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Editorial
Suffering seems a pertinent topic on which to base a webzine right now. There would be few
people in the world who have not been touched by COVID-19 and the suffering it has brought
upon individuals, families, communities, and nations. For some, COVID-19 has caused suffering
on new and different levels. For others, however, as L.J.A. highlights in her article, the suffering
from COVID-19 is of a lesser magnitude than that which they have already experienced.
Suffering can be inflicted by events beyond human control, such as natural disasters, or it can
arise from human actions. It is far more than simply physical pain as it encompasses mental,
emotional, and spiritual aspects of being a human. Thus, treating one aspect alone, divorced
from the others, is unlikely to alleviate it.
While we are all affected by suffering in various forms and at various points in our lives, our
responses to it differ individually, culturally, and according to our beliefs about God. These
differences are represented in this webzine, which gives voice to the suffering of Muslim and
Christian women not just in the articles but also through the inclusion of poems (by Miriam Dale
and Deborah Warren) and a painting with short written reflection (by Setara). As both Hannah
Johnson and L.J.A. highlight, art in various forms can be powerful and important expressions of
suffering, particularly for women from cultures which prefer indirect forms of communicating
lament and grief.
The poems thus follow in the tradition of the psalms of lament, where, as Maria Abara’s article
shows, the psalmists cry out to God, question him, request justice, and even seek divine
retribution. Yet the psalmists, and the poets in this webzine, do not wallow in their suffering,
but rather turn their eyes towards God and the hope they have in him—God is their rock,
their strength, their comfort, their saviour, their ever-present help in times of trouble (Ps.
46:1). Unlike in Islam, where questioning God is a sin, suffering is to be endured as a test of
faithfulness, and where expressions of lament before God can be seen as disrespectful, the God
of the Bible not only hears the cries of his people but is himself a God of feeling and emotion,
ultimately fully identifying with us in suffering in the person of Christ.
Hannah Johnson’s sensitive exploration of cultural expressions of grief and suffering among
Arab Muslims clearly shows how much we can learn if we are willing to listen, observe, and then
biblically reflect on our own and other’s norms. She takes the reader on a journey of discovery
through the kinds of suffering that are prevalent in the Middle East (the death of a family member,
the refugee experience, and domestic abuse), and illustrates how the Christian community can
learn from Arab communal responses in those times. She leads us to consider how Christians can
offer comfort and courage, honour strength, and present scriptural truths about God which are
culturally appropriate and allow for growth into a theology of suffering and lament.

The suffering of refugees is a theme taken up by L.J.A.’s article, in which she details the
ongoing distress and hardship refugees experience even after their arrival in a ‘safe’
country. As she outlines, refugee women lack wider family and community ties in their new
country, and the resultant loneliness and isolation can be exacerbated if they are shunned
by their neighbours and restricted by their husbands. They also struggle with financial
constraints, limited employment prospects, a loss of cultural traditions, and language
barriers. The community centre in which L.J.A. works seeks to holistically meet some of the
needs of refugee women, providing a safe space for them to share not just their struggles
but also to honour and acknowledge their strengths, abilities, and resourcefulness. A pitfall
which Christians from wealthier nations should avoid is to elevate ourselves to a position of
‘saviour’; the one who has the wealth, skills, other resources, and answers who can ‘rescue’
women who are suffering as a result of displacement or issues associated with poverty.
As an antidote to this, L.J.A. challenges us to become more vulnerable with the women we
are relating to, allowing them to minister to us in our needs and times of suffering, learning
from them, and thus growing in deeper relationships of mutual support.
From these two articles we move to a different experience of suffering in which the body
of Christ, far from being a refuge and community from it, instead perpetuates it. This is
the suffering of Middle Eastern women who are both persecuted as followers of Jesus
within their cultures, and who suffer within the church context as well. Emma O.’s helpful
article explores persecution that is gender-specific, detailing how she, along with a team of
others, are seeking to address distorted beliefs within the Church about men’s and women’s
identities, and to support, value, and enable resilience among women who are persecuted.
Suffering which is endured as a result of the actions of others brings with it the dilemma of
forgiveness. E.B.’s article presents powerful stories of women who are dealing with great
suffering, but who are unable to grant forgiveness to the perpetrators of their suffering,
or to receive forgiveness from God for sin they have committed which has then caused
suffering to others and themselves. E.B. examines the concept of forgiveness in Islam and
Christianity and asks how a suffering Muslim’s view of forgiveness affects the way she can
be discipled. We read the personal story of how one lady grew to understand what it means
to forgive through her growing understanding of God’s forgiveness of us through Jesus—a
journey of learning that E.B. concludes is a necessary step towards reconciliation with
others and with God.
The final poem in the webzine is a fitting conclusion. It turns our hearts and minds towards
the hope we have in the fulfilment of God’s kingdom. This hope does not deny the suffering
and groaning we and our world experience but sits with it and carries us through it.
Ultimately, this is what we want our friends to grasp—that God, his promises, and the hope
we have in him does not and will not disappoint us. Christ is the light in the darkness, and
the darkness has not overcome him.

Louise Simon

