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HOLY FAMILY SUNDAY

Useless suffering

FR CHARLO
CAMILLERI,
0.CARM.

Today 'z readings: Sirach 3:2-8, 12-
14; Pzalm 128:1-5; Colossians 3:12-
2 Matthew 2:13-2F

It is argued that with Emmanuel
Levinas, the theodicy project at-
tempting to reconcile a beneyvo.
lent  and just God with the
existence of evil reached its con-
chasion. Seriptures, philosophers
and theologians have long ad-
dlressed the problem, but a com:
prehensive  theodicy in the
moddern sense does not emerge
hefore Gottfried Wilhelm Leib.
ni eoined the term in 1710,

In La souffrance inutile (1932)
Levinas elaborates the non-mean:
ing of suffering, rejecting any at-
tempt to justify i, in brying to find
its mveaning, Instead he redrients
disconrse avoumd ethical respon:
sibility when Faced by the souffer
ing of the other Like other
philosophers and theologians of
the 20th centiny, Levinas wrote
in the shadow of the Holocaust,

when the workl arose to the prob-
Lem of excessive evil, which un
tortunately is =till threatening us,
Writing  in  Gregerianum
(2006}, Drictta Dmbiosi com
ment= that at the end of a century
of numeless suffering, the dispro-
portion between suffering and
any attempt at theodioy s glaring
in the face of totalitarianisms,
wins, penocides, violence, name
less and useless sutferings. For
Levinas, passive, imposed suffer
ing in itselt has oo meaning or
purpos=e whatsoever, o even
ontological or metaphysical, as it
reduces the victim to sheer vul
nerability ina tranmatising expe-
riene of being annihilated.
Unlilee persomnal amd voluntay
sacrifice, embraced for a higher
goal, this tvpe of sutfering is nei
ther cathartic nor redemptive, It
i instead an ethical scandal on
thee suffering of the innocent. For
Levinas, an ethical response to
such useless suffering, reguires
action rather than transfer oot
an antological plane, For ¢xam
phe, a Levinasian rexding of the
Herodian massacre of the inno:
cents, implicit in today's Gospel
narrative of the flight of the Holy
Family to Egypt, rejects any inter
pretation of the story as a tragic
but necessary moment in the

economy of sulvation, fulfilling
prophecy,

IF anything, Mutthesw s cltation
of Rachels lament attempts Lo
give voice to nameless suffering.
Ty sy thast thee death of inmocent,
voicebess children becomes mean-
irehal in a comnprehensive story of
salvation is ethically suspect, as it
justifies the suffering of the inno-
cent, making us complivit with
the powers that perpetrate evil.
An ethical understanding of these
narratives, therefore, shifts their
meaning to human responsibility
from metaphysical cousality.

It is sigmificant that in the mes
sape for World Peace Day, Pope
Leo XIV decries that “it has be-
come inereasingly common e
drag the language of faith into
political batthes, to bless nution-
alism, and to justify vielence and
armed struagele in the name of re-
ligion". He points to the ethical
responsibility of all believers
who “must actively refute, above
all by the witness of their lives,
these forms of blasphemy that
profane the hoky name of God™,

Similar statements come from
theological  institutions  like

the Mediterranean Theological
Network (RTMed), calling “to
fired mew and incisive words to
promote the knowledge and

diffusion of sacred words and
symibols that toster peace, and to
comdemn all forms of manipula-
tiom of sacred texts aimed at in-
citing hatred” (June 21, 2025).

Theologians like  Pierangels
Segueerd and Vito Manoeso, inline
with other 20th-century theolo:
pians like Dorothy Silke, refuse to
speak God if not in reference to
the One revegled in Jesus Christa
totally different God from that of
deistic philveophy, Read theough
Levinzs, today's Flight into Egypt
Gospel appears as an ethical nar
rative of responsibility rather
than a story of prophetic design.

The child's threatened life in-
terrupts  ondinary  order  and
compels Joseph, the just, to act
without hesitation and explans-
tion, Matthew's reversal of the
prophecy “Trom/out of Egypt, |
called my Son®, indicates that
Geowl calls oot of systemic danger.
Gol is iin the victim,

Exile, fear and displacenent
are nof redeened or justified by
prophecy. Prophecy exposes vio.
lent powers for what they are.
Meaning arises not from desting,
but from the concrete, vigilant
responsibility taken to protect
thee: vulnerable other
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