Message for the 31st National Day for Life, 1st February 2009

“The Power of Life in Suffering”.

Life is made for peacefulness and joy. Unfortunately, it is sometimes marked by suffering and this may come about for many reasons. Suffering can be caused by an illness which affects the body or the mind, by the loss of the people we love or by the difficulty of living in peace and joy with others and with ourselves. 

Suffering is part of the mystery of mankind and is, to some degree, impenetrable: only “for Christ and in Christ is the enigma of pain and death illuminated” (GS 22).

If suffering can be relieved, then it should be relieved. In particular, those in the terminal stage of an illness or who are suffering from extremely painful illnesses should be given all treatment possible, with compassion and knowledge.

Those who are suffering then, should not be left on their own. Friendship, company and true supportive affection can do a great deal to make the condition of suffering more bearable. Our appeal is specifically to the relatives and friends of people suffering, those who work as volunteers and to those who have suffered in the past and therefore know what it means to have someone beside you, to keep you company, to encourage you and to rely on.

At the present time, those suffering are, very often, the elderly, the closest relatives of whom, for reasons of work, distance or inability to undertake the task of continued assistance, are unable to look after them adequately. Very often the people looking after them, competently and with dedication, have come from abroad. In many cases, their commitment is laudable and goes beyond simple professional duty: to them and to all who work in this service, go our respect and appreciation.

There are women, often sorely tried by difficult conditions in life, who see consequences of unbearable suffering arising from an unexpected pregnancy. When the solution is an abortion, further suffering is generated; it not only destroys the being they have in their wombs but causes further trauma which will leave a permanent wound. In fact, pain cannot be answered with further pain; in these cases, too, there are positive solutions which respond to life as the long, generous and commendable experience promoted by Catholic Associations demonstrates.

There are those, too, who would like to respond to permanent states of suffering, either real or perceived, by promoting more or less explicit forms of euthanasia. We would like to repeat, serenely but in clear terms, that these are false solutions: human life is an inviolable and indispensable gift, and both refusing treatment and excessive therapy, when reasonable prospects of recovery seem unlikely, can never be legitimised. The road to follow is that of research which drives us to multiply our efforts to fight and vanquish illnesses – even the most difficult – and never to give up hope.

The path of suffering becomes less impervious if we realise that it is Jesus Christ, our only good, to bear our suffering with us. It is a demanding journey which becomes possible only is supported and illuminated by faith: each of us, when put to the test, can say with St. Paul: “It makes me happy to suffer for you, as I am suffering now, and in my own body to do what I can to make up all that has still to be undergone by Christ for the sake of His body, the Church” (Col. 1,24).

When the burden of life seems intolerable, the virtue of strength comes to our aid. It is the virtue of he who does not give in to despair: he confides in his friends; he gives his own life and objective and pursues it with tenacity. He is supported and consolidated in Jesus Christ, suffering on the Cross, in intimate communion with pain and death. His triumph on the third day, in the Resurrection, shows us that no suffering, no matter how great, can prevail over the power of love and life.
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