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Abstract

This article explores the concept of suffering as experienced by Filipinos during
the COVID-19 pandemic. It draws inspiration from their narratives about how they
faced, managed, and struggled during this tragic event. Their experiences were inter-
preted and analyzed concerning Filipino culture and tradition using a modified form
of thematic analysis. Findings revealed three contextualized themes: sakit (pain),
pighati (grief), and pag-asa (hope). These themes are then discussed in the light of
John Paul II’s Salvifici Doloris. A meaningful pastoral reflection on the basic reali-
ties of suffering is formulated to clarify our understanding of such a crisis.

Keywords COVID-19 - Filipino - Hope - Redemption - Suffering

Introduction

Suffering is inevitable! No matter how hard we try, we cannot avoid pain and dis-
comfort. These are part of the cycle of life. None of us can hold someone we love
tightly enough ensuring that we will be together forever. These sentiments capture
the kind of feeling that three participants have demonstrated, as reflected in their
transcripts and presented in this article.

Dr. Romeo Gregorio “Greg” Macasaet III, one of the best anesthesiologists in
the country, is a frontliner who felt the agonizing pain caused by COVID-19. In
his text message to his fellow doctors before he died, he described the severe pain
that he was going through. Liza Paqueo, the second participant, is the daugh-
ter of Patient 35 (PH35) who is Nida Paqueo, the confirmed first Filipino casu-
alty caused by the virus. Liza’s father was also tested positive for the disease and
was confined in the hospital. She posted on Facebook her grief for her mother’s
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death and requested viewers to share the heartbreaking letter online. The main
reason for such is the spread and concern of false information against their situa-
tion which is damaging and disrespectful for their family that adds to the agoniz-
ing pain they are experiencing. Lastly, Peter John Dario’s viral post on Twitter
also touched many netizens. Peter John is the son of Peter Dario who also died
because of the virus in New Jersey. His post conveys deep regret for not saying
even a single goodbye to his father when he was the one who brought him to the
hospital. With that, he promised his father that he will live a meaningful life so
that he can be proud of him.

These narratives of suffering are worthy of reflection and they lead us to ask
the question, “how can we better understand the phenomenon of suffering?” Pope
John Paul II’s phenomenal apostolic letter, Salvifici Doloris (SD), can help us
better understand the mystery of suffering. This letter in a Latin title is translated
as “redemptive suffering” was issued in February 1984 and is even included in
the Catechism of the Catholic Church. The Pope’s reflection on suffering flows
from his own experience of bereavement, pain, sickness, and trials when he sur-
vived the assassination attempt in 1981 (Dulles, 2003). As the translated meaning
suggests, suffering is seen as something essential and beneficial. It is bound to
happen, but if we consider it as an opportunity to share in the passion of Christ,
then it can be redemptive—having the power to transform us for transcendence
and leads us to hope for salvation. SD will be discussed more in the latter part of
this paper.

The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is caused by severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavirus 2. This virus and disease were not known before the out-
break began in Wuhan, China in December 2019. The Canadian Health authori-
ties notified the World Health Organization (WHO) first about the Wuhan out-
break as the first “presumptive” confirmed case of the deadly coronavirus in a
resident who had returned from the central Chinese city of Wuhan, the epicenter
of the outbreak of the viral disease (Thomas & Nair, 2020). Coronaviruses are
a large family of viruses that can cause respiratory infections starting from the
common cold to more severe diseases in humans such as the middle east respira-
tory syndrome (MERS) and severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) (WHO,
2020). It was declared a pandemic by the WHO on March 11, 2020. A pandemic
is declared when people do not have immunity from a new disease that spreads
worldwide beyond expectations. Governments and health systems need to pre-
pare for it once declared since it becomes more likely that community spread will
eventually happen (Davey, 2020). As part of WHQO’s response to the outbreak, the
Research and Development Blueprint which is a global strategy and preparedness
plan was activated on December 31, 2019, to fast-track the availability of effec-
tive tests, vaccines, and medicines that can be used to save lives and avert large
scale crisis (WHO, 2020).

This article explores and analyzes, in-depth, the text messages and social media
posts of the participants about the concept of suffering using a modified form of the-
matic analysis. The result presents three recurrent themes that are manifested from
the analyzed data. These themes are considered contextualized since these reflect
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certain aspects of Filipino values are discussed in the light of Salvifici Doloris and
other basic theological doctrines to form a meaningful reflection in the end.

Methods
Study Design

This research utilizes a descriptive research design that is analyzed qualitatively. It
describes systematically the facts and characteristics of a given population or area of
interest. To determine the essential dimensions of suffering and provide a theologi-
cal reflection, the transcripts of text messages and social media posts of the partici-
pants were analyzed using a modified thematic analysis. Thematic analysis (TA) is a
method of analyzing qualitative data where the researcher closely examines the data
to identify common themes—topics, ideas, and patterns of meaning that come up
repeatedly (Caulfield, 2019). Braun and Clarke (2006) argued that TA should be a
foundational method for qualitative analysis, as it provides core skills for conducting
many other forms of qualitative analysis. It is a flexible method that can be adapted
according to what the author aims for and what the research requires. In qualita-
tive studies, the concept of trustworthiness is an important component. Lincoln and
Guba (1985) presented an updated concept of trustworthiness by introducing the
criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability to parallel
the conventional quantitative assessment criteria of validity and reliability. To estab-
lish trustworthiness in the research findings, a six-phase process is presented and
described each as shown in Table 1 (Nowell et al., (2017):

However, this research utilized a modified form of TA. Meaning, it still fol-
lowed the initial steps but the final themes were determined concerning specific

Table 1 Phases of thematic analysis and brief description

Phases of thematic analysis Brief description

Phase 1: Familiarizing yourself with your data  Repeated reading of the data in an active way to search
for meanings and patterns and storing them in well-
organized archives

Phase 2: Generating initial codes Identifying important sections of text and attaching
labels to index them as they relate to a theme or issue

Phase 3: Searching for themes Sorting and collating all the potentially relevant coded
data extracts into themes

Phase 4: Reviewing themes Reviewing the coded data extracts for each theme to
consider whether they appear to form a coherent
pattern

Phase 5: Defining and naming themes Determining what aspect of the data each theme cap-
tures and identifying what is of interest about them
and why

Phase 6: Producing the report Providing a concise, coherent, logical, nonrepetitive,
and interesting account of the data within and across
themes
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Filipino cultural values since the participants were Filipino citizens and embody a
typical Filipino character. Thus, these themes were considered “contextualized.”
Coding is the primary process for developing themes by identifying items of ana-
lytic interest in the data and tagging these with a coding label. A “good code”
captures the qualitative richness of the phenomenon (Boyatzis, 1998). Encoding
the information organizes the data to identify and develop themes from them.
Themes on the other hand are patterns of thoughts or ideas that are regularly
expressed in the text, specifically coming from the codes. They are then clustered
or grouped according to their frequency and relatedness with one another (Cord-
ero, 2018).

Participants

The participants in this study are selected according to the high level of popular-
ity based on social media posts. It is important to note that all of them have expe-
rienced suffering as reflected in their testimonies that are caused by COVID-19.
The variables in this research study consist of four demographic characteristics:
gender, age, nationality, and occupation. Table 2 presents the basic demographic
profile of the participants.

As mentioned in the Introduction, three sources went viral online: the text
message of Dr. Romeo Gregorio "Greg" Macasaet III that was posted on Face-
book, the open letter of Liza Paqueo, also on Facebook, and the post of Peter
John Dario on Twitter.

Data Collection Procedures

Data collection was carried out online by checking the uploaded text messages
and social media posts of the participants. After validating that these posts have
been gaining popularity for quite some time, the participants were contacted
by the researcher for permission to use their posts as reference materials in this
study. These posts were then collated for data analysis. The obtained data were
all written in English and so there was no translation needed. These were ana-
lyzed through familiarization of the texts, writing of exploratory notes, and then
the determination of the contextualized themes. These themes were then used
for theological/pastoral reflection by an engagement with the Catholic Tradition

Table 2 Participants’ demographic details

Participant Gender Age Nationality Occupation
Romeo Gregorio Male 62 Filipino Medical doctor
Macasaet I11
Liza Paqueo Female 47 Filipino Specialist in urban forest program
Peter John Dario Male 24 Filipino Barber/owner of a plant shop
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regarding the doctrine of suffering as expressed in selected biblical passages and
Pope John Paul II’s Salvifici Doloris.

Ethical Considerations

All procedures performed in studies involving human participants were under the
ethical standards of the institutional and/or national research committee. There is no
need to make the participants anonymous to protect their identity since all of them
were asked by the researcher for permission to use the transcripts for the research.
Liza and Peter even requested to share their posts to everybody for announcement
and to pay tribute to their fallen parents, respectively. The text message of Dr.
Macasaet, on the other hand, has circulated and posted on Facebook by his fellow
doctors who offered the message as a show of support to a heroic colleague. The
researcher was also granted permission by Dr. Jose Gonzalo Ditching, another medi-
cal doctor who received the message and posted it on his FB and cited by many.

Results and Discussion

Table 3 presents the synthesized results of the data analysis in a modified format. I
included the selected transcripts, exploratory notes, and the contextualized themes.
The selected highlighted words mean these are of greater significance.

The modified TA resulted in three contextualized themes which were manifested
in the transcripts of the participants in connection to their experience of suffering.
It is important to take note that each of these themes reflects typical Filipino val-
ues and beliefs. The themes of sdkit (pain), pighati (grief), and pag-asa (hope) are
an important part of the cultural tradition in the Philippines. This section discusses
these themes about the narratives of the participants and then links them to a par-
ticular Filipino conception and understanding of the concept. It also presents a brief
theological discourse using the said concepts after which a relevant reflection is for-
mulated in the conclusion.

Sdkit (Pain): Suffering as Primarily an Agonizing Pain

Dr. Greg, Liza, and Peter John poured out in their respective transcripts the intense
pain that they felt—both physical and emotional. Seeing that he can die anytime
soon, Dr. Greg described the oozing pain that he feels all over his body:

The turn of events is just no longer going in my favor. The feeling you get,
aside from extreme pains all over, the difficulty of breathing, and as if all life is
being sucked from your body! They will be putting cutdown lines and central
tubes on me anytime soon! If they intubate me and place me on a ventilator,
then the game is almost over!
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Liza and Peter John, on the other hand, felt so much emotional pain during the
death of their parents as well as the surrounding unfortunate situation. It is a very
hard time for Liza since she cannot even arrange the funeral of her mother. Aside
from that fact, her father is also fighting for his life and she cannot be there to give
support and comfort in that crucial moment. It is the same with Peter John. He
brought his father to the hospital not knowing that it would be their last chance to be
together. He was not able to seize the opportunity to express how he loved him. In
deep pain, they wrote:

A few hours ago, my beautiful mother, Nida, was cremated. She died alone
without her loving family and friends around her. She was cremated, alone,
without ceremony or tribute... My father also has tested positive for COVID-
19... My father is alone as well. My brothers and I are together here in the
United States, but we are not allowed to visit my dad. We are not allowed to
manage and advocate for him. It has been painful not just for my nuclear fam-
ily but for all our extended relatives and friends.

My dad died two days ago from COVID19. He died alone because the hospital
restricted all visitors to contain the outbreak. My deepest regret was not saying
bye to him when I brought him to the hospital. I thought it was going to be a
“Take care, see you back home.”

Sdakit in the Filipino vocabulary is translated as pain. The other term which is
spelled the same, sakit (stress on the second syllable), means an illness or disease.
The former is also associated with the notions of hirap (hardship/difficulty) while
the latter to kirot or hapdi (recurrent ache). These notions of pain practically help us
to categorize it into two types: physical and emotional. When one is in physical pain,
it is because of the bodily discomfort being felt such as those caused by different
diseases or accidents. In different circumstances, emotional pain is brought by the
negative feelings experienced from the death of loved ones, heartaches, problems,
and trials. Tan (2013) argues that culture plays an important role in the way Filipinos
experience and express pain. They locate where the pain is by naming the part of the
body where the pain is felt, such as, sakit ng ulo (headache), sakit ng tiyan (stomach-
ache) or sakit ng puso/kalooban (heartache). They express pain through sounds or
language as a way of coping, seek comfort, or feeling better. A typical Filipino can
utter expressions like maawa ka, ang sakit-sakit na (have mercy, it is very painful)
or aray...aray... dahan-dahan lang naman mahapdi (be gentle... it hurts badly) can
make the aching person find comfort and feel less pain. This expression of physical
or emotional pain by Filipinos is supported by Geri-Ann Galanti, a medical anthro-
pologist and professor of nurses at the University of California. According to her,
some Filipino nurses validate the claim of administering a lower dosage of medicine
to their patients even if the physician orders to give them a higher one. The reason
for this is that some patients seem to beg for mercy as manifested in their language
expressions. Galanti (2000) sees this as an opportunity to demonstrate virtue. They
can be so expressive at times like moaning a lot to show that they are in pain. On
the contrary, they can also be stoic which means they can endure pain or hardship
without showing their feelings or complaining and that reflects their resiliency and
endurance. Meanwhile, Tan (2015) in another article, adds that pain and suffering
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for Filipinos are inextricably related to sadness and misery. We suffer pain when we
lose someone or something. Pain becomes suffering, too, because it disables us by
preventing us from doing what we want and need. It is a feeling of helplessness. To
conclude, no matter how intense the pain Filipinos feel, whether physical or emo-
tional, they never forget to call on God to beg for awa (mercy). For them, it is their
total dependency on God’s mercy that brings consolation and comfort.

In Mt. 8.22 Jesus said, “Follow Me, and let the dead bury their dead.” He was
responding to a request from one of His disciples who asked to be excused because
he needs to bury first his father. Others would interpret this as simply putting your
spiritual responsibilities to God before all other obligations. This reminds me of
Liza’s situation of being unable to bury her dead mother. Some religious services
are suspended to prevent the spread of COVID-19. However, for some Christians,
these services are not just social gatherings but constitute a critical means to what
is considered the most important ultimate end of communion with God (Vander-
Weele, 2020). In-person viewing of the body of those who died from COVID-19
was prohibited. The unusual process of grief in the time of COVID-19 challenges
the usual process of coping with loss (Corpuz, 2021). Just like the disciple who
responded to the calling of Jesus and needs to fulfill first his responsibility, Liza
needs to be socially responsible too, to cooperate in the quarantine procedure for the
safety of everybody. Responsibility to others first before one’s own family. The emo-
tional pain of the disciple, as well as that of Liza, describes what suffering brings
to the table. As the pandemic compels us to physically distance ourselves from one
another, we are given a unique lens to explore that a God of love (1 John 4.8, 16)
equally keeps himself distant from humanity in certain regards (Ochs, 2020).

For Pope John Paul II (JPII), the theological teaching on suffering tells us that it
is characterized primarily as an agonizing pain. The Pontiff himself had experienced
this pain throughout his life. At age three, his mother died and three years later his
only sibling died also. He was an orphan at twenty. He did hard labor in a stone
quarry when the Nazis came to Poland. Many of his friends were killed, some in
concentration camps, others shot simply for the desire to become priests. He nearly
died when he was run down by a German truck. At sixty, an assassin shot him and
nearly died again. As an old man, he suffered from Parkinson’s disease that affected
much his mobility and ability to speak (Kaczor, 2007). JPII indeed knows what it
is to suffer and be in agonizing pain. In Salvifici Doloris (SD) (On the Christian
Meaning of Human Suffering), JPII reiterates that to understand the problem of suf-
fering and pain, one should look at it as inseparable from human existence as it is
presented in different forms or dimensions. In short, suffering seems to belong to
humanity’s transcendence: It is one of those points in which they in a certain sense
are “destined” to go beyond themselves, and they are mysteriously called to this (SD
1984, sec. 2-3). To be in pain is always attached to a human’s reality of existence
and what makes this existence meaningful is how he/she can respond well to this
unfortunate situation. After all, suffering for Christians is characterized as benefi-
cial. It is beneficial because it can unleash love in the human person, that unselfish
gift of one’s “I” on behalf of other people, especially those who suffer (SD 1984,
sec. 29). Especially on what is happening nowadays, many rich people in the Philip-
pines are more charitable by giving financial assistance and in-kind because they
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witness the suffering of the poor and marginalized caused by the pandemic. It is
beneficial because pain can prompt rehabilitation, a turning from evil to embrace
stronger relationships with others and with God (SD 1984, sec. 12), and can even
draw a person interiorly close to Christ which will result in a conversion (SD 1984,
sec. 26). This is the first dimension of suffering, it is always characterized by pain, in
various forms and degrees.

Pighati (Grief): Suffering Seeks for Acceptable Reason and Longs for Compassion

Grief is an expression of deep sorrow that is usually caused by the loss/death of
someone who has established a bond or closer attachment. It is an emotional reac-
tion that is felt when a loved one is taken away and the pain is oftentimes over-
whelming and the person experiences difficult emotions (Yap et al., 2021). There is
no doubt that Liza and Peter John were in this state after the loss of their respective
parents who were very loving to them. In fact, after a week, Liza made another two
FB posts narrating the memorable experiences with her and her grandchildren as
well. There is also an uploaded picture of them when she was still a small child
and being carried by her mother. In the March 19 post, she linked it to her blog site
entitled Liza Vida: My Life in an Albanian-Filipino Home. On this site, she shared in
deep sorrow:

My mother loved being a grandmother; she just hated being called one. It
made her feel old. And Mom-as most of you know—was and will be eternally
youthful. So, when I was pregnant with my first child, Sebastian, she asked
if she could be called Bella... My children loved their Bella, and when she
passed away from COVID-19 on March 11, 2020, they were heartbroken... It
is with deep regret that I am now taking my electronic pen back in hand and
writing down my thoughts, and mom can no longer read it. I dedicate the Bella
Vida page on this site to her. To my mom, the beautiful Bella, you are eternal
to me.

Grief in the Filipino culture is known as pighati. It is usually characterized by
sobrang kalungkutan (extreme loneliness). This type of emotion, as experienced by
Liza, can be categorized into two. First, she was grieving because of the death of her
beloved mother. In addition to that, she was not able to pay tribute for the last time
with her physical presence. Second, this loneliness brings to her a sort of confusion
and seeks for an acceptable reason why that particular tragedy needs to be coupled
with other unfortunate things—the act of disrespect of other people against her fam-
ily. Her words implied this:

... please do respect our family during this extremely painful time. It is dan-
gerous, counterproductive, libelous, and ignorant to spread false information
that could result in harm to our family and friends. But it can also be dan-
gerous to public health and welfare... This has all resulted in panic, violence,
threats, and stigmatization of our family and loved ones. Disclosure of private
information has circulated as well.
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Pighati or grief is generally associated with the concept of loneliness. Loneliness
is a holistic distressing experience of the self in which the person perceives oneself
as worthless, very unhappy, and painfully alone by sensing life as meaningless due
to a perceived deprivation of somebody or something in life is a need to love, to
be loved, to cherish and to be satisfied with (Tharayil, 2012). This is I think a very
good definition for it encompasses all the aspects of the concept. Loneliness does
not simply mean being alone but can be a feeling of being alone even when we are
with someone dear to us. This is seen as a very subjective feeling of distress (Peplau
& Perlman, 1982; Rice, 1990; Shahan, 1982). In our current situation, it is important
to manage well the mental and spiritual health of everyone to minimize psychologi-
cal damage in citizens and families. Also, it is necessary to undertake or reinforce
a culture of human dignity where fundamental values are preserved to maintain an
organized and healthy society in all aspects (Dutra & Rocha, 2021).

Filipinos express their pighati through kalungkutan (loneliness), pagkalito (con-
fusion), and longs for malasakit (compassion). Kalungkutan is characterized by
a drop-in voice pitch and volume and facial muscles relaxed. When Filipinos are
asked to express a neutral emotion, they tend to sound sad and look sad (Cu et al.,
2013). It varies according to durations and degrees depending on the level of attach-
ment to the person who has gone or died. Naturally, when one loses a very dear rela-
tive it takes time to move on and the support of other family members and friends
are needed to recover. Pagkalito is manifested in the inability to think and act prop-
erly as one normally does because of unclear data. A grieving Filipino usually seeks
an acceptable reason why such bad things occur to at least comfort him/her. It is
natural for him/her to ask others for explanations. One may even come to the point
of questioning the goodness of God for such a tragic event. Here, the state of confu-
sion is influenced, in one way or another, by the sad feelings that are very strong at
that specific moment.

During my first year of seminary formation at age 16, my father visited me and
broke the sad news of my mother’s death. I was shocked and confused because I
do not remember any sickness of my mother that will lead to her death. Because of
that, I used to cry every night and doubted the kindness of God. I even asked Him,
“Is this my reward for entering the seminary to become a priest someday, of serv-
ing you for a lifetime?”” Well, after some time I realized that I did that because I was
just confused and indeed grieving at that time. Lastly, a Filipino in grief usually
longs for malasakit (compassion). Malasakit is a popular Filipino trait that comes
from the combined terms mala- (as if; like) and sakit (pain; ailment). When one
says you have malasakit for the other, it would mean the other’s pain is felt like it is
your pain, your ailment too. It is more like felt compassion for one’s fellow which
has either a passive or active quality. It is passive if the feeling is not translated into
action while it is active if translated into action (Cordero, 2019). Filipinos show of
malasakit in this time of crisis is manifested through the offering of prayers and
sharing what they have to help those in need and most affected. In Liza’s case, many
Filipinos expressed their malasakit by posting encouraging words and prayers on her
social media accounts. This is validated by almost 9000 comments, 28,000 shares,
and 36,000 total emoticons on FB as of March 22, 2020.
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Mt 5.4 stresses the concept of grief, “Blessed are they that mourn for they
shall be comforted.” This second beatitude establishes our mental recognition of
our poverty of spirit by adding an emotional response of sorrow known as grief.
Facing the evil in our own lives and this world saddens us and touches our emo-
tions with grief. In any case, when we honestly mourn God sees our sorrow and
comforts us with the knowledge that it will not always be this way (TOW Project
2016). Grief is a means of participating in and growth in the self-giving love
manifested in the life of our Lord (Turner & Carroll, 2001). Again, Salvifici Dolo-
ris emphasizes this participation and being witnesses in the Paschal Mystery of
Christ:

Those who share in Christ’s sufferings have before their eyes the Paschal
Mystery of the Cross and Resurrection, in which Christ descends, in a first
phase, to the ultimate limits of human weakness and impotence: indeed, he
dies nailed to the Cross. But, if at the same time in this weakness, there is
accomplished his lifting up, confirmed by the power of the Resurrection,
then this means that the weaknesses of all human sufferings are capable of
being infused with the same power of God, manifested in Christ’s Cross. In
such a concept, to suffer means to become particularly susceptible, particu-
larly open to the working of the salvific powers of God, offered to humanity
in Christ. (SD 1984, sec. 23)

Through grief, our interior lives mature and draw us nearer to Jesus because
we can understand and feel in one way or another His sufferings and sacrifices.
The sacrificial love that Jesus offered for us is more than enough for us to imitate
and surrender to Him our sufferings and trials. Ewing (2020) claims that Jesus
transforms our suffering into love. Ultimately, grief can lead us to greater com-
passion and empathy for the suffering of others. We become more attuned to the
burdens that others carry, and we, in turn, accompany them in an authentic and
genuinely loving way. Suffering and loss do not define us; they teach us how to
love in a deeper and more meaningful way. When Job was grieving because of the
various trials that came to his life, his friends were there at least to express their
support:

When Job’s three friends, Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite, and
Zophar the Naamathite, heard about all the troubles that had come upon
him, they set out from their homes and met together by agreement to go
and sympathize with him and comfort him. When they saw him from a
distance, they could hardly recognize him; they began to weep aloud, and
they tore their robes and sprinkled dust on their heads. Then they sat on the
ground with him for seven days and seven nights. No one said a word to
him, because they saw how great his suffering was. (Job 2.11-13)

In our daily experience, we turn to our family and friends in times of grief and
trials. All the more, God listens to our sentiments. Gray (2019) posits that rather
than suppressing our grief, the Bible gives us ample space to voice it out. Even
better, it assures us that God hears us. David, the second king in the UK of Israel,
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declares in Psalm, “but God has surely listened and has heard my prayer. Praise
be to God, who has not rejected my prayer or withheld his love from me!” (Ps.
66.19-20) Telling God our grief is another way of “offering it up” everything
to God. Saying “offer it up” means that our suffering has worth/value, purpose,
and meaning. God does not waste anything and wants us to hand our suffering in
union with the Cross so that we might be purified by trials and tribulations. We
can also offer up our pain and struggles in reparation for our sins or for others
who are suffering from something similar (Ewing, 2020). This is what grief is
all about. It is essential and necessary for us to be prepared in handling the last
dimension of suffering which is hope.

Pag-asa (Hope): Suffering as a Desire to End All Pain in Glory

The Department of Health is now working with the hospitals and my father
(tested positive) on epidemiological protocols around this infection... Please
stay calm. We ask for your continued love, support, healing energy, and
prayers for my father and our extended community... We want to concentrate
our energy and our prayers on our father’s recovery... My post yesterday on
her death (mother) was a tribute to her life and an announcement of her pass-
ing... There is no stigma with this disease. All family and friends who have
been exposed to my parents are in isolation and quarantine.

... When my dad passed, I had this power and urge to do good and make him
proud. There will be many dark days ahead of us, but I can live easy when I'm
making a positive impact in the world, for him.

These final posts from Liza and Peter John manifest the last dimension of suf-
fering—pag-asa (hope). Liza expresses pag-asa with a positive disposition on the
following expectations: that despite her mother’s death her father will recover; that
after the quarantine she and all their family and relatives will be free from the dis-
ease; that the people who misjudged and spread malicious rumors against them will
be enlightened; and lastly, that the love and support to her family through prayers
will continue until the crisis finally end. Peter John also hopes that the death of his
father will be an eye-opener for him to live an inspirational and meaningful life so
that his father will be proud of him. He hopes too that others will support, in one
way or another, all those in the frontlines who have the noble task of saving the vic-
tims of this deadly virus.

Pag-asa in the Filipino culture is very rich in description. Jacklyn Cleofas,
a notable Filipino philosophy professor describes what is going on with a person
who exhibits pag-asa. According to her, a person who hopes experiences like being
pushed into the pit of darkness but finds ways to get out and see the light (Cleofas,
2015). Ferriols (2001), on the other hand, points out that another characteristic of a
person who hopes is patience. Patience is manifested through trust in one’s relation-
ship with others. Pag-asa is an important index of wellbeing, particularly among
individuals who experience distress or who live in dire circumstances (Bernardo &
Estrellado, 2014). Lastly, pag-asa for Filipinos is always associated with the concept
of redemption. Whether our suffering happens beyond our control or not, suffering

@ Springer



Journal of Religion and Health (2021) 60:1521-1542 1537

can have a redemptive meaning. It can draw good out of evil, convert losses into
gains, and, rightly offered, can gain us eternal life (San Luis, 2020). Thus, the con-
cept of redemptive suffering is emphasized with hope.

But what is redemptive suffering in the first place? The word “redeem” means
to rescue, set free, or pay the penalty that is committed by the other. Redemp-
tive suffering is the personal sacrifice that Christians unite with Christ’s sacri-
fice that He made of Himself to God. There is a precious value brought by the
sacrifices of the members of the Church, that is, for the atonement of sin and to
call down God’s blessings on humanity (Eli, 2020). One controversial Filipino
traditional practice during Lent epitomizes and exaggerates this concept. It is the
practice of flagellation and live crucifixion that usually happens in the province
of Pampanga. The participants scourge their backs, carry the cross, and even
undergo the life-threatening crucifixion. Though this practice was already banned
by the Church they cannot stop doing it since it is already part of the tradition and
a form of panata (sacred promise) that they need to fulfill to atone their sins and
for their other intentions such as healing and request for blessings. Pag-asa in this
sense is brighter for them because they find meaning as they suffer.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches that “By his passion and death
on the cross Christ has given a new meaning to suffering: It can henceforth con-
figure us to him and unite us with his redemptive Passion” (sec. 1505). This
implies that our suffering becomes a participation in the sacrifices and suffering
of Jesus. Thus, concerning hope, suffering gives us hope that someday, just like
Christ, we will also resurrect. In this time of the pandemic, some Christians claim
that COVID-19 is proof that the plagues of the Book of Revelation are occurring
now and Jesus’ return is imminent. For them, Revelation has indeed predicted
the COVID-19 pandemic (Dein, 2021). The current crisis reminds us to be care-
ful in speculating on the origins or purposes of such crises. Reading the bible
can bear witness to the divine promise of hope in the healing justice of God,
and calls human persons and human communities to participate in that justice
through responsible action (Brett & Goroncy, 2020). The Old Testament books
of Genesis, Exodus, Ruth, Samuel-Kings, and Chronicles include several stories
about epidemic and famine that may resource us as we wonder how to think about
the COVID-19 pandemic, about how God might be involved in it, about the past
and the future, and about what our response to it might be (Goldingay & Gold-
ingay, 2020). The Catechism adds that the virtue of hope keeps man from dis-
couragement; sustains him during times of abandonment, and opens up his heart
in expectation of eternal beatitude (sec. 1818). Meaning, there is that sense of
assurance that everything will not come to waste because for as long as we keep
ourselves accessible to the grace of God then we will be victorious.

Salvifici Doloris points out a vivid expression of the concept of hope using
the story of Job. The Hebrew Bible introduces Job as the grandson of Esau and
a ruler of Edom. We have known that Job is the story of a just man, who is tried
by innumerable sufferings—Iloses his possessions, his sons and daughters, and
finally, he is afflicted by severe sickness. He, however, challenges the principle
that suffering is brought by one’s sinfulness primarily because he is innocent. The
punishment given to Job creates the possibility of rebuilding goodness in him
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who suffers. That is the sense of hope which has the purpose of strengthening the
goodness both in man himself and in his relationships with others and especially
with God (sec. 12). And of course, Job’s story portrays the hope that all his trials
will come to an end that had happened. God gave him more than what he wanted:

After Job had prayed for his friends, the LORD restored his prosperity and
doubled his [previous] possessions. All his brothers, sisters, and former
acquaintances came to his house and dined with him in his house...So the
LORD blessed the latter part of Job’s life more than the earlier. He owned
14,000 sheep, 6,000 camels, 1,000 yoke of oxen, and 1,000 female donkeys.
He also had seven sons and three daughters. Job lived 140 years after this and
saw his children and their children to the fourth generation. Then Job died, old
and full of days. (Job 42. 10-17)

Job’s story is all about suffering and yet filled with hope. It teaches us that no
matter what level or status in life we are in, whether we are sinful or innocent, we are
not exempted from suffering. However, it is not the end of the story. We can always
hope to succeed by patiently holding on to Him. The only question is whether we
will allow God to work in our whole being as Job did.

Limitations

The limitations of this study include the small cohort size. It is a very small sample
indeed and therefore the findings are not generalizable. There may have been other
significant points as emphasized in John Paul II’s apostolic letter Salvifici Doloris.
There are other reflections in the letter which were not fully exhausted in this paper
like the beauty and happiness in suffering, the necessity of heartfelt compassion,
the imperative of faith, and many others. Also, it may be difficult to determine other
factors which may have influenced the respondents as they narrated their personal
experiences of suffering. They may have, for example, been so emotional with
their respective unfortunate situation that this influenced what they shared in their
narratives.

Concluding Reflections

The text message of Dr. Greg and social media posts of Liza and Peter John are Fili-
pino narratives of suffering as expressed in various subjects and predicaments. Dr.
Greg worked on the front lines of saving the lives of COVID-19 patients in the hos-
pital. He was unfortunately infected with the disease, suffered agonizing pain, and
died in the line of duty—Iliving up to his sworn Hippocratic Oath. Liza is a loving
daughter who experienced profound grief. She bore the loss of her dear mother with-
out having the chance of paying last respects to her and at the same time was even
prohibited to visit her sick father. Who could forget Peter John, the father’s junior?
After bringing his father to the hospital, he did not know that it would be their last
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moment together. Full of hope, Peter John promised his father that he will make him
proud by making a positive impact in this world. He also requested prayers and sup-
port for all those in the frontlines of this pandemic—indeed hoping that it will end
soon.

As the concept of suffering presents three dimensions of sdkit, pighati, and pag-
asa, 1 have realized that to better understand this phenomenon is to know certain
basic realities which will be my reflections within this paper. The first reality points
out suffering as a permanent part of human life. Adam and Eve, the first man and
woman in the Judeo-Christian and Islamic traditions, were subjected to the curse
of God after their disobedience. Humanity would now suffer in the work they were
assigned to do, while corruption, sickness, and death were introduced to God’s good
creation. The effect of COVID-19 is remarkably progressing and causing more peo-
ple to suffer worldwide. Rich or poor, man or woman, young or old, Filipinos or
Americans, no matter what race, gender, or social status one belongs to, anybody
can be infected with the virus. Since nobody is immune and exempted from suffer-
ing, the question now does not lie in its universality but in the particular responses
of every person who confronts it. What should be my proper disposition amid my
suffering?

The second reality is found in the meaning brought by the cross of Christ. Since
suffering is a part of life, attached to it is the cross that we must bear. The cross
is not useless because it conveys a meaningful reality—someone is sharing in our
suffering. Let us not forget that suffering is traditionally represented by the image
of the cross. The cross is a reminder that to suffer is to be human and one cannot
experience painful loss without the accompaniment of suffering. It is on the cross
where Christ suffered that we can better understand suffering. We have Christ as
our co-sufferer whenever we suffer. As we share in Christ’s sufferings on the cross,
we also share Christ’s comfort in our sufferings. Our idea that God as being a co-
sufferer gives meaning to our suffering. The suffering of Christ provided us not only
the grace of forgiveness of our sins but also lightens the burden of our suffering.
Therefore, this makes the cross not only a symbol of suffering but of triumph over
sin and death. It gives us a wonderful message that out of anything bad, painful, or
tragic, something good can happen. The next practical question is to determine its
aftermath. How does my suffering affect/change me?

The last reality has something to do with the concept of transcendence after hav-
ing undergone suffering. Some people claim that after having experienced a lot of
suffering there is nothing left to them. Since they have lost everything like the death
of loved ones, loss of properties, or being heartbroken, then there is no more reason
to live. On the contrary, some argue that suffering made them stronger and better
persons. It pushes them to their limits to achieve their full potential. During this
pandemic, those people experiencing fear, suffering, or illness often experience a
“spiritual renewal” in which the development of spirituality will create a mature atti-
tude based on truth and freedom (Kowalczyk et al., 2020). This is where the reality
of "pag-asa" (hope) comes in. It is finding the light at the end of the tunnel. There
is still a reason to believe that all shall be well. I remember my favorite biblical
passage, “That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hard-
ships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor.
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12.10). St. Paul, one of the leaders of the first generation of Christians, wanted the
Corinthians to know about his weaknesses by letting them look into his life so that
they would also realize the powerfullness of Christ. This weakness of St. Paul is
necessary because it leaves space in his being for the strength of Christ which com-
pletes him and pushes him to be at his best. I firmly believe that suffering creates in
us the motivation to bring out what is best in us. This motivation is the starting point
of the journey toward "pag-asa". When my mother died unexpectedly when I was
in college, I became so sickly for many years. Some years after, my father died next
and I thought it was the end of everything for me, since these trials kept on coming.
However, God pushed me hard to overcome these agonies and made me a stronger
person. I firmly believe that even if I face more trials in the future, I can handle
them since I was already tested by fire again and I realize now what I am capa-
ble of achieving. I have been through this before and as the Lord said to St. Paul,
“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor.
12.9). I believe the Lord tells me the same words. My suffering enabled me to attain
transcendence which leads me to a brighter "pag-asa". I developed a deeper rela-
tionship with God and had established a more harmonious relationship with others.
This experience does not require an affiliation to any religion but is characterized
as "deeply spiritual." Suffering enables us to come up toward a transcendent reality.
For Christians, this reality is girded toward a good God who created us as by nature
good. The experience of suffering gives us the chance to go back and rediscover this
goodness. We are capable of transcending the painful effects of suffering because
God created us as such and God never desires that we will be separated from that
goodness.
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