, and they’d tip off his customers that something is wrong. His facial features and hands are almost normal; he won’t let his feet betray him.

Finally, Dr. Brand calls in the shoemaker and asks him to make some minor adjustments on Jose’s shoes that may partially relieve the pressure.

At the end of the clinic, after the last patient has left, Dr. Brand turns to me and says, “Pain—it’s often seen as the great inhibitor, keeping us from happiness. But I see it as a giver of freedom. Look at these men. Lou: we’re desperately searching for a way to allow him the simple freedom of playing an Autoharp. Hector: he can’t even mop a floor without harming himself. Jose: he can’t dress nicely and walk normally. For that, he would need the gift of pain.”

A Deadly Indifference

Leprosy is not the only affliction that muffles the protective warnings of pain. The research at Carville has also been applied to other medical conditions of insensitivity. In advanced cases, diabetics lose pain sensations and face exactly the same dangers. Many have lost fingers, toes, and entire limbs as a result of preventable injuries. Alcoholics and drug addicts can likewise deaden their sensitivity: each winter alcoholics die of exposure, their bodies numb to the biting cold.

A few people, however, are born with a defective pain network, and some of these too have sought treatment at Carville. Victims of the rare condition known informally as “congenital indifference to pain” have a warning system of sorts, but, like Dr. Brand’s flashing lights and audible signals, theirs does not hurt. To them, running fingers over a hot stove gives the same sensation as running fingers over an asphalt driveway. They feel both as neutral sensations.

Congenital indifference to pain poses unique problems of child-rearing. One family told of a horrifying incident that occurred when their infant daughter grew four teeth. The mother, hearing the baby daughter laughing and cooing in the next room, went in expecting to find some new game the child had discovered. She screamed. Her daughter had bitten off the tip of her finger and was playing in the blood, making patterns with the drips.

How do you explain the danger of matches, knives, and razor blades to such children? How do you punish them? The little girl, seeing the effect of her “game” on her mother, started using it mischievously. Whenever her mother forbade her to do something, the girl would put her finger in her mouth and begin to bite it. By the time she reached sixteen, she had chewed off all her fingers.

About a hundred cases of this strange affliction have been reported on in medical literature. One seven-year-old picked at her nose until her nostrils became ulcerated. An eight-year-old English girl, in a fit of anger, pulled out all but nine of her teeth and poked both eyes out of their sockets. Afflicted children can impress their friends with bizarre feats like pushing a straight pin through their fingers.

But insensitivity to pain dooms such people to lives of constant peril. They can sprain a wrist or ankle without knowing it, or bite through their tongues while chewing gum. Joints deteriorate because they fail to shift weight while sleeping or standing. One afflicted woman lost her life because she could not feel a simple headache, the warning symptom of a serious illness.1

These people can undergo surgery without anesthesia, but how do they know when surgery is required? Whereas a healthy person would feel symptoms in advance of a heart attack or appendicitis, they feel nothing. Where most people would respond immediately, spurred on by pain, the congenitally insensitive must consciously attend to the faintest clues and ponder the appropriate response. A tickling sensation in the abdomen … does that mean my appendix has burst?

Medical textbooks had done much to convince me of pain’s value before I visited Carville. Already I was beginning to see that, even in Claudia Claxton’s case, pain was not the root problem—the disease was. Pain was merely her body’s loyal way of informing her that cancer cells and cobalt rays were harming her. Apart from these warnings she might have died, unaware of the disease’s presence.

The week at Carville left me with indelible memories. Whenever I am tempted to curse God for pain, I remember Lou: his eyes running, his face scarred, oblivious to human touch, longing for a way to retain his music, his last love in life. Pain allows us, the fortunate ones at least, to lead free and active lives. If you ever doubt that, visit a leprosarium and observe for yourself a world without pain.

Pain is not an unpleasantness to be avoided at all costs. In a thousand ways large and small, pain serves us each day, making possible normal life on this planet. If we are healthy, pain cells alert us when to go to the bathroom, when to change shoes, when to loosen the grip on a mop handle or rake, when to blink. Without pain, we would lead lives of paranoia, defenseless against unfelt dangers. The only safe environment for a painless person is to stay in bed all day … but even that produces bedsores.

*The medical name for leprosy.


CHAPTER 4

AGONY AND ECSTASY
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How singular is the thing called pleasure and how curiously related to pain, which might be thought to be the opposite of it … yet he who pursues either is generally compelled to take the other; their bodies are two but they are joined by the same head.

SOCRATES




When confronted with the facts, most of us will admit that pain— some pain, at least—serves a good and useful purpose. Apart from the warning system it provides, hidden dangers would shadow our everyday existence. Even more neglected, however, is the intimate connection that links pain and pleasure. The two sensations work together so closely they sometimes become almost indistinguishable.

Pain is an essential component of our most satisfying experiences. Does that sound odd? It may, for modern culture barrages us with opposite messages. We are told that pain is the antithesis of pleasure. If you feel a slight headache, dull it immediately with the newest extra-strength pain reliever. If your nose drips more than a drop, by all means reach for the latest sinus decongestant spray. At the slightest cramp of constipation, visit a drugstore and select from the dazzling display of candies, liquids, pills, and enemas.

I think back to Thielicke’s criticism of Americans’ “inadequate view of suffering.” Little wonder. We moderns have cut ourselves off from the stream of human history, which has always accepted pain as an integral part of life. Until very recently, any balanced view of life had to account for pain as a normal, routine occurrence. Now it looms as the great intruder.

Let me quickly add that I buy shrink-wrapped, bloodless hunks of meat in grocery stores, work in an air-conditioned office, and wear shoes to protect my feet from Chicago sidewalks. But in doing so I realize that abundant luxuries and conveniences such as these give me a perspective on the world and on pain that was not shared by any other century and is still unrealized by two-thirds of the world. I, along with most Americans, tend to see pain as a sensation that can and should be mastered by technology. That distorted viewpoint helps foster the notion that pain and pleasure are diametrically opposed: our lifestyles murmur it to us every day.

Nobel Prize winner George Wald reflected on this fact: “Just realize, I am 69 and have never seen a person die. I have never even been in the same house while a person died. How about birth? An obstetrician invited me to see my first birth only last year. Just think, these are the greatest events of life and they have been taken out of our experience. We somehow hope to live full emotional lives when we have carefully expunged the sources of the deepest human emotions. When you have no experience of pain, it is rather hard to experience joy.”

Buzzed Brains

In some ways the human brain resembles an electronic amplifier, coordinating input from a bewildering array of sources. Instead of phono turntables, VCR machines, compact disc players, and tape decks, we have such input sources as touch, vision, hearing, taste, and smell. In a healthy body, pain is just one of many input sources assigned to report on the state of the extremities.

When a sense organ begins to degenerate, the brain automatically turns up the volume control. Sometimes a person with leprosy will not notice a loss of touch sensation until it fades completely; his brain has compensated by increasing the volume of the slight impulses until the sensors die and give off no more impulses.

Modern culture saddens me because, while it seeks to turn down the volume on pain, it constantly turns up the volume from all other sources. We have ears: they are bombarded with decibels until the subtle tones are lost forever. Listen to music from any other century, twelfth, sixteenth, even nineteenth, and compare it to what most people listen to today. We have eyes: the world assaults them with neon lights and phosphorescent colors until a sunset or butterfly pales in comparison. Imagine what a glimpse of a tiger swallowtail butterfly did for the senses in a village of medieval Europe—compared to the same butterfly in downtown Las Vegas today. We have noses: chemical droplets come printed like ink on magazine pages so that we need only scratch and sniff. Take away the spray cans from our closets indoors and the pollution particles from the air outdoors, and most of us would have no idea how the natural world is supposed to smell.

We use the word “stoned” for people so blitzed with sensations, often chemically induced, that they are dulled almost senseless. I prefer the word “buzzed,” following the brain/amplifier analogy. In such a high-tech environment, it is easy for the young, especially, to mistake vicarious pleasure for true fulfillment—life as video game. They don’t see pleasure as something to reach out for and actively attain after struggle. Pleasure is something done to you; merely strap yourself in the amusement-park ride.

The drug problems in the U.S. demonstrate this pattern: by heightening powers of perception, chemical stimulants open up a new world to a generation that has never learned to appreciate fully the world we have. It is not enough to walk alongside a swamp and listen to the frogs and crickets, to watch the turtles plop like bloated submarines into the water, to seek out the faint scent of wildflowers. It is not enough, even, to visit the outer reaches of wilderness, where nature is far from subtle. Instead, too often we experience all these things vicariously, slumped in front of a flickering television with its beams of Trinitron color and low-frequency radiation, receiving sensory stimulation through our eyes alone. We have been to Everest and back, we think, when in fact some of us have never climbed the Appalachians.

Substituting vicarious and artificial sensations for natural ones takes a toll on the human body. Like muscles, our senses can atrophy. French scientists have proved this in experiments with darkened isolation chambers in which volunteers float in tepid water. In the absence of outside stimuli, the senses have nothing to report, and begin to fail. Soon the subjects become restless and disoriented, and before long begin to hallucinate. High altitude jet pilots and military sentinels in isolated outposts have experienced similar hallucinations. When deprived of sensory reports from the body, the brain appears to manufacture its own.

On the other hand, through regular use our sensory faculties can develop even more responsiveness. Nerve endings actually “improve” with use. Some scientists theorize that fingertips develop their incredible sensitivity due to our constant reliance on them from infancy onwards. Similarly, you can increase skin sensitivity by brushing your own arm daily with a nylon brush. Eventually the skin surface there will detect a much wider range of pleasure and pain sensations.

Going barefoot also helps to vary skin sensation, especially if you walk on the sand of a beach or on grass. The subtle variations in a lawn’s shape and texture feed the brain with needed sensory input, which is vital for the brain’s healthy development.

For this reason Dr. Brand, half in jest but half seriously, suggests that babies should be raised on coarse coconut matting rather than on down comforters and blankets. Surrounding babies with softness and neutral sensations stifles their nerve-growth and limits their range of interpreting the world. Brand also confesses his wife discouraged him from stringing barbed wire around his children’s playpens. Cruel? It would merely train a child to accept a world where certain things (like sharp objects and hot stoves) are off-limits and painful. The more you coddle children, he says, the more you condition them to an insulated, sensation-starved life.

Dr. Brand tries to follow this principle throughout his life, even as he approaches the last decades of his life. “At one time, I thought of pain as the opposite of happiness. I would have illustrated life by drawing a graph with a peak at each end and a trough in the middle. The peak at the left would represent the experience of pain or acute unhappiness. The peak at the right would represent pure happiness or ecstasy. In between is quiet, normal living. My goal, I thought, was to face firmly toward happiness and away from pain. But now I see things differently. If I drew such a graph today, it would have a single, central peak with a surrounding plain. The peak would be Life with a capital L, the point at which pain and pleasure meet. The surrounding plain would be sleep or apathy or death.”

Pain and Pleasure

Nature, ever economical, uses the same nerve sensors and pathways that convey messages of pain to carry also messages of pleasure. At the cellular level, the sensation of a mosquito-bite itch (unpleasant) and that of a tickle (pleasant) are virtually identical, the difference being that tickling involves the motion of something acting upon you—a feather pulled across skin, a finger wiggled on a sensitive area. The same nerve sensors are involved, firing off identical responses to the brain, but we interpret one action as pleasant and one as unpleasant.

The body contains no dedicated “pleasure” sensors. Sensors in your fingers that report to your brain information about heat, or the extent of a mild electric shock, or the degree of coarseness of a rough surface, are the same sensors that convey to you the feel of velvet or satin. Indeed, even the sensors that produce feelings of sexual pleasure are the same ones that carry messages of alarm. Dissection of the erogenous zones yields an abundance of touch and pressure cells (which explains why those areas are so sensitive to pain), but no cells devoted to pleasure. Nature is never so lavish.

Some pains—the sharp prick of a fingernail to stop the itching of a mosquito bite, or the twang of a sore muscle being stretched after a hard day’s work—are perceived as more pleasant than unpleasant. After skiing all day in the mountains, I want the hottest Jacuzzi available. I wait a few minutes, then gingerly lower a hand or leg into the water. Ouch! A stinging shot of pain. I withdraw, then try again. Up to my ankles now, and the pain is far less. I gradually lower my body into the water. The same water that a moment before caused me pain now feels wonderful. My sore muscles feel better than they have felt all day. (Liniments like Ben Gay work on the same principle: they slightly irritate the skin, which causes something akin to a “burning” sensation. Blood rushes to the site, bringing relief to overtaxed muscles.)

This close association between pain and pleasure holds true not just on the cellular level, but in many experiences that involve the whole body working together. Often the most intense pleasure comes after prolonged struggle.

I once went on a stress camping trip, designed after the Outward Bound program, in the north woods of Wisconsin. Such programs offer an instant cure for anyone who feels isolated from the natural world, or from pain. Getting awakened at 4:00 A.M., scrambling up a bare rock wall with no gloves, running a marathon race after ten days in the woods, invading the world headquarters of black flies and “no-see-ums”—such delights await the soft city slicker. I have never felt more tired at the end of a day as I forced weary muscles into a sleeping bag still damp from last night’s dew. Even so, I have never gotten less sleep, thanks mainly to the nocturnal “no-see-ums,” smaller than any mosquito net opening and fiercer than any killer bee.

Yet what I now remember most about that week is how it affected my senses. They seemed to come alive. When I breathed in, I could “taste” the air—and in an entirely different way than I taste the air around my Chicago home. I noticed things with my eyes and ears that I would normally overlook.

Once, after an afternoon of hiking in the dust and heat, while loaded down with seventy-pound packs, we paused for a brief rest stop. One of the group followed a honeybee to a small patch of wild strawberries growing nearby. No self-respecting grocery store would ever have accepted these strawberries. They were small and scrawny, and coated with dust. We didn’t care; they were food, and perhaps contained some moisture. I picked a handful, popped them into my mouth, and was immediately overwhelmed by the incredible flavor of sweet, luscious strawberry juice. These desiccated little berries were the best I had ever eaten! I spent my rest time picking more and stuffing them into plastic bags for an afternoon snack.

At first I thought we had stumbled upon a new species, the discovery of which would revolutionize the fruit-growing industry. Gradually I figured out that the taste had to do with my physical condition, not the strawberries’. The process of using my body and connecting with all my senses had freed up a whole new level of pleasure awareness. The extraordinary, delicious taste of those strawberries would never have been mine if I had not first felt the heat and toil of hiking all day, as well as the pangs of hunger that sharpened my senses.

Athletes know well this strange brotherhood. Watch an Olympic weight lifter. He approaches the steel bar with its bulging wheels of weight. He takes deep breaths, grimaces, flexes his muscles. Reaching down, he gives a few preparatory tugs to limber up. Then he squats, sucks in air, tenses his body in one mighty reflex, and begins to hoist. Oh, the pain in a weight lifter’s face. Each millisecond it takes him to jerk the weight to his shoulders and raise it over his head etches lines of agony on his face. His muscles scream for relief.

If he succeeds, he drops the bar with a tremendous thong on the floor and jumps in the air, his hands clasped above his head. In a millisecond, absolute ecstasy replaces absolute agony. One would not have existed without the other. Ask the weight lifter what he thought of the pain—and he will stare at you, bewildered. He has already forgotten, for it has been swallowed up in pleasure.

Lin Yutang describes an ancient Chinese philosophy in his book My Country and My People: “To be dry and thirsty in a hot and dusty land—and to feel great drops of rain on my bare skin—ah, is this not happiness! To have an itch in the private part of my body—and finally to escape from my friends and to a hiding place where I can scratch— ah, is this not happiness!” In Yutang’s long list of happiness experiences, virtually every one combines pain with pleasure.

Augustine’s Confessions contains a remarkably similar passage. “What is it, therefore,” he begins, “that goes on within the soul, since it takes greater delight if things that it loves are found or restored to it than if it had always possessed them?” Augustine proceeds to mention a victorious general who experiences the greatest satisfaction when the danger is greatest, a seafarer who exults in calm seas after a violent storm, and a sick man who upon recovery walks with a joy he had never known before his illness.

“Everywhere a greater joy is preceded by a greater suffering,” Augustine concludes.1 Like other church fathers, he understood that depriving some senses, such as through fasting, heightened others. Spiritual experience is nourished best in the wilderness.

When I am old, I hope I do not spend my days between sterile sheets, hooked up to a respirator in a germ-free environment, protected from the hazards of the world outside. I hope I’m on a tennis court, straining my heart with a septuagenarian overhead smash. Or perhaps on a final hike, huffing and puffing along a trail to Lower Yosemite Falls for one more feel of the spray against my wrinkled cheek. In short, I hope I do not so insulate myself from pain that I no longer feel pleasure.

Befriending Enemies

Athletes and artists alike learn that a long period of struggle and effort precedes nearly all worthwhile human accomplishments. It required years of toil and misery for Michelangelo to create the Sistine Chapel frescoes that have since given pleasure to so many others. And anyone who has built cabinets in a kitchen or tended a vegetable garden knows the same truth in a more mundane way: the pleasure, coming after the pain, absorbs it. Jesus used childbirth as an analogy: nine months of waiting and preparation, intense labor, then the ecstasy of birth (John 16:21).

I once interviewed Robin Graham, the youngest person ever to sail around the world alone. (His story was told in the book and movie Dove.) Robin set sail as an immature sixteen-year-old, not so much seeking his future as delaying it. In the course of the long voyage, he was smashed broadside by a violent ocean storm, had his mast snapped in two by a rogue wave, and barely missed annihilation by a waterspout. He went through such despair in the Doldrums, a windless, currentless portion of the ocean near the Equator, that he emptied a can of kerosene in his boat, struck a match, and jumped overboard. (A sudden gust of wind soon caused him to change his mind and he jumped back in to extinguish the blaze and continue the voyage.)

After five years, Robin sailed into the Los Angeles harbor to be greeted by boats, banners, crowds, reporters, honking cars, and blasts from steam whistles. The joy of that moment was on a different level from any other experience he had known. He could never have felt those emotions returning from a pleasure outing off the coast of California. The agony of his round-the-world trip had made possible the exultation of his triumphant return. He left a sixteen-year-old kid and returned a twenty-one-year-old man.

Impressed by the sense of health that self-accomplishment could bring, Robin immediately bought a farm plot in Kalispell, Montana, and built a cabin from hand-cut logs. Publishers and movie agents tried to entice him with round-the-country publicity trips, talk show engagements, and fat expense accounts, but Robin declined them all.

We moderns, in our comfort-controlled environments, have a tendency to blame our unhappiness on pain, which we identify as the great enemy. If we could somehow excise pain from life, ah, then we would be happy. But, as experiences like Robin’s show, life does not yield to such easy partitioning. Pain is a part of the seamless fabric of sensations, and often a necessary prelude to pleasure and fulfillment. The key to happiness lies not so much in avoiding pain at all costs as in understanding its role as a protective warning system and harnessing it to work on your behalf, not against you.

I have learned that this same principle applies not only to pain, but to other “enemies” as well. When I encounter an apparent enemy, I ask myself, Can I find even in this a reason for gratitude? To my surprise, the answer is almost always yes.

What about fear, for example—Why be grateful for fear? I know the physiology behind fear, the way in which the body uses minute quantities of adrenaline to speed heart rate, increase skin friction, heighten reaction time and supply added strength—all this in a millisecond of fear. I try to imagine a sport like downhill skiing without the protective response of fear that keeps me from being even more foolhardy. Fear, like pain, serves as a warning system, only with the added benefit of functioning in advance of harm.

Someone asked the Swiss physician and author Paul Tournier how he helped his patients get rid of their fears. He replied, “I don’t. Everything that’s worthwhile in life is scary. Choosing a school, choosing a career, getting married, having kids—all those things are scary. If it is not fearful, it is not worthwhile.”

Consider another apparent enemy: guilt, a universal human response that many people want to purge from their lives. But try to envision a world without guilt, a society with no curbs on behavior. The U.S. court system defines sanity as the ability to discern between good and evil, and a world with no guilt would tilt toward insanity.

Guilt is a pain message to the conscience, informing it that something is wrong and should be dealt with. Two steps are necessary. First, the person must locate the cause of the guilt, just as a person must locate the cause of his or her pain. Much of modern counseling deals with this process of weeding out reasons for false guilt. But a further step must follow, a pathway out of the guilt.

The perceived function of guilt, like pain, is an impulse to get rid of the unpleasant sensation. Underlying that, however, is the more significant purpose of dealing with the root cause. In the long run, it won’t help you to try to purge authentic guilt feelings unless you first let them guide you toward forgiveness and reconciliation. Guilt by itself doesn’t lead you anywhere, just as pain does not: both are directional, symptoms of a condition that requires your urgent attention.

Or, I think of a world without another pain, the pain of loneliness. Would friendship and even love exist apart from our inbuilt sense of need, the prod that keeps us all from being hermits? Do we not need the power of loneliness to pry us away from isolation and push us toward others?

I do not mean to gloss over or discount the very real suffering in this world. Nevertheless, when something bad happens and we feel we have no control over the tragedy itself, we still have some control over our own responses. We can lash out in bitterness and anger against the unfairness of life that has deprived us of pleasure and joy. Or, we can look for good in unexpected sources, even our apparent enemies.

I heard recently about a poll of senior citizens in London. To the question, “What was the happiest period of your life?” sixty percent answered, “The Blitz.” Every night squadrons of fat Luftwaffe bombers would dump tons of explosives on the city, pounding a proud civilization to rubble—and now the victims recall that time with nostalgia! In those dark, fearful days, they learned to huddle together and strive toward a common goal. They learned such qualities as courage, and sharing, and hope.

When something bad happens—a disagreement with my wife, a painful misunderstanding with a friend, an ache of guilt over some responsibility I have let slide—I try to view that occurrence as I would view a physical pain. I accept it as a signal alerting me to attend to a matter that needs change. I strive to be grateful, not for the pain itself, but for the opportunity to respond, to form good out of what looks bad.

Surprised by Happiness

Jesus captured succinctly the paradoxical nature of life in his one statement most repeated in the Gospels: “Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.” Such a statement goes against the search for “self-fulfillment” in advanced psychology— which turns out to be not advanced enough. Christianity offers the further insight that true fulfillment comes, not through ego satisfaction, but through service to others. And that brings me to the last illustration of the pain/pleasure principle: the Christian concept of service.

In my career as a journalist, I have interviewed diverse people. Looking back, I can roughly divide them into two types: stars and servants. The stars include NFL football greats, movie actors, music performers, famous authors, TV personalities, and the like. These are the people who dominate our magazines and our television programs. We fawn over them, poring over the minutiae of their lives: the clothes they wear, the food they eat, the aerobic routines they follow, the people they love, the toothpaste they use.

Yet I must tell you that, in my limited experience, these “idols” are as miserable a group of people as I have ever met. Most have troubled or broken marriages. Nearly all are hopelessly dependent on psychotherapy. In a heavy irony, these larger-than-life heroes seem tormented by incurable self-doubt.

I have also spent time with servants. People like Dr. Paul Brand, who worked for twenty years among the poorest of the poor, leprosy patients in rural India. Or health workers who left high-paying jobs to serve with Mendenhall Ministries in a backwater town of Mississippi. Or relief workers in Somalia, Sudan, Ethiopia, Bangladesh, or other such repositories of world-class human suffering. Or the Ph. D.’s scattered throughout jungles of South America translating the Bible into obscure languages.

I was prepared to honor and admire these servants, to hold them up as inspiring examples. I was not, however, prepared to envy them. But as I now reflect on the two groups side by side, stars and servants, the servants clearly emerge as the favored ones, the graced ones. They work for low pay, long hours, and no applause, “wasting” their talents and skills among the poor and uneducated. But somehow in the process of losing their lives they have found them. They have received the “peace that is not of this world.”

When I think of the great churches I have visited, what comes to mind is not an image of a cathedral in Europe. These are mere museums now. Instead, I think of the chapel at Carville, of an inner-city church in Newark with crumbling plaster and a leaky roof, of a mission church in Santiago, Chile, made of concrete block and corrugated iron. In these places, set amidst human misery, I have seen Christian love abound.

The leprosarium in Carville, Louisiana, offers a wonderful example of this principle in action. A government agency bought the property and promised to develop it, but could find no one to clear the roads, repair the plantation’s slave cabins, or drain the swamps. The stigma of leprosy kept everyone away.

Finally an order of nuns, the Sisters of Charity, moved to Carville to nurse the leprosy patients. Getting up two hours before daybreak, wearing starched white uniforms in bayou heat, these nuns lived under a more disciplined rule than any Marine boot camp. But they alone proved willing to do the work. They dug ditches, laid foundations for buildings, and made Carville livable, all the while glorifying God and bringing joy to the patients. They learned perhaps the deepest level of pain/pleasure association in life, that of sacrificial service.

If I spend my life searching for happiness through drugs, comfort, and luxury, it will elude me. “Happiness recedes from those who pursue her.” Happiness will come upon me unexpectedly as a by-product, a surprising bonus for something I have invested myself in. And, most likely, that investment will include pain. It is hard to imagine pleasure without it.


PART 2

IS PAIN
A MESSAGE
FROM GOD?
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CHAPTER 5

THE GROANING PLANET
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Imagine a set of people all living in the same building. Half of them think it is a hotel, the other half think it is a prison. Those who think it a hotel might regard it as quite intolerable, and those who thought it was a prison might decide that it was really surprisingly comfortable. So that what seems the ugly doctrine is one that comforts and strengthens you in the end. The people who try to hold an optimistic view of this world would become pessimists: the people who hold a pretty stern view of it become optimistic.

C. S. LEWIS

God in the Dock




Consider earth, our home. Let your eyes savor the brilliant hues and delicate shadings of a summer sunset. Tunnel your toes into wet sand, stand still, and feel the dependable foam and spray of an ocean tide. Visit a butterfly garden and study the abstract designs: 10,000 variations, more imaginative than those of any abstract painter, all compressed into tiny swatches of flying fabric. Belief in a loving Creator is easy among these good things.

Yet the sun that lavishes dusk with color can also bake African soil into a dry, cracked glaze, dooming millions. The rhythmic, pounding surf can, if fomented by a storm, crash in as a twenty-foot wall of death, obliterating coastal villages. And the harmless swatches of color fluttering among wildflowers survive on average two weeks before succumbing to the grim ferocity of nature’s food chain. Nature is our fallen sister, not our mother. And earth, though God’s showplace, is a good creation that has been bent.

Witness the human species. The fatherland of Bach, Beethoven, Luther, and Goethe also gave us Hitler, Eichmann, and Goering. A nation weaned on the Bill of Rights also brought us slavery and the Civil War. As a species and as individuals, in every one of us wisdom, creativity, and compassion vie with deceit, pride, and selfishness.

And so it is with pain. Up close, pain may seem a trusted, worthy friend. From the myopic perspective of, say, a bioengineer, the pain network surely appears as one of creation’s finest works. The nervous system, bearing the stamp of genius, merits admiration and awe, like an exquisite Rembrandt painting.

Yet most often pain comes to our attention not through a microscope eyepiece, but through unwelcome tokens of personal misery. If you relate each warning signal to a specific cause, the pain network may seem rational and well-designed. But if you step back and view all humanity—a writhing, starving, bleeding, cancerous progression of billions of people marching toward death—there, a problem arises.

The “problem of pain” encompasses far more than the loyal responses of nerve cells. What about the side effects of pain as it grinds down the soul toward despair and hopelessness? Why the caprice of some lives dominated by arthritis, cancer, or birth defects, while others escape unafflicted for seven decades? The poet William Blake summed up human existence this way:

My mother groaned, my father wept,
into the dangerous world I leapt …

Philosophers love sweeping discussions of the sum total of human suffering, as if all human pain could be extruded into one great cauldron and presented to God: “Here is the pain and suffering of Planet Earth. How do you account for all this misery?” But as Ivan Karamazov pointed out in Dostoyevksi’s great novel, pain comes to one person at a time, and the undeserved suffering of a single human being—a child beating its breast with its fist—raises the problem just as acutely.

Pain may have been intended as an efficiently protective warning system, but something about this planet has gone haywire and pain now rages out of control. We need another word for the problem: perhaps pain to signify the body’s protective network and suffering to signify the human misery. After all, a leprosy patient feels no pain, but much suffering.

Though some people stay mercifully free of acute physical pain, everyone has a form of suffering that will not go away: a personality flaw, a broken relationship, an unhealed childhood memory, a suffocating guilt. To understand suffering we must step away from the microscope, with its array of nerve cells obediently responding to stimuli, and look full in the face of agonized human beings. The question “Where is God when it hurts?” becomes “Where is God when it won’t stop hurting?” How can God allow such intense, unfair pain?

Best Possible World?

For centuries philosophers have debated the question “Is earth the best of all possible worlds?” The debate follows from the presumption that an all-knowing, all-powerful, all-loving God naturally would have created a wonderful domain for his creatures. But look around at some of the features of our planet—the AIDS virus and Down’s syndrome, spina bifida and poliomyelitis, scorpions and tsetse flies, earthquakes and typhoons. Couldn’t God have done a better job? As Voltaire put it sarcastically in Candide, “If this is the best of all possible worlds, then what are the others like?”

In former times, Christian theologians such as Augustine and Thomas Aquinas argued that God had indeed created the best of all possible worlds. Nowadays, after the twentieth century’s display of natural and man-made horrors, only the bravest of thinkers would make such an assertion.

I certainly would not attempt to build a case that earth represents the best of all possible worlds. But one reason I have spent so much time on the biology of pain is that I believe modern philosophers may fail to appreciate the difficulties involved in the act of creation. They presume all God has to do is wave a magic wand to eliminate most hazards of life on earth.

In order to make their point convincingly, critics of this planet need to describe a superior universe, with a complete system of natural laws that would result in significantly less human suffering. Imagine a few possibilities. Why not simply do away with bacteria? That would be a disaster: 24,000 different species of bacteria have been identified, only a few score of which cause illness. Eliminate bacteria and we would never be able to digest food. Typhoons? Bangladesh and India have learned painfully that the earth’s climatic system depends upon such major disturbances; in years that typhoons stay away, rains stay away as well.

Creation involves a selection from alternatives. If I break my leg skiing I might wish for stronger bones. Perhaps bone could have been made stronger (though scientists have not been able to find a stronger, suitable substance for implanting), but then my legs would be thicker and heavier, probably making me too bulky and inert to ski at all. If my fingers were thicker and more durable, many human activities— such as playing the piano—would be impossible. A creator had to make those difficult choices between strength and mobility and weight and volume.

Dr. Paul Brand had a taste of such difficult choices when he was trying to design a simple pain sensor to protect the hands of his leprosy patients. This is what he learned:

The more I delve into natural laws—the atom, the universe, the solid elements, molecules, the sun, and even more, the interplay of all the mechanisms required to sustain life—I am astounded. The whole creation could collapse like a deck of cards if just one of those factors were removed. Some people really believe that all the design and precision in nature came about by chance, that if millions of molecules bombard each other long enough a nerve cell and sensory ending at exactly the right threshold will be bound to turn up. To those people I merely suggest that they try to make one, as I did, and see what chance is up against.

I have spent most of my life in the field of hand surgery. I could fill a good-size room with books that explain various techniques for repairing damaged hands. But I have never seen one procedure—not one—that suggests a way to improve a healthy hand. The design is incredible, and pain is, of course, a part of that design. Ninety-nine out of 100 hands are perfectly normal. But the statistics are exactly reversed for those people insensitive to pain: 99 percent of them have some sort of malformation or dysfunction, simply because their pain network has not been working properly.

Much of the suffering on our planet has come about because of two principles that God built into creation: a physical world that runs according to consistent natural laws, and human freedom.

By committing himself to those two principles, both good principles in themselves, God allowed for the possibility of their abuse. For example, water proves useful to us and all creation because of its “softness,” its liquid state, and its specific gravity. Yet those very properties open up its rather disagreeable capacity to drown us—or the even more alarming possibility that we might drown someone else.

Take another example, from wood. It bears the fruit of trees, supports leaves to provide shade, and shelters birds and squirrels. Even when taken from the tree, wood is valuable. We use it as fuel to warm ourselves, and as construction material to build houses and furniture. The essential properties of wood—hardness, unpliability, flammability— make possible these useful functions.

But as soon as you plant a tree with those properties in a world peopled by free human beings, you introduce the possibility of abuse. A free man may pick up a chunk of wood and take advantage of its firmness by bashing the head of another man. God could, I suppose, reach down each time and transform the properties of wood into those of sponge, so that the club would bounce off lightly. But that is not what he is about in the world. He has set into motion fixed laws that can be perverted to evil by our misguided freedom.

(God may have had something like this argument in mind in his address at the end of Job. After listening to Job’s complaints, thirty-five chapters’ worth, he finally makes a personal appearance, blasting Job off his feet with magnificent descriptions of the created world. God points with pride to a few of the most remarkable features of creation, then gives Job a chance to suggest improvements. Would he care to propose how to run the world differently? You might say that God and Job compare résumés—guess who wins?)

Is God somehow responsible for the suffering of this world? In this indirect way, yes. But giving a child a pair of ice skates, knowing that he may fall, is a very different matter from knocking him down on the ice.

In a world that runs according to fixed laws and is populated by free human beings, the protective pain network, a wonderful gift, is likewise subject to abuse. Could God have done it another way? Could he have maintained some of the benefits of the pain network without the disadvantages? There is some question as to whether any warning system that excludes the element of suffering would work effectively. As Dr. Brand’s experiments and the experience of painless people show, it is not enough for us to be alerted when pain is present. It must hurt, so as to demand action.

One can argue forever about whether God could have designed our world differently. A cut-off switch for pain? Tropical storms but not hurricanes? One less virus, or three less bacteria? None of us knows the answer to those questions, or even to the prior question of how a specific virus entered the world. (Was it a direct creative activity of God? A consequence of the Fall? An act of Satan? A genetic mutation?) But such speculation is mooted by God’s own straightforward answer to the question, “Does earth represent the best of all possible worlds?” And that answer is an unqualified NO!

The Wild Animal

The Bible traces the entrance of suffering and evil into the world to the grand but terrible quality of human freedom. What makes us different from porpoises, muskrats, and grizzly bears? Alone, homo sapiens have been released from the unbreakable pattern of instinctual behavior. We have true, self-determining choice.

As a result of our freedom, human beings introduced something new to the planet—a rebellion against the original design. We have only slight hints of the way earth was meant to be, but we do know that humanity has broken out of the mold.“We talk of wild animals,” says G. K. Chesterton, “but man is the only wild animal. It is man that has broken out. All other animals are tame animals; following the rugged respectability of the tribe or type.”1

Man is wild because he alone, on this speck of molten rock called earth, stands up, shakes his fist, and says to God, “I do what I want to do because I want to do it.” As a result, a huge gulf separates us, and this planet, from God. Most remarkably, God allows us the freedom to do what we want, defying all the rules of the universe (at least for a time). Chesterton again: “In making the world, He set it free. God had written, not so much a poem but rather a play; a play He had planned as perfect, but which had necessarily been left to human actors and stage-managers, who have since made a great mess of it.”2

Theologians use the term “the Fall” to summarize the massive disruption of creation caused by the initial rebellion when evil first entered the world. The shorthand account in Genesis 3 gives a bare sketch of the consequences of that rebellion, but enough to indicate that all of creation, not just the human species, was disrupted. As Milton said in Paradise Lost, “Earth felt the wound, and Nature from her seat / Sighing through all her works gave signs of woe, / That all was lost.”

The apostle Paul expressed it this way: “The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it.…We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time” (Romans 8:19–20, 22).

Somehow, pain and suffering multiplied on earth as a consequence of the abuse of human freedom. When man and woman chose against God, their free world was forever spoiled. As Paul sees it, since the Fall the planet and all its inhabitants have been emitting a constant stream of low-frequency distress signals. We now live on a “groaning” planet.

Thus, any discussion of the unfairness of suffering must begin with the fact that God is not pleased with the condition of the planet either. The story of the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation, is the story of God’s plan to restore his creation to its original state of perfection. The Bible begins and ends with the same scene: Paradise, a river, the luminous glory of God, and the Tree of Life. All of human history takes place somewhere between the first part of Genesis and the last part of Revelation, and everything in between comprises the struggle to regain what was lost.

To judge God solely by the present world would be a tragic mistake. At one time, it may have been “the best of all possible worlds,” but surely it is not now. The Bible communicates no message with more certainty than God’s displeasure with the state of creation and the state of humanity.

Imagine this scenario: vandals break into a museum displaying works from Picasso’s Blue Period. Motivated by sheer destructiveness, they splash red paint all over the paintings and slash them with knives. It would be the height of unfairness to display these works—a mere sampling of Picasso’s creative genius, and spoiled at that—as representative of the artist. The same applies to God’s creation. God has already hung a “Condemned” sign above the earth, and has promised judgment and restoration. That this world spoiled by evil and suffering still exists at all is an example of God’s mercy, not his cruelty.

The Megaphone

What can God use to get our attention? What will convince human beings, we who started the rebellion, that creation is not running the way God intended?

C. S. Lewis introduced the phrase “pain, the megaphone of God.” “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains,” he said; “it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”3 The word megaphone is apropos, because by its nature pain shouts. When I stub my toe or twist an ankle, pain loudly announces to my brain that something is wrong. Similarly, the existence of suffering on this earth is, I believe, a scream to all of us that something is wrong. It halts us in our tracks and forces us to consider other values.

The animal fable Watership Down tells of a colony of wild rabbits uprooted from their homes by a construction project. As they wander, they come across a new breed of rabbits huge and beautiful, with sleek, shiny hair and perfect claws and teeth. How do you live so well? the wild rabbits ask. Don’t you forage for food? The tame rabbits explain that food is provided for them, in the form of carrots and apples and corn and kale. Life is grand and wonderful.

After a few days, however, the wild rabbits notice that one of the fattest and sleekest of the tame rabbits has disappeared. Oh, that happens occasionally, the tame rabbits explain. But we don’t let it interfere with our lives. There’s too much good to enjoy. Eventually, the wild rabbits find that the land is studded with traps, and death “hangs like a mist” over their heads. The tame rabbits, in exchange for their plush, comfortable lives, had willingly closed their eyes to one fact: the imminent danger of death.

Watership Down is a fable with a moral point. Like the fat, sleek rabbits, we could—some people do—believe that the sole purpose of life is to be comfortable. Gorge yourself, build a nice home, enjoy good food, have sex, live the good life. That’s all there is. But the presence of suffering vastly complicates that lifestyle—unless we choose to wear blinders, like the tame rabbits.

It’s hard to believe the world is here just so I can party, when a third of its people go to bed starving each night. It’s hard to believe the purpose of life is to feel good, when I see teenagers smashed on the freeway. If I try to escape toward hedonism, suffering and death lurk nearby, haunting me, reminding me of how hollow life would be if this world were all I’d ever know.

Sometimes murmuring, sometimes shouting, suffering is a “rumor of transcendence” that the entire human condition is out of whack. Something is wrong with a life of war and violence and human tragedy. He who wants to be satisfied with this world, who wants to believe the only purpose of life is enjoyment, must go around with cotton in his ears, for the megaphone of pain is a loud one.

Three centuries ago the French mathematician Blaise Pascal worried about some of his friends who seemed to him to be avoiding the most important issues of life. Here is how he characterized them, almost in a parody:

I know not who put me into the world, nor what the world is, nor what I myself am. I am in terrible ignorance of everything.… All I know is that I must soon die, but what I know least is this very death which I cannot escape.

As I know not whence I come, so I know not whither I go. I know only that, in leaving this world, I fall forever either into annihilation or into the hands of an angry God, without knowing to which of these two states I shall be for ever assigned. Such is my state, full of weakness and uncertainty. And from all this I conclude that I ought to spend all the days of my life without caring to inquire into what must happen to me. Perhaps I might find some solution to my doubts, but I will not take the trouble, nor take a step to seek it.

Pascal shook his head in perplexity over people who concern themselves with trifles or even with important matters, all the while ignoring the most important matter of all. “It is an incomprehensible enchantment, and a supernatural slumber,” he said.4

Some other religions try to deny all pain, or to rise above it. Christianity starts, rather, with the assertion that suffering exists, and exists as proof of our fallen state. One may dismiss the Christian explanation for the origin of suffering—that it was introduced into the world as a consequence of man’s aborted freedom—as being unsatisfactory. But at least the concept of a great-but-fallen world matches what we know of reality. It fits the dual nature of this world, and of us.

We are like the survivors of a wreck, like Crusoe cast ashore with relics from another land. It is this aspect of Christianity that made Chesterton say, “The modern philosopher had told me again and again that I was in the right place, and I had still felt depressed even in acquiescence. But I had heard that I was in the wrong place, and my soul sang for joy, like a bird in spring.” Optimists had told him the world was the best of all possible worlds, but he could never accept it. Christianity made more sense to him because it freely admitted that he was marooned on a mutinous planet.

“The important matter was this,” Chesterton concluded, “that it entirely reversed the reason for optimism. And the instant the reversal was made it felt like the abrupt ease when a bone is put back in the socket. I had often called myself an optimist, to avoid the too evident blasphemy of pessimism. But all the optimism of the age had been false and disheartening for this reason, that it had always been trying to prove that we fit in to the world. The Christian optimism is based on the fact that we do not fit in to the world.”5

The megaphone of pain sometimes, of course, produces the opposite effect: I can turn against God for allowing such misery. On the other hand, pain can, as it did with Chesterton, drive me to God. I can believe God when he says this world is not all there is, and take the chance that he is making a perfect place for those who follow him on pain-racked earth.

It is hard to be a creature. We think we are big enough to run our own world without such messy matters as pain and suffering to remind us of our dependence. We think we are wise enough to make our own decisions about morality, to live rightly without the megaphone of pain blaring in our ears. We are wrong, as the Garden of Eden story proves. Man and woman, in a world without suffering, chose against God.

And so we who have come after Adam and Eve have a choice. We can trust God. Or we can blame him, not ourselves, for the world.

Hearing the Echoes

If you doubt the megaphone value of suffering, I recommend that you visit the intensive care ward of a hospital. There you’ll find all sorts of people pacing the lobby: a mixture of rich, poor, beautiful, plain, black, white, smart, dull, spiritual, atheistic, white collar, blue collar. But the intensive-care ward is the one place in the world where none of those divisions make a speck of difference.

In an intensive care ward, all visitors are united by a single, awful thread: concern over a dying relative or friend. Economic differences, even religious differences, fade away. You’ll see no sparks of racial tension there. Sometimes strangers will console one another or cry together quietly and unashamedly. All are facing life at its most essential. Many call for a pastor or priest for the first time ever. Only the megaphone of suffering is strong enough to bring these people to their knees to ponder ultimate questions of life and death and meaning. As Helmut Thielicke has wryly observed, there is a hospital chaplaincy but no cocktail-party chaplaincy.

That, I believe, is the megaphone value of suffering. This planet emits a constant “groaning,” a cry for redemption and restoration, but very often we ignore the message until suffering or death forces us to attend. I do not say that God permits suffering because of its megaphone value. (Nor do I believe it carries a specific message—“You’re suffering as a consequence of this action”—as the next chapter will make clear.) But the megaphone of pain does announce a general message of distress to all humanity.

John Donne, a seventeenth-century poet, found himself listening to the megaphone of pain. An angry father-in-law got him fired from his job and blackballed from a career in law. Donne turned in desperation to the church, taking orders as an Anglican priest. But the year after he took his first parish job, his wife Anne died, leaving him seven children. And a few years later, in 1623, spots appeared on Donne’s own body. He was diagnosed with the bubonic plague.

The illness dragged on, sapping his strength almost to the point of death. (Donne’s illness turned out to be a form of typhus, not the plague.) In the midst of this illness, Donne wrote a series of devotions on suffering which rank among the most poignant meditations ever written on the subject. He composed the book in bed, without benefit of notes, convinced he was dying.

In Devotions, John Donne calls God to task. As he looks back on life, it doesn’t make sense. After spending a lifetime in confused wandering, he has finally reached a place where he can be of some service to God, and now, at that precise moment, he is struck by a deadly illness. Nothing appears on the horizon but fever, pain, and death. What to make of it?

What is the meaning of disease? John Donne’s book suggests the possibility of an answer. The first stirrings came to him through the open window of his bedroom, in the form of church bells tolling out a doleful declaration of death. For an instant Donne wondered if his friends, knowing his condition to be more grave than they had disclosed, had ordered the bell to be rung for his own death. But he quickly realized that the bells were marking a neighbor’s death from the plague.

Donne wrote Meditation XVII on the meaning of the church bells, one of the most celebrated passages in English literature (“No man is an island.… Never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee”). He realized that although the bells had been sounded in honor of another’s death, they served as a stark reminder of what every human being spends a lifetime trying to forget: We will all die.

When one man dies, one chapter is not torn out of the book, but translated into a better language; and every chapter must be so translated; God employs several translators; some pieces are translated by age, some by sickness, some by war, some by justice; but God’s hand is in every translation, and his hand shall bind up all our scattered leaves again for that library where every book shall lie open to one another.… So this bell calls us all; but how much more me, who am brought so near the door by this sickness.6



Three centuries before C. S. Lewis, Donne used a different phrase than “pain, the megaphone of God” to express the same concept: the singular ability of pain to break through normal defenses and everyday routines. “I need thy thunder, O my God; thy music will not serve thee,” he said.7 The tolling of the bell became, for him, an advance echo of his own death. For the dead man, it was a period, the end of a life; for Donne, clinging to life, it was a penetrating question mark. Was he ready to meet God?

The tolling of that bell worked a curious twist in Donne’s progression of thought. The megaphone, or thunder, of pain caused Donne to reexamine his life, and what he saw was like a revelation. “I am the man that has seen affliction,” he had once told his congregation, in a self-pitying mood. But it now seemed clear that the periods of sharpest suffering had been the very occasions of spiritual growth. Trials had purged sin and developed character; poverty had taught him dependence on God and cleansed him of greed; failure and public disgrace had helped cure worldly ambition. A clear pattern emerged: pain could be transformed, even redeemed.

Donne’s mental review next led him to reflect on present circumstances. Could even this pain be redeemed? Illness prevented him from many good works, of course, but his physical weakness surely did not curb all spiritual growth. He had much time for prayer: the bell had reminded him of his less fortunate neighbor, and the many others suffering in London. He could learn humility, and trust, and gratitude, and faith. Donne made a kind of game of it: he envisioned his soul growing strong, rising from the bed, and walking about the room even as his body lay flat.

In short, Donne realized that his life, even in his bedridden state, was not meaningless. He directed his energy toward spiritual disciplines: prayer, confession of sins, keeping a journal (which became Devotions). He got his mind off himself and onto others.

Devotions records a seismic shift in Donne’s attitude toward pain. He began with prayers that the pain be removed; he ends with prayers that the pain be redeemed, that he be “catechized by affliction.” Such redemption might take the form of miraculous cure—he still hoped so—but even if it did not, God could take a molten ingot and through the refiner’s fire of suffering make of it pure gold.
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