
SET FREE 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts, be acceptable in your sight, our 
strength and our redeemer. 

I'm Free, I'm Free - some of you may remember the TV program "Are you being served" and the 
catch phrase of Mr. Humphries one of the sales assistants. 

Well I'm free - and I am going to tell you how ! I will do this by considering the problem of 
suffering - first setting out the problem and then looking at a possible response. 

In our Gospel reading, Evelyn told us about Jesus's response to the woman in the synagogue who 
was bent over and unable to straighten up and so beside the suffering of her physical infirmity, she 
would have been ostracised by and excluded from her community, as she would not have been able 
to fulfil her role as a woman in society. But Jesus saw her need, and without waiting to be asked, 
healed her. And we can recall other healing miracles - the 10 lepers, the blind man, the disabled man 
at the pool of Bethesda and so on.  

Over the years, I have struggled with the healing miracles. Not so much in believing that healing 
can't occur in situations and circumstances that you would not ordinarily expect it. But rather from 
the seemingly arbitrary and random nature of them.  

This seeming arbitrariness then affects me in terms of what and how to pray in the face of illness 
and suffering, because we know, don't we, that there are far more instances when seemingly no 
improvements or positive changes have taken place. When wars and famine continue, when death 
occurs prematurely, when we continue to behave in ways that we regret and that even as we pray for 
healing - people still die. 

So rather than risk being visibly disappointed I perhaps pray for God's peace to be with those 
suffering or for some other generic comfort to come into the situation. Not that that is wrong in and 
of itself, but is it because I don't have the courage or belief or faith to ask for healing ? or to pray for 
a complete resolution and an end to the suffering ? 

And so we ask WHY - suffering. ??? Why does our God, who we designate as being all knowing 
and all powerful and all good, let suffering occur and why does he not stop it. Why is it that he 
seems to act in one circumstance and not in another or perhaps seems to respond differently to 
seemingly similar situations. Why does it seem so random and infrequent ? 

So I continually go through all these mental gymnastics, leading to guilt, shame, confusion, 
uncertainty and emotional drainage. I suspect others may have had experienced something similar. 

There are two possible responses - the first, which is the argument of many atheists, is that the 
existence of suffering proves there is no God, as an all powerful and all good God would not allow 
it, and so any seemingly miraculous healings are not supernatural - its just that science is not yet 
able to explain them. The second response is, that as we do believe in God and because we know 
that suffering also exists, then somehow we need to try and reconcile these two facts. 



The first response is wrong - the existence of suffering may be a reason why some people feel 
unable to believe in God, but the existence of suffering does not prove God does not exist.  
As for the second response, if we do believe in God, we have come to that conclusion despite 
knowing about all the calamitous suffering occurring throughout the world and that people will be 
going through and have gone through the sorts of suffering we may now be facing. If this is so, then 
we do not need to question our belief in God in the face of any personal suffering. But we do need 
to find a response - even as we are asking WHY - perhaps in the face of seemingly unfair and unjust 
and inexplicable grief. And of course it is not only the suffering of itself that affects us, but the long 
term effects of any associated bitterness, despair and anger that can accompany it. 

Many so-called explanations of suffering have been put forward and I don't want to go into them all 
as we will be here all morning, but needless to say they include blaming the person who is suffering 
for something they may or may not have done, saying it must be God's will or that God is testing us 
or that something good will come out of it (and it can of course but it is surely not a reason for 
people to suffer) and so on. None of these suggestions seem to me to be true or to be of any comfort 
to folk in the midst of their pain.  

The bottom line is that the only honest response is that we do not and can not know the answer to 
the question WHY - suffering. We are in the same place as Job, even perhaps on his proverbial dung 
heap when essentially God says that only he is all powerful and all knowing and therefore that we 
cannot know or understand the WHY of suffering. 

So where does that leave us ?  Saying "we don't know" in the face of suffering may be honest but is 
not particularly helpful in itself. 

I have just read a book by a man called Eddie Jaku entitled - "The Happiest Man on Earth". He is a 
survivor of the holocaust and he died last year at the age of 101. He was 18 and just qualified as an 
engineer when he was first arrested and sent to the camps. He describes some of the dreadful 
conditions he experienced - such as sleeping naked in - 20º C. They were kept naked as naked 
people won't escape ! I won't describe his other dreadful experiences, but all his family were killed 
apart from his sister who he only came across some time later in one of the camps, but could not 
acknowledge her as their relationship would have been used against them.  

But after losing everything he knew, owned and loved, the main things he describes as helping him 
survive, and then eventually make a normal life for himself, was having someone to love and care 
about and knowing that someone loved and cared about him, to smile at someone  everyday and of 
helping others when the opportunity arose. The someone he refers to, was a man who he met in the 
camps and they became friends and looked out for each other. They were separated several times 
but their paths kept crossing - at different camps or on train journeys or on forced marches and after 
their release they met again in Belgium where they shared a flat and opened it to some other 
refugees. He later married, had children and moved to Australia. 

Although a Jew, he was not particularly religious, but he says it was the acts of kindness and caring 
for and about another person, in the midst of the most harrowing personal suffering, that was the 
key to his survival.  

And so it seems to me that here is a response to the question WHY - Suffering ? That our response 
to our own suffering and to that of others - is to show love and kindness to those in distress - may be 



a card, a phone call, a pie, doing the shopping, a touch - whatever the Holy Spirit nudges you to do , 
and it will be different in different situations or you may become type cast and always be the one 
that takes round a chilli - but no matter such, reliability is also important. it will include prayer and  
may even be praying for healing but do so unquestioningly and non-judgmentally by trusting and 
leaving it in God's hands, offering our prayers as an unconditional gift. And it is by doing these 
things that we are SET FREE from both all the mental gymnastics mentioned earlier and the risks of 
disappointment, bitterness, despair and anger. Loving acts of kindness may not take the pain away 
but they will become the means by which God's comfort and love can be experienced by those who 
are suffering, even if their own beliefs in God are shaky or non-existent.  

And you know what the best part is, that we who do believe, have the guidance, strength and power 
of the Holy Spirit to support us in these difficult situations - in some of the words from the reading 
we heard from Isaiah: 

Then you will call, and the Lord will answer; 
    you will cry for help, and he will say: Here I am. 

and if you spend yourselves on behalf of the hungry 
    and satisfy the needs of the oppressed, 
then your light will rise in the darkness, 
    and your night will become like the noonday. 
  
The Lord will guide you always; 
    he will satisfy your needs in a sun-scorched land 
    and will strengthen your frame. 
You will be like a well-watered garden, 
    like a spring whose waters never fail. 

And not only that - we have the role model of Jesus to follow. His was the greatest act of love of all 
when he went to the cross and was raised from the dead, to show us that, even in our suffering we 
are not alone and no longer bound by the vagaries and injustices of the world, but SET FREE by the 
love of God and so we can leave the rest to him. 

Amen 


