
Theodicy in the Face of 
Children's Suffering and Death 

J. Reid Perk ins-Buzo, O.P., M.S. 

Aquinas Institute of Theology 
3642 Lindell Boulevard 

St Louis, MO 63108-3396 

Discusses the complex issues of Christianity's perspectives and theologies regard
ing the death of children and illustrates how such contemplations get expressed 
in particular pastoral responses. 

E rnie was a six-year-old boy with a rare blood anemia. Passed heridi-

tarily through a recessive gene, it causes loss of blood cells and bone 

marrow function, as well as congenital disorders including dwarfism, 

microcephaly (small skull size), and kidney problems.1 Ernie had lived with 

this disease since he was two years old, and he had come to the National 

Institutes of Health to receive an experimental drug to boost the function of 

his bone marrow. The treatment did not work, leaving him with only the 

hope of a bone marrow transplant to reverse the disease. Without some re

versal, the disease would be fatal. 

As I talked with both Ernie and his parents, the kinds of questions they 

asked differed. For Ernie, the question was, " W h e n will I get out of here? 

Why does everything have to be so painful?" He resented the limits his 

hospital stay and illness had placed upon his childhood, and anger was the 

primary emotion. He had anger for the staff, who had restricted him through 

the intravenous treatment. He was angry with his parents, who could not 

stop this problem and had no solutions. Finally, he was angry with God. God 

obviously didn't have a clue about how to run things. During one visit Ernie 

told me, " G o d is stupid . . . Why is he a j e r k ? " 

In my talks with his parents, the main emotions they expressed were 

sorrow, fear, and some anger. They voiced these in questions like, " W h y 

must our boy suffer? He is such a good boy. Why would God do this to u s ? " 

Both were very faith-reliant people, and the father taught at a church-spon

sored high school. Though they knew of relatives who had died from the 

disease, their personal encounter with this hereditary trait left them confused 

and groping. " F a i t h sometimes seems only a matter of words," Ernie's father 

told me, as he struggled to come to terms with his son's illness. The parents 

felt as if God was just not there. God had gone into eclipse. They felt alone 

and abandoned. 

I responded differently to the feelings of Ernie than to those of his par

ents. With Ernie, I directly felt his anger and resentment. I found myself 

struggling with the image of an entirely good God who could be so out of 

touch with the suffering of a small child. This sharp contrast prompted me 

to probe my own faith to make sense of who I was as a pastor for Ernie. 
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With his parents, however, I acted chiefly to accompany them in their sorrow, 
fear, and anger as a facilitator of their feelings. For me, the quandary raised 
by Ernie hit home in a way his parents' struggles did not. His suffering called 
me to a deeper reflection on God's response in the face of evil. 

What his parents asked of me was reassurance that God still was there 
for Ernie and for them. By listening, praying, sharing their grief and tears, 
and encouraging their participation in support groups for both the illness and 
their family, I was able to help them unfocus their energies from their sense 
of abandonment and refocus on each other and the needs of their other 
children, as well as Ernie's. Through these activities they came to a renewed 
sense of God in their lives. It was not entirely unproblematic, but they were 
able to feel God's presence in the caring people around them. 2 

Ernie asked a far more fundamental question. He demanded that God 
justify ways that seemed unfair and stupid to even a six-year-old. Unlike 
many chronically ill children, Ernie never said that he was in some way 
responsible for his illness.3 Rather he held God responsible. At first, whenever 
I talked with him about God he would just puff his cheeks and blow out the 
air, "PUA-AH1" Later he told me, " G o d is stupid . . . Why isn't God sick? 
Why is he a j e r k ? " and looked at me with hard, skeptical eyes when I talked 
to him. The pastoral need was greater for Ernie than for his parents. His 
need pushed me to question God more closely than I had ever done before. 
Could God be there to meet his need in some way? 

Christianity and Children's Suffering and Death 
The suffering and death of children has long been taken as contrary to the 
nature of a God who is entirely good and omnipotent. In 1 Kings, Elijah 
asks why God has killed the son of the widow he is staying with (I Kings 
17:17-24). The worst calamity J o b endures is the death of his children (Job 
1:12-20). Augustine mentions the seemingly unintelligible suffering of " m e r e 
babies, unable to harm anyone even in speech, afflicted with various kinds 
of implacable disease." 4 The primary objection to God's existence, according 
to St. Thomas, is the brute fact of evil.5 In Dostoevsky's The Brothers Kara
mazov, Ivan Karamazov denies that God exists or is entirely good precisely 
because of evil in the form of the suffering and death of children.6 

Yet, both the Christian and Hebrew traditions regard children as a great 
blessing from God. Psalms 113:9, 127:3, and 128:6 mention the joyful, gifted 
experience of receiving children from God. " T h e more the bet ter" was the 
attitude of the ancient Israelites toward children (Gen. 24:60, Ruth 4:11-12). 
Barrenness was a problem (Gen. 16:2, 30:2, I Sam. 1:3-8) or a curse (Gen. 
20:18). Children were regarded as supremely important, having been prom
ised by God as part of the covenant (Gen. 12:2, 15:5, 16:10, 17:2, 22:17, 
26:4). 

2 C Treadway and J Fiordi , "Pas tora l Assessment of the Child and the F a m i l y , " in A Lester 

(Ed ), When Children Suffer (Philadelphia, PA Westminster, 1987), ρ 187, Τ Riley, "Cathol ic 

Teachings, the Child and a Philosophy for Life and D e a t h , " in E Grollman (Ed ), Explaining 

Death to Children (Boston, M A Beacon, 1967), ρ 220 
3A Brewster, "Chronical ly 111 Hospitalized Children's Concepts of Their I l lness," Pediatrics, 

1983, Vol 69, No 3, ρ 360 

A u g u s t i n e of Hippo, City of God, X X , 2 (Middlesex, England Penguin, 1972), ρ 897 
5 T h o m a s Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I q 2 a 3 ( R o m e Alba-Editiones Pauhnae, 1962), ρ 13 
6 F Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov (New York, NY Signet, 1957), pp 225-27 
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The Christian scriptures have an essential role for children as models of 
holiness. In Matthew 8:1-5, Jesus declares that the greatest in the kingdom 
of heaven must be like a child, and he identifies with these children explicitly 
in Matthew 8:5, while Mark 9:37 and Luke 9:48 contain even stronger iden
tifications of both Jesus and the One who sent Jesus with the child. Children 
are seen to be especially favored by Jesus. In Matthew 19:13-15, Mark 10:13-
16, and Luke 18:15-17, the disciples are indignantly told that they should 
not rebuke parents for bringing children to be blessed, but that " t h e kingdom 
of God belongs to such as these.' ' 

Because of the fact that children are seen as models of holiness, their 
suffering and dying takes on a particularly heinous quality. It does cry out 
to God for an answer in a way that the natural death of an adult does not. 
For the most part, a child has not achieved the level of experience, respon
sibility, and self-discovery that an adult has. His or her life has been cut off, 
and average opportunities for physical, psychological, social, and spiritual 
growth will never be offered. The clash between the ideal of the child as a 
model for holiness and the reality of a child's suffering and death creates a 
tension for Christians and their belief in an entirely good, omnipotent God. 

Christianity has attempted to come to terms with this tension by asserting 
that God's goodness is such that even evil can be brought to a good conclu
sion. Augustine writes that God makes good use of even evil to bring good 
out of evil.7 Aquinas, reviewing Augustine, regarded evil as a deprivation of 
meaningful existence which allows opportunities for what is good and mean
ingful to act.s The answer to the question of theodicy cannot be merely in
tellectual or speculative because of this. To be satisfied with an intellectual 
answer alone would be to lose any grasp on the question. Evil summons good 
to action. 

Edward Schillebeeckx writes of the experience of suffering which cries 
out in protest as a "contrast experience." 9 The contrast is between the neg
ative experience of meaningless evil and the positive affirmation of meaning 
found in active human hope. The presence of this hope in the overwhelming 
experience of evil reveals a glimpse of the new creation found in the reign of 
God. Jesus ' own experience of God as Abba was a contrast experience, carried 
out in the face of " t h e incorrigible, irremediable history of human suffer
i n g . " 1 0 But through the human story of the crucified and risen Jesus, God 
wins the complete victory over evil and even death. 1 1 The opening of this 
victory comes to us through our fellow human beings for " th i s is the most 
obvious modern way to God: to give a warm welcome to our fellow human 
beings in this our wicked world." 1 2 

Good in action requires a practical and active hope. The hope that an 
act will yield good, even in the midst of evil, is a combative hope which must 
be willing to suffer as much as it rejoices. A hope which finds its roots in the 
presence of God in human reality, which seeks to give form to that presence 

August ine , City of God, X X I I , 1, ρ 1022 
8 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I q 48f, ρ 237f 

Έ Schillebeeckx, God the Future of Man (New York, NY Sheed and Ward, 1968), ρ 136 
1 0 F Schillebeeckx, Jesus An Experiment in Christology (New York, NY Seabury, 1979), ρ 267 
U E Schillebeeckx, Church The Human Story of God (New York, NY Crossroad, 1990), pp 96-
97 
l2Ibid , ρ 98 
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in the lives and words of people, and which consequently struggles against 
evil in order to bring good out of it, is the combative Christian hope. 

Evil is an abiding question, and the summons to good is constant. For 
Christians, the entirely good, omnipotent God sent Christ to relive and repair 
the negativity of evil and its consequences.1 3 God's wish was for each person 
to come to fullness of life through the event of Jesus Christ. Archbishop Oscar 
Romero put it this way: 

Do you see how life recovers all its meaning? And suffering then becomes a 
communion with Christ, the Christ who suffers, and death is a communion 
with the death that redeemed the world? Who can feel worthless before this 
treasure that one finds in Christ, that gives meaning to sickness, to pain, to 
oppression, to torture, to marginaron? No one is conquered, no one, 
whoever believes in Christ knows that he or she is a victor and that the definitive 
victory will be that of truth and justice 14 

Through communion with Christ, in whom God gives us combative hope, 
we are enabled to answer the summons to work for good. The love of God, 
expressed through the presence of Christ in our lives, is that by which evil is 
made good. 

Shifting Ground: from Contemplation to Action 
Theodicy cannot be abstract; it must be pastoral. As Walter Brueggemann 
has pointed out, an abstract theodicy often amounts to a defense of the current 
distribution of suffering among various groups in a society.15 This means that 
marginalized groups often bear the brunt of theodicies. A pastoral response 
cannot rest in simply upholding the status quo. Rather, a pastoral response 
means meeting the suffering in question and acting in hope to bring good 
out of it. 

What is the pastoral response to the suffering and death of a child? Willis 
states that the goal of the pastor is to be an enabling presence. 1 6 A pastor 
needs to move alongside a suffering child, offering a relationship in which 
truth, acceptance, personal responsibility, and spiritual rekindling can take 
place. This involves treating the child as a person, using his or her name, 
asking about and working through feelings, blessing the child's struggle, and 
touching when appropriate. Brock sees this involvement as concretely sharing 
with a child that God can be incarnated through the caring of at least one 
adult. 1 7 Barbara Prescott-Ezickson finds that having a general sense of where 
the child is in his or her grief process helps to set pastoral goals for visits, but 
also encourages a sensitive, flexible response.1 8 

As Theresa Huntley notes, a child facing death worries about being 
abandoned by friends and family, what it is like to die, and what comes after 

1 3 M Dodds, " T h o m a s Aquinas, H u m a n Suffering, and the Unchanging God of L o v e , " Theo

logical Studies, 1991, Vol 52, pp 340-41 
1 4 0 R o m e r o , " A Pastor 's Last H o m i l y , " Sojourners, 1980, Vol 9, No 5, ρ 16 
1 5W Brueggeman, " T h e o d i c y in a Social D i m e n s i o n , " Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, 

1985, Vol 33, pp 20-21 
1 6 R Willis, " T h e Hospitalized C h i l d , " in A Lester (Ed ), When Children Suffer (Philadelphia, 

PA Westminster, 1987), ρ 98 
1 7 G Brock, " T h e Chronically 111 C h i l d , " in A Lester (Ed ), When Children Suffer (Philadelphia, 

PA Westminster, 1987), ρ 120 
18B Prescott-Ezickson, " T h e Terminally 111 C h i l d , " in A Lester ( E d ) , When Children Suffer 

(Philadelphia, PA Westminster, 1987), ρ 109-110 
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death. 1 9 As these and other concerns arise, a pastoral caregiver needs to meet 
them in a consistently positive, caring, hope-filled manner. Often this means 
staying with familiar routines as much as possible and establishing reasonable 
limits for acceptable behavior. Ultimately, the concerns revolve around 
whether the child feels safe. I would emphasize six activities for meeting these 
concerns: showing love, listening and responding, talking through feelings, 
comforting the pain, doing the possible, and helping let go. 

Showing love unconditionally to the child through the acts and words of 
the pastoral caregiver nurtures the presence of God in the child's life. In 
many instances, this may involve trying to explain to the child that he or she 
is not to blame for the illness. However, this explanation should never be 
forced on a child or the caregiver may find herself or himself shut out. Staying 
with Ernie through his anger and taking part in his daily life as he invited 
me to, gave me the opportunity to share God's presence in its hope and 
goodness. 

Listening and responding to questions asked by the dying child either di
rectly, indirectly, or through body language moves the pastor and the child 
toward an " a n s w e r . " Sensitivity to the grief process of the dying child and 
to the type of answer really needed is critical. Providing supportive infor
mation ( " G o d loves y o u " ) , staying with the child when no simple, verbal 
answer can be found ( " I don't know why, but I 'm here and I care for y o u " ) , 
and continuing hope-filled interaction in the life of the dying child ("Would 
you like to play with the cars or the turtles today?") works to give a concrete 
form to God's presence here and now. Playing with Ernie by using his trucks 
and toy robots cut through the anger and isolation he felt. It let me reassure 
him in a casual way: " G o d loves you, Ernie. God sent Jesus to help us when 
we're sick. Jesus is your closest friend and shares how you're t i red . " I was 
allowed into the part of his world where he was in control and where we both 
could laugh and enjoy the goodness of life. 

Talking through feelings means encouraging the dying child to say what she 
or he feels in confidence. By taking the child's feelings seriously, the pastoral 
caregiver embraces who the child is, letting God's empathie love flow around 
the loneliness, fear, and anger. The pastor offers no "f ix," but in his or her 
compassionate presence the child's feelings can be cared for.20 It may be 
important for the parents to hear these feelings at some point, but the primary 
responsibility of the pastor is to the child. Parents also go through the grieving 
process and may not always be able to hear what their child needs to express. 
Huntley points out that it sometimes helps for the pastor to get communi
cation going between the parents and the child by sharing his or her own 
feelings, and then asking for a response.2 1 

Comforting the pain requires the pastoral caregiver to be aware of the 
physical pain felt by the child. Ask the child, " H o w do you feel?" and listen 
to the pain words in the reply. Consult the medical caregivers and social 
workers for their assessment of the pain. Try to find out how painful the 
illness can get. Reassure the child that everything will be done to lessen the 

1 9 T Huntley, Helping Children Grieve (Minneapolis, M N Augsburg, 1991), pp 56-60 
2 0 D Wilson and J L McCalla, Talking to Children About Death (Washington, D C National In

stitutes of Health, 1990), ρ 6 
2 1 Huntley, op cit , ρ 67 
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pain, and then keep abreast of the child's pain treatments The less pain, the 
less fear of his or her approaching death By acting against the pain, the 
pastor gives the message to the child that God is against this pain and that 
it is not a punishment from God With Ernie, fatigue was the major problem 
The physical pain he felt was mostly from the IV needles and the various 
blood samples drawn regularly Keeping track of his feelings of tiredness and 
frustration over the IV and regular blood samples let him know that I was 
concerned with his day-to-day well-being This lent real weight to what I told 
him about God's love 

Doing the possible activities that the dying child wants to do is important 
It may be simply to go down the hall to the playroom, to a family picnic, or 
back home for a while O r it may involve doing something special, meeting 
a famous person, or making an extended trip The pastor needs to find out 
if the child has one or more activities she or he would like to do, but also 
should encourage dreaming along these lines After all, the child may be 
dying, but he or she is still alive and needs to be included in life Including 
the child in possible activities concretely includes him or her m God's com
bative hope Ernie wanted to visit a nearby mall and go to the movies Once 
it was clear that he could be accommodated at the movie theater, the staff 
and his parents made this a regular occurrence 

Helping let go means, among other things, listening and talking with the 
child about what is beyond death, the pain others will feel when he or she 
dies, what her or his funeral will be like, etc The dying child is setting off on 
a journey into the unknown His or her very dying remains an unexplainable, 
sorrowful mystery Yet this journey into mystery must begin, and the child 
needs to be loved as he or she lets go Approval of his or her struggle flows 
into approval of its end O n the promise of the crucified and risen Jesus, the 
pastoral caregiver prays and works for the child's peaceful death Although 
Ernie left the N I H before this happened, in other situations I have found 
exploring directly with the dying child the questions about mourning, funer
als, death, and eternal life sometimes scary, but always rewarding The con
trast between the fearfulness of death and the joyful promise of eternal life in 
God is the place where the combative hope of Christ takes its gentle stand 
Moving beyond Schillebeeckx's statement, this gives a warm parting to a dying 
child from our far less-than-perfect world 

Robert Coles, at the end of his exploration of children's spirituality, 
finds himself using the metaphor of children as pilgrims to summarize his 
work 2 2 The words of another pilgrim, Dorothy Day, come back to him 

Yes I use the word 'pilgrimage' often—I think it describes the way life unfolds 
for a lot of us It's people here, or anywhere, thinking about what life 
means, searching for God, searching for the answers to the riddles that come 
to mind as we ask our why's and how's To me a pilgrim is someone who 
thinks ahead, who wonders what's coming—and I mean spiritually We are on 
a journey through the years—a pilgrim is—and we are trying to find out what 
our destination is, what awaits us when the bus or the train pulls in 23 

Coles reflects that children too are thinking about meaning, God, and life's 
riddles They too are thinking ahead spiritually This is the case with average 
children, and it is even more so with children who are suffering and dying 

2 2 R Coles, The Spiritual Life of Children (Boston, M A Houghton Mifflin, 1990), pp 303-35 
23Ibid , ρ 326 
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Coles writes of an encounter with Tony, a child with polio prior to the advent 
of the Salk vaccine, which taught this to him. Tony sought and abandoned 
religious practices, strove for emotional stability, and wrestled with the deep
est questions concerning human destiny, suffering, evil, and God. " H i s spir
ituality was, I think, evoked by the distinct possibility of d e a t h . " 2 4 For love 
of these young pilgrims, the pastoral caregiver answers the summons to good, 
sharing the combative h u m a n hope which is God's gift. This hope assures 
them that, beyond death, the destination of their lives is love. As the Gospel 
tells us, the reign of God belongs to them. 

Ernie and My Pastoral Response 
In my response to Ernie, I sought mainly to listen to his feelings. He would 
not tell his mother and father how he felt because he was afraid he would 
hurt them and risk losing them. As we talked I came to understand the depth 
of his anger. Ernie's anger toward staff, parents, and God needed time to 
completely surface. But after we had talked through it several times, it no 
longer remained as painful a barrier between himself and others as it had 
been. Expressing it to me was a release for him. With his permission, I let 
his parents and the staff know how he felt. His parents were genuinely sur
prised and changed some of their ways of visiting, talking, and thinking about 
him. I have written Ernie and his family to follow up, and to express my 
care. I await his reply. This is theodicy in action. t£ 

"Ibid , ρ 107 
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