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Fearfully and Wonderfully, Article 3 
The Why? Question 

by Philip Yancey 
 

I have written several books about “the problem of pain.” Dr. Brand’s research demonstrates 

beyond doubt that pain is a valuable, even necessary part of a healthy body. Still, that does not 

answer the larger questions about pain. Why is it so randomly distributed? Why does a three-

year-old get leukemia but not his older sister? Why does a tornado hit one Midwestern town but 

not another? 

 

In search of clues, I have looked carefully at all the biblical passages on suffering. Job, that 

unfortunate man who deserved suffering least yet endured it most, finally got his requested 

audience with God. Oddly, though, while giving Job a tour of the natural world in magnificent 

poetry (Job 38-41), God never addressed the Why? question. In fact, Job’s questions were met 

with a barrage of God’s own questions, sixty-three of them. In Frederick Buechner’s words,  

 

God doesn’t explain. He explodes. He asks Job who he thinks he is anyway. He 

says that to try to explain the kind of things Job wants explained would be like 

trying to explain Einstein to a little-neck clam.…God doesn’t reveal his grand 

design. He reveals himself. 

 

Then, in a delicious irony God pronounces that only through Job’s advocacy will he listen to the 

friends who had badgered Job with their condemnatory theology. They had begun well, “sitting 

shiva” with Job for seven days of silence; the problems began when they opened their mouths. 

 

I have often wondered why the Bible gives no systematic explanation for the problem of 

suffering. The prophets had a cause-and-effect view of why Israel suffered, but they delivered 

their warnings well in advance and always with a promised remedy if the nation changed its 

ways. Jesus brushed aside questions of cause except to refute the Pharisees’ and disciples’ 

airtight theories of suffering-as-punishment. 

 

Most biblical authors, it seems, did not sit around scratching their heads over the question, “Why 

do bad things happen to good people?”  They viewed this world as enemy territory, a spoiled 

planet ruled by the father of lies, the wizard of woe. What else should we expect from Satan’s 

lair? When the prince of this world offered a tempting short-cut solution to earth’s problems, 

Jesus did not scoff at his presumption of authority; he simply chose against it, in favor of a 

slower, more costly yet permanent solution. 

 

Could there be a hidden advantage to the Bible’s evading the Why? question? Knowing the 

answer shifts attention from the one suffering to the circumstances that caused it and, in the 

process, does little to help the person in need. For example, Jesus’ disciples asked about a man 

born blind, “Who sinned, this man or his parents?” Choosing either option would hardly have 

stirred compassion for the blind man; the disciples likely would have clucked their tongues, 
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relished their moral superiority, and walked away with a feeling that the poor guy got what he 

deserved. Instead, Jesus contradicted such suffering-as-punishment theories—just as God had 

dismissed them with a scowl at Job’s pious friends—and focused on the man’s need for healing. 

 

As if by instinct, after a major disaster we fixate on the cause. Was it the O-rings that caused the 

Challenger spacecraft to explode? Could the FBI have prevented the 9/11 attacks or the Boston 

Marathon bombings? What mental state triggered a mass shooter? Although that approach has 

great value in preventing future occurrences, it does little for the immediate victims.  

 

Virtually every passage on suffering in the New Testament deflects the emphasis from cause to 

response. Although we cannot grasp the master plan of the universe which allows for so much 

evil and pain (the Why? question), we can nevertheless respond in two important ways. First, we 

can find meaning in the midst of suffering. Second, we can offer real and practical help to those 

in need. 

 

In his book The Problem of Pain C. S. Lewis wrote, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks 

in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.” I hesitate 

to disagree with Lewis, yet that image makes me uncomfortable. It calls to mind a football coach 

on the sideline yelling at his players through a bullhorn, and some readers may infer from the 

metaphor that God dishes out suffering to get our attention. I don’t think Lewis intended such an 

inference, and for that reason I would change the image from megaphone to hearing aid. When 

suffering strikes, it gives us the afflicted ones an opportunity to turn up the volume and attend to 

crucial messages that we might otherwise ignore. 

 

The German poet Rainer Maria Rilke wrote, “Were it possible, we might look beyond the reach 

of our knowing.…Then perhaps we would endure our griefs with even greater trust than our 

joys. For they are the moments when something new has entered into us, something 

unfamiliar.…Everything within us steps back; a silence ensues, and something new…stands in 

the center and is silent.” 

 

I have written elsewhere of a rollover accident in 2007, in which my Ford Explorer slid off an 

icy road. No, my life did not flash before my eyes as the vehicle tumbled over and over, five 

times in all, down a Colorado hillside. However, I did have time for a life review after an 

ambulance brought me to a small-town hospital and the doctor tried to discern whether one of the 

bone fragments in my broken neck had nicked a major artery.  

 

“We have a jet standing by if needed to airlift you to Denver,” the doctor told me. “But, 

truthfully, if the carotid artery has been pierced, you won’t make it to Denver. You should call 

the people you love and tell them goodbye, just in case.” That certainly got my attention! 

 

For seven hours in all I lay strapped to a body board staring at harsh fluorescent lights. I had 

always expected that, in the face of death, old fears would come flooding back. Instead, I felt 

surprisingly calm as I reviewed the full life I have led. In the face of death, I had an 
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overwhelming sense of trust in God. I have come to know a God of compassion and mercy and 

love. Although I have no clue what heaven or an afterlife will be like, I felt sustained by that 

trust. I felt ready to die. 

 

During those hours, and the next few months, I experienced the amplification value of pain. 

Facing death so closely caused me to re-examine my marriage, my faith, and how I plan to spend 

the years I have left. As I lay strapped to the backboard awaiting word on whether a major artery 

had been punctured, I could only think of three questions worth pondering: Who do I love? What 

have I done with my life? Am I ready for whatever is next? I could think of nothing else 

belonging on the list. 

 

Of course, I could have been aligning my life with those questions all along, but it took a 

traumatic event for me to tune in to what matters most. Such is the “megaphone” value of pain, 

the soul’s—as well as the body’s—most effective language in getting our attention. 
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