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Solicitude 

The Abbots’ Letters of Reflection 
 
 

The Lament  

 
Recently I have been giving voice to this chant: 
 

The world is full of suffering, and such sorrow, 
the world is full of pain... 

 

It is obviously a personal lament, expressing, of course, something that has 

appeared in my own soul, but I have also been praying it on behalf of creation 

(as the psalms, the prophets, and the sages suggest we do). The earth itself is 
clearly in pain. The entire world "groans in travail," we are told. Birds, fish, 

animals, insects and mammals of every kind are suffering. Nothing can be 

more clear than that all of humanity (and perhaps every living soul) is also 
caught in the same web of sorrow and pain. If you listen, just below the 

surface, you hear people saying that they are in anguish, living often in a kind 

of hell. It is clear when you take the world as a whole that suffering and pain 
appears almost everywhere. No place, people, country, or city is untouched. 

 

As searchers and seekers, we want to know why, but it is clear that this 
perennial question is not easily answered. One can point a finger, of course, at 
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a myriad of causes--greed, sin, injustice, systemic distortion, structural evil, 

political myopia, short-term monetary gain, total human ignorance, and the 
blindness of limited consciousness. The list goes on and on--and clearly the 

web of connections between them grows.  

 
But is this all there is? Are these the primary causes, or are they secondary? 

By attempting to understand all of these, have we nailed the answer once and 

for all? Actually, I think not. We are looking for reasons (and the causes for our 

suffering) along the horizontal plane--within the axis of human history and 
temporal causation. It is not possible to find ultimate answers there. To 

address these questions in some more fundamental way (and to begin to live 

meaningfully with the suffering we all experience, especially now, at this level 
of intensity), we must look elsewhere-higher, deeper, and into the particulars of 

what we actually experience and know to be true. 

 
We live in the realm of duality--in a world of opposites. It is a fact. Many of the 

opposites and oppositions in our world are in constant conflict--sometimes in 

violent ways. Even if there were no moral order, with its dramatic tragedy being 
played out on the stage of human history, the very forces of nature around us 

twist and turn, rise and fall, often only exhausted in paroxysms of violence and 

destruction. Earthquakes contort the planet's surface and appear on other 

worlds as well. Storms of weather wrack the atmospheres. Celestial bodies 
clash and collide. Star systems, black holes and entire galaxies feed on each 

other, tearing themselves apart. We live in a contentious universe. Nothing 

appears entirely placid for long.  
 

So we must ask ourselves other, deeper questions. If this is in the nature of 

things, and if it is under these conditions that we must live and act out our 
temporal existence, can we not say that pain is an expected (even perhaps a 

necessary) part of dualism itself--present in all the many forms of reality and 

their opposites? I can now see that it would be foolish to think otherwise. If this 
is the case, then my own expectations must include the fact of suffering. Since 

I find myself here within space and time, I must expect to experience pain on 

almost every level of existence. And, if it is not somehow necessary, for 

whatever reason, then it must be expected because it is inevitable. It is clear to 
me that I have no obvious choice in the matter.  

 

This is also the final conclusion concerning the nature of reality that we know 
was reached by both the ancient traditions of Buddhism and Judaism. If you 

are familiar with the teachings of the Buddha, you will know that he identified 

suffering as a core truth. If you have read the Hebrew Scriptures, particularly 
Job, Lamentations, and Ecclesiastes, you will be reminded of this over and over 

again. 
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Clearly, however, because of our natural proclivities and expectations, we find 

it difficult to accept these stark facts. The bottom line is, we want protection, 
safety and comfort--no two ways about it. This is our demand of life (and, if we 

are honest, our constant petition of God). But when no positive answer comes 

(and the suffering remains or even grows) we are driven to inquire more deeply 
still--so why must we endure this? Knowing that suffering is a fact, it becomes 

even more imperative that we find something that can guide us through the 

morass of human history and experience as we make our way across the 

troubled landscape of space-time.  
 

So where can we start to formulate an answer? To put it as starkly as possible, 

it appears that we are here in this existence precisely to experience suffering. 
Somehow, from the divine perspective, suffering is a necessary condition for 

our becoming and maturation. Just as we could not expect to raise children 

and then keep them forever penned up in our homes to protect them from the 
inevitable suffering caused by all the dangers outside and around them, we 

cannot have a similar expectation of God. If we are here on the planet and in 

space-time, then we will suffer. It is an expected part of our hard learning 
curve toward maturation.  

 

Like an athlete who must learn to endure painful struggle in order to gain 

professional or Olympic status, we too must actually take hold of the process 
and enter the program of duality and its consequences, taking responsibility for 

it in order to build endurance, compassion, and character. Becoming a 

spiritual adult with mature accountability means we accept this with care and 
not simply with resignation. We take hold of it in order to learn as much as we 

possibly can while we are here in this dimension. Ultimately, we must become 

very brave (certainly braver than we normally are, if we are ever to find the 
stamina necessary to grow up) and perhaps even curious about the nature of 

pain's role and its inner workings.  

 
Once we accept and become curious, it may then become possible to think of 

things in a slightly different way. Not only must we transcend in order to 

endure, we must also endure to transcend. In addition, w can be guided by 

Spirit to act creatively and change the particulars around us to lessen the pain 
for others as well as for ourselves. In which case, pain becomes a deep 

motivator. Sometimes, you have no doubt observed, we can change little or 

nothing without that motivation. Strategic action to change the pain of others 
is far better than to simply "grin and bear" pain. This way of seeing (and taking 

these additional steps), allows us to accept new challenges in the game called 

life, increasing our skill level and making better spaces and places for the world 
and the people around us.  
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Finally--to use another gaming metaphor--according to the rules of something 

we call Game Theory,* we can share this game of life with a team who are also 
playing not simply for their own benefit, or even for the sake of their team's 

victory, but for the sheer joy of playing well on and behalf of all those who 

watch the game. When this happens, there is even the possibility of 
experiencing a "higher pleasure," and making it possible for those who watch it 

well played to consciously enter the game and play it for themselves. 

 

I have been led to these difficult but necessary thoughts, threading my way 
through them over and over again until, by way of remembrance, I can finish 

my chant with these words: 

 
There is so much sorrow and such suffering, 

the world is filled with pain, 
 

There is no reality but yours, O God, 
there is no reality but You. 

 
--Lynn Bauman, Abbot 

 

 

 
* Game Theory is a modern hermeneutical approach to interpreting human 

experience. The idea is that when we live life it is like playing a game, which 

helps us to understand the experiences we are having and the rules by which 
we live. To play with a team (whatever that may be), and not simply alone or for 

ourselves, it is possible to experience a kind of transcendence because we 

merge into higher mind and higher pleasure. When a game is played for the 
sheer joy of it, there is the potential of being caught up into the team-spirit (or 

mind) where everything else is transcended, and even the onlookers are lifted 

out of themselves into a higher state of consciousness. 
         

 

 


