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Sisters and brothers in our Lord Jesus Christ, when I was in university, I decided that 

I was going to read the novel The Brothers Karamazov by the Russian author and philosopher 

Fyodor Dostoevsky. I had been introduced to Dostoevsky when I was in high school—I had 

written a paper on Crime and Punishment for my grade 11 English class. I devoured his short 

stories and a few of his other novels, and read a few books about Dostoevsky’s life. And 

everyone who had an opinion about Dostoevsky agreed that The Brothers Karamazov, which 

was his final novel, was his magnum opus, the pinnacle of his literary accomplishments.

I started this book probably half a dozen times throughout my four years in 

university. Each time, I would read exactly 264 pages, at which point I had to put the book 

down. And by the time I picked it up again, I figured it had been so long that I would start 

over at the beginning. And I would read exactly 264 pages, and have to put the book down.

And here’s why: page 264 of this book is the end of a forty-page-long conversation 

between two of the Karamazov brothers. Ivan, who is not quite a philosopher, and Alexei, 

who is not quite a monk. And in these three chapters, Ivan basically goes on a rant about 

suffering, asking his more devoutly religious brother why a just God would allow such 

wanton and needless violence in the world?

Let me read you an excerpt, just so you get a sense of how intense this is. This is Ivan 

speaking the whole time:
I want to be there when everyone suddenly finds out what it was all for. All religions in the 

world are based on this desire, and I am a believer. But then there are the children, and what 

am I going to do with them? That is the question I cannot resolve. For the hundredth time I 

repeat: there are hosts of questions, but Ive taken only the children, because here what I need 

to say is irrefutably clear. Listen: if everyone must suffer, in order to buy eternal harmony with 

their suffering, pray tell me what have children got to do with it? It’s quite incomprehensible 

why they should have to suffer, and why they should buy harmony with suffering. Why do 

they get thrown on the pile, to manure someone’s future harmony with themselves? I 

understand solidarity in sin among men; solidarity in retribution I also understand; but what 

solidarity in sin do little children have? And if it is really true that they, too, are in solidarity 

with their fathers in all the fathers’ evildoings, that truth certainly is not of this world and is 



incomprehensible to me. Some joker will say, perhaps, that in any case the child will grow up 

and have enough time to sin, but there’s this boy who didn’t grow up but was torn apart by 

dogs at the age of eight. Oh, Alyosha, I’m not blaspheming! I do understand how the universe 

will tremble when all in heaven and under the earth merge in one voice of praise, and all that 

lives and has lived cries out: “Just art thou, O Lord, for thy ways are revealed!” Oh, yes, when 

the mother and the torturer whose hounds tore her son to pieces embrace each other, and all 

three cry out with tears: “Just art thou, O Lord,” then of course the crown of knowledge will 

have come and everything will be explained. But here’s the hitch: that I what I cannot accept. 

And while I am on earth, I hasten to take my own measures. You see, Alyosha, it may well be 

that if I live until that moment, or rise again in order to see it, I myself will perhaps cry out 

with all the rest, looking at the mother embracing her child’s tormenter: “Just art thou, O 

Lord!” but I do not want to cry out with them. While there’s still time, I hasten to defend 

myself against it, and therefore I absolutely renounce all higher harmony. It is not worth one 

little tear of even that one tormented child who beat her chest with her little fist and prayed 

to “dear God” in a stinking outhouse with her unredeemed tears! Not worth it, because her 

tears remain unredeemed. They must be redeemed, otherwise there can be no harmony. But 

how, how will you redeem them? Is it possible? Can they be redeemed by being avenged? But 

what do I care if they are avenged, what do I care if the tormenters are in hell, what can hell 

set right here, if these ones have already been tormented? And where is the harmony, if there 

is hell? I want to forgive, and I want to embrace, I don’t want more suffering. And if the 

suffering of children goes to make up the sum of suffering needed to buy truth, then I assert 

before hand that the whole of truth is not worth such a price.1

Ivan’s protest goes on for about 25 more pages. Maybe you can see why I had to put it 

down.

Ever since I read this book, I hear Ivan’s protest whenever I read the Psalms of 

Lament. These songs of scripture that cry out “Why?” to God. The biggest group of psalms, 

is the psalms of lament. The songbook of the church, the heart of the church’s voice, and 

most of it cries out to God: “Why?” Our Lord himself, as he faced the darkness and cruelty 

of the cross, bearing the sins of the world, cried out “My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken me?”

Maybe these words resonate with you. I know they resonate with many. Even before 

the current pandemic, even before all this, many people asked “why?” Why doesn’t God do 
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something about unjust wars, as the powers of this world jockey for land and resources, 

while families and children are caught in the crossfire? Why doesn’t God do something 

about modern-day slavery, as the corporations of this world hide more and more unjust 

labour behind increasingly obscure and opaque supply chains? Why doesn’t God do 

something about climate change, as the poor are forced to abandon their lands because of 

flooding or desertification or natural disasters, as countless species teeter on the verge of 

extinction? Why doesn’t God do something about injustice, about discrimination, about 

persecution?

Maybe, because of this situation, because of the pandemic, these words are 

resonating with you for the first time. Why would God let this happen? As the disease 

spreads to poorer and less developed corners of the globe, as the body count mounts, as the 

weeks of isolation drag into months. Maybe these words will resonate with us like they 

never have before. My God, my God, why have you forsaken us? Why are you so far from 

saving us? So far from our cries of anguish?

Some Christians rush to judgment on these matters, trying to find an answer, some 

meaning in this suffering. But we do not know the mind of God, and we do not know the 

purposes of God. With Christ, we sit in darkness on Friday, with Sunday but a distant 

promise. And together with Christ, in our anguish, in our pain, in our anger, we cry out, 

“Why, God? Why?”

The British pastor and theologian N.T. Wright recently published an article in Time 

magazine titled “Christianity Offers No Answers about the Coronavirus.” And this is a hard 

truth for many of us to hear. Our Western brand of Christianity has swallowed the pill of 

enlightenment rationalism so completely that we expect everything to have an answer. In our 

culture, we don’t ever practice how to live with unanswered questions.

But that’s exactly what the biblical practice of lament is. It is learning to live with our 

unanswered questions. As Wright puts it in his article, “Lament is what happens when 

people ask ‘Why?’ and don’t get an answer.” Lament is what God’s people do when it looks 

like God has forgotten his promises. Lament is learning to live with disappointment. 

Learning to live with what the Harlem poet Langston Hughes called “Hope deferred.”

Psalm 22, like most of the psalms of lament, ends with a reassurance of God’s 

promises. Even in the midst of suffering, agony, anger, and pain, the psalmist recites this 



litany of God’s promises. Jesus knows this as he cries out these words from the cross. He 

believes that God will deliver him, that God will rescue him, that he will praise God once 

again, that all the ends of the earth will remember and turn to the Lord, declaring to a 

people yet unborn the great deeds of the Lord.

But it’s important for us to recognize that this assurance of God’s promises, of God’s 

faithfulness, is not an answer to the question. It is not an answer to the pain. It is not an 

answer to the suffering. The question goes unanswered. 

The reason the writers of the psalms include these litanies of God’s promises is not 

because that somehow makes sense of the suffering they’re going through. God’s promises 

don’t make sense of their sufferings. They include God’s promises in their lament because 

their firm belief in God’s faithfulness is what allows them to cry out to him in the first place! 

And this is why we celebrate the Holy Supper of our Lord on the day of crucifixion. 

Because this sacrament of God’s grace assures us that all God’s promises are “Yes!” in Christ, 

even in the face of unexplainable suffering.

The promises of our God do not explain away suffering. The promises of our God do 

not justify evil. The promises of our God do not give us an answer to the questions we have. 

But we recite them anyway, even in our anger, even in our grief, even in our doubt, even in 

our darkness. Because they remind us of the faithfulness of the one we call Lord. They 

remind us that even when we can’t see it, even when we can’t understand it, the One who 

holds us in his hands and calls us his children is working our salvation. He will away our sins. 

He will nourish us with his body and his blood. He will restore our souls and bind our 

wounds, and bring us to himself.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.


