Embracing the Otherness of God
“How can a loving, caring God allow such suffering in the world?” It’s a question we hear often from those who don’t know God. I constantly see Christians finding no words to answer this question when it is asked of them, as they too often respond, “I don’t know.” I believe this is partly due to the typical timing of it (usually at or near the moment of crisis), where they believe it would be insensitive to offer up a logical response in the time of another’s emotional grief. 
I understand this, and agree there are times to be quiet and simply love the hurting. However, it is an opportunity to share the character of God at some point in the relationship, and yet most Christians cannot come up with reasoned answers to this question from the Scriptures when in fact they do exist. There are reasons that good people suffer, and ample examples of it exist in the Bible. Some are clear and some—due to the nature of God that is the focus of this article—are not so clear. But reasons do exist, and believers should equip themselves with them. This is a real dilemma for those who do not understand the God of the Bible. Any time we can intelligently shed some light on God’s character with those who don’t know Him, it’s an opportunity we should not want to pass up.
The “otherness” of God: An answer to this question, I believe, is in embracing the absolute otherness of an incalculable God. We want our God to be higher, bigger, and transcendent over us most of the time. The word “God” hardly engenders images to most of something lesser than they are. Who would want to worship some spineless, limp-wristed wimp? We want to worship a God that is other than us, for were He like us and fully knowable, why would we have reason to hope in Him in those times when things seem so incomprehensible? When crises drives us to our knees in prayer, is it not because we are seeking answers to the un-answerable from a God who we desperately hope has those answers, and this because of His transcendence and omnipotence over circumstances beyond our control? Yet it seems when He displays that very otherness that holds our hopes for a God bigger than ourselves in ways we deem negative, we curse and demand to know why His decisions are not immediately and easily understandable to us. Well, do we want God or something less? 
The truth is, in the spoiled and narcissistic state living in a land of plenty such as ours yields in people we want both. We want a God we can both worship and figure out, a God who is other than us and yet the same, when the two rarely conjoin. Those who feel this way about God—those who most often ask the question—don’t really even think about Him until there’s a crisis, and then they want Him to go from ignored deity to solution-in-a-box in the twinkling of an eye. They transform instantly from people who could care less about God, to wanting to have Him neatly wrapped and waiting to answer all their cries (in the affirmative) in crisis time. 
It is the very act of Him imposing His otherness upon us that breaks us of our selfishness and sets our feet on the path of faith: “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen (Heb 11).” How can we possibly be broken of our stubborn pride and begin the walk of faith without suffering, the kind of suffering that leaves us not understanding and looking for answers we would never find if left to our own devices? Who ever came to bow the knee to Jesus Christ on mountaintops of joy? Is it not in the most desperate of the valleys of life, and there alone, that true faith is born and thereafter cultivated? This is as it must be, understanding the nature of the pride of man. One cannot, by definition, come to faith in God without believing in something they cannot figure out. Therefore, one reason God allows, or even causes, suffering in our lives is to help us to understand that we are not in control. Understanding this is a basic to faith, and it rarely comes through anything other than inexplicable suffering.
While timing of the reasoned response in the midst of the crises of another needs to be carefully considered, that the Christian, given the opportunity afforded by this dilemma in the life of an unbeliever, needs to present it at some point and with conviction is not. 
Not one good: The question is typically posed by the unbelieving when referencing the illness, suffering, or death of someone they consider innocent: children, good people, the elderly, those inadvertently involved in tragedies, etc. It is rarely asked when those we consider to be bad or evil suffer the same fate. We decide whether God is a loving God or not depending upon our perspective concerning the goodness or evil-ness of the victims involved. But is anyone “good” in God’s eyes? Jesus, when on this earth, was called at one point “good teacher.” While undoubtedly knowing He was good, He offered a rather surprising response: “Why do you call Me good? No one is good except God alone (Mark 10).” I believe He responded in this manner because He was aware that most did not know who He was, and He didn’t want to mislead them into thinking that He—a man in their eyes—was good. And are we to be the final arbiters of who is good and who is evil? Does not the mother of a murderer believe in the goodness of her child, while the mother of the murderer’s target look at the same child and call them evil? Who’s to say?
The Psalms tell us that “The Lord has looked down from heaven upon the sons of men, to see if there are any who understand, who seek after God. They have all turned aside; together they have become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one.” The book of Romans says, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” The only standard for goodness in God’s eyes (“no one is good but God alone”) is perfection. Inasmuch as none of us is perfect, to call one evil and another good is a misnomer in God’s eyes. James tells us: “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all.” Is there anyone in the flesh who can say with integrity they are without sin; anyone truly good? If the standard is perfection, then indeed we have all fallen short in the eyes of the only One Who attained perfection, and thus the only true arbiter of what is good and what is evil.
God finds no distinction when allowing, or bringing, tragedy into the life of one sinful person over another. Because we perceive one person to be less sinless than another does not make the tragedy for one fair and the tragedy of another unfair. From His perspective, we deserve our due compensation for sin, which is death. It is only our erroneous and subjective, perceptions of who is good and who is not that makes life’s tragedies seem unfair. To establish fairness based upon our perception of who is good and who is not, is not to view it as God views it. Nor is it to view the truth as in reality it exists. In the eyes of perfection there are none righteous apart from Christ.

Ah, but then there are those in Christ that suffer as well; many times seemingly more unjustly. What about them? The Bible tells us that those who have accepted Him as Lord and Savior have exchanged their unrighteousness for His own. They have been made righteous before the Father by the shed blood of His Son. Shouldn’t this exempt them, and if they are made to suffer unjustly does this then not raise again the question? I will not spend a lot of time on this, because any believer with any grasp at all of the scriptures should know better than to even ask the question. Suffering is a part of the equation of sanctification, pruning and discipleship that is an absolute requirement of the Christian faith. Believers can suffer for many reasons: because it is God’s will to perfect them, Satan’s to thwart them, their own sinfulness causing stumbling, or perhaps some measure of all three. Anyone who calls themselves a believer and yet does not understand this is yet a babe in their understanding of what it means to follow Jesus.
Who introduced suffering into the world? By merely asking, “How can God allow this,” we make a fatal assumption that suffering is all somehow His fault. This is simply not so. Romans 5:12 says, “Therefore, just as through one man sin entered into the world, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men, because all sinned.” When Adam and Eve were born into the world there was no sin, and thus no suffering or death. God created the perfect living environment for them both, and they would have lived eternally had not sin come to the fore through one act of pride. It is not until after the account of the fall in Genesis that we see the first death in the Bible. It comes in the form of the sacrifice of another of God’s creatures (many believe it to be a Lamb, as a precursor to the sacrifice of Christ: the Lamb of God) for its skin, so God could clothe the man and woman who brought about its death. Thus the first innocent life, albeit animal, taken for the sin of man. The pattern has repeated itself countless times since. It was also after this initial act of human rebellion we see the length of the life-spans of God’s children gradually shorten as sin was conceived and, true to the Roman’s passage, it brought forth death. 
When we point the finger at the cause of death, and when it was that suffering entered into our world, who then should it be leveled at: God or man? While God certainly allowed it in the interest of the freewill of creation that love demands, it is clear that sin entered into the world through man’s sin and not God’s behest. It then spread to all men and women who would live thereafter. Therefore to infer, as the question always does, that it is somehow God’s fault that all this suffering must be endured by man is to make a mistaken presumption on our parts as to who brought it all about. There is no question that God allows suffering. But for the reasons stated above and in the interest of humility leading to repentance, it is oft times the only way to bring the children of His infinite love back into the fold; the only way to rescue them from the condition of death that they, themselves, brought to bear on this world. To infer that he allows it all is a correct inference; to infer that He brought it about is not.
Then there is the “half-full, half-empty cup” way of seeing it. While we’re wondering so about how a loving God could allow such suffering, do we take the time to wonder how much suffering He delays—and even cancels out altogether—in this world of ours? Do we ever stop to give Him the credit due for establishing governments and police departments to halt evil in its tracks before it ever touches us? Do we give Him credit for all of the evil that is healed through the work of His people, and even the goodness He gives through social programs and benevolence wherever we find it? If God alone is good as Jesus claimed, then should God not get the credit for all of the good we see going on in the world? Do we ever stop when evil is thwarted or responded to in kindness and mercy, to thank Him for all the good “He allows” that we do not deserve? If we are going to blame Him for the evil He allows, how about thanking Him for all the good He allows once in a while? Like the football quarterback that always takes the blame when the team loses and gets the glory when it wins, perhaps we should look at both the good and evil before we assess what God is and is not. 

Seeing the big picture: In the book of 1 Corinthians the apostle Paul writes, “For we know in part, and we prophesy in part; but when the perfect comes, the partial will be done away. When I was a child, I used to speak as a child, think as a child, reason as a child; when I became a man, I did away with childish things. For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I shall know fully…” We cannot see the future, only the past. We cannot know what is in the road ahead and therefore we can hope, but only know in part…reason as children…and see as in a mirror dimly what lies before us. Of God, on the other hand, the apostle Peter says, “Do not let this one fact escape your notice, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day (2 Pet 3).” God is the only One Who knows all and sees all: He sees not only where we have been and where we are, but also where we are going. 
He not only sees that for us, but for our families, our communities, our nations and our world as well. He says in the book of Jeremiah, “For I know the plans that I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for calamity; to give you a future and a hope.” In Romans Paul says, “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God; to those who are called according to His purpose.” We, in our finite perspective, look at the temporal and mourn because we see a life cut short or suffering we are loathe to explain or to heal. God looks at the eternal perspective and brings those circumstances—or allows the ones that are for our own good—to be brought to bear upon us. He is the only One who sees all of the pieces of His masterfully crafted puzzle, and knows precisely how to put them together for our good. 
Do athletes, entrepreneurs, and successful professionals ever attain to their goals without suffering some pain and moments of failure they cannot understand? How often do we feel we have suffered at some point, only to look back in hindsight and understand that it all happened for our good? How much good has come from suffering? Did we not, for at least a few blessed moments, come together as a people and a nation from the 911 attacks before we reverted to our narcissistic, politically correct, make-sure-I-get-mine way of life? It is our very lack of suffering and persecution that has made us so: a people whose vastly over rated estimation of themselves demands that they be able to explain all mysteries, and quick to seek to affix blame when they cannot. In the moments of our suffering, finite minds see only trouble and feel only pain. They cannot divorce themselves from the temporal long enough to see that the very suffering they so detest may be for the greater good of themselves or others over the long run. So the finite mind, unable to see beyond its own boundaries, looks upon suffering in the now and questions the broad and sweeping vision of an infinite, eternal and all-knowing God. It naturally then asks, “Why?”
It is a terrible disservice we do to God when we defy His otherness by asking, “How is it that you allow this to happen?” If only we knew how foolish that must seem to Him, the One Who holds the whole world and the futures of all people—believers and unbelievers alike—in His hands. The Great I AM, Who says, “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways…For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways, and My thoughts than your thoughts (Isah 55),” does not answer to us when it comes to divine intervention. 
It is faith defined (“now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen (Heb 11)”) that this question should be met with, and not a shrug of the shoulders and an “I don’t know” from His people. It is in grappling with just such questions that we are confronted by the otherness of God, and must either bow the knee or stiffen the neck. His otherness is to be met in faith and trust, and it is only in faithlessness that we ask “Why” to any of the questions haunting the human spirit. While in this uncertain flesh we can either heed its limitations with an “Amen,” or affront its Creator with our “Whys.” Job confronted this question, and after employing the latter was confronted by the One who sets the heavens in place. He was forced, in the light of God’s majesty and unfathomable wisdom, to embrace the former, saying, “Therefore I have declared that which I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know. Hear now and I will speak; I will ask Thee, and do Thou instruct me. I have heard of Thee by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees Thee. Therefore I retract, and I repent in dust and ashes.” After all the “whys” failed to bring him understanding Job saw, acknowledged, and embraced the otherness of God and his fortunes were restored. Would that we had the same humility and openness to God’s leading that Job did.
While I don’t pretend to grasp a full understanding of the otherness of an Omnipotent Creator, I have seen enough of what I can understand in His dealings with me to fully trust Him for those that I cannot understand. Every life that is taken, every tragedy engaged, every ill brought to bear may or may not have been instigated by Him; but rest assured none of them, not even the slightest, escape His notice. Rest assured also that none of them exist outside of His plan “to cause all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose.” Those who should have the answer for those who do not can help them to come to know this great God. When the time is right, they cannot allow such precious and vulnerable moments to slip by without allowing those who earnestly ask the question to understand the life-transforming embrace of His otherness. 
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