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John Paul II and Max Scheler  
on the Meaning of Suffering

I. Introduction

During his wednesday audience at the end of Lent in the year 
2001, Pope John Paul II said: “At the heart of this sacred Triduum 
is the mystery of an unbounded love, namely, the mystery of Christ 
who, ‘having loved his own who were in the world, loved them to 
the end.’”1 One could, from a purely philosophical point of view, 
ponder what the meaning of “loving to the end” might be. And per-
haps, straight away, two meanings emerge:

First: “Loving to the end” could mean that all the while Christ 
was suffering, he didn’t let it get the better of him, and simultane-
ously with that suffering, he never stopped loving. Second: “Loving 
to the end” could mean that Christ kept suffering right up to his 
death because if he had stopped suffering so intensely that would 
have meant precisely to stop loving so intensely also.

The first meaning indicates that two things were happening si-
multaneously to and in Christ during those last seventy-two hours 
of his life, namely, an intense suffering and an intense love. We might 
find it surprising that a person could continue to love while being 
tortured, and we might admire the strength of such a person. But in 
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this first possible interpretation of the phrase “He loved them to the 
end,” there is no expression of an intrinsic link between suffering 
and love, only an astonishment that someone could suffer and love 
at the same time.

With the second interpretation of the phrase “He loved them to 
the end,” however, an inextricable link between suffering and love 
is expressed, almost like a mountain and a valley, such that if the 
suffering were to vanish, so necessarily would the love—perhaps 
not all of the love, but a certain intensity and fullness of it would be 
lost. This second understanding of the meaning of the Crucifixion 
and death of Christ is one that perplexes many people. The most 
radically perplexed end up concluding that Christianity, with its in-
trinsic connecting of love and joy to suffering, is at best nonsense, 
and at worst masochism.

John Paul had a profound grasp of the inner link between suffer-
ing and love, and I believe that the depth with which he penetrated 
this mystery was greatly facilitated by the depth with which he ab-
sorbed Max Scheler’s notion of “the innermost union of suffering and 
love in Christian doctrine.”2

II. The Relation between the Work of Scheler  
and Karol Wojtyła/Pope John Paul II

Karol Wojtyła deeply absorbed the thought of Max Scheler3 during 
the time he devoted to phenomenology when preparing his Ha-
bilitationsschrift.4 And, when one author deeply absorbs another, the 
influence is lasting and can be detected in many ways. Scheler and 
John Paul have both written profound texts exploring the meaning 
of suffering, and the purpose of this article is to show, through a 
textual comparison, the influence of Scheler on John Paul by reveal-
ing the similarity of their positions on the topic. I will also thema-
tize some of the more difficult questions concerning suffering that 
captured the imagination of both authors.
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III. Three Foundational Questions Concerning Suffering 

Three foundational questions concerning suffering can be posed:

1.	 What is the origin of suffering?5

2.	 What is the metaphysical status of suffering?6

3.	 Given the reality of suffering, what is its inner mean-
ing, how does it relate to the other aspects of our 
lives, and what should our response to it be?7

Although both authors touch on the first two questions in the 
texts we will examine, they are predominantly concerned with 
answering the third, and they give strikingly similar answers. One 
foundational idea in John Paul’s Salvifici doloris is that the reason for 
suffering in the world is to “unleash love.” This is also the founda-
tional idea concerning this question for Scheler. Both also express 
the vivid difference between the Christian approach to suffering and 
prominent non-Christian (philosophical and religious) approaches. 
Furthermore, they deal with the question keeping in mind the dis-
tinction between philosophy and theology, while utilizing each in 
their proper place.

Before delving into the Christian interpretation of suffering, John 
Paul begins, as does Scheler, by pointing out that the Book of Job rep-
resents a break with the basic teaching on suffering contained in most 
of the rest of the Old Testament. That teaching held that all suffering 
finds its meaning in the order of justice as punishment for wrongdo-
ing. The Book of Job, while not denying that some suffering finds its 
reason for existence in the order of justice, rejects the assertion that 
all of it does. John Paul and Scheler interpret this book as distinct 
from much of the rest of the Old Testament because it teaches that 
there are forms of suffering that are not explained in the order of 
justice: the innocent suffer and their suffering is not punishment; that 
is, it does not line up with any wrong that they have done.8

While we may not be able to grasp fully the ultimate origin of 
innocent suffering, John Paul and Scheler have a similar way of ex-
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pressing the idea that we can find a profound meaning within it 
related to love.

IV. Pope John Paul II’s Explanation of the “Unleashing of Love” 

John Paul’s answer to the question concerning the meaning of suf-
fering runs as follows: “Suffering is . . . present in order to unleash 
love.”9 And in a second, more dramatic formulation he says that “man 
owes to suffering that unselfish love which stirs in his heart and ac-
tions.”10 It seems that he perceives a mysterious and very important 
orientation within suffering to achieve the end of the flourishing of 
love among persons.11

This “unleashing” of love is meant by John Paul in a threefold 
sense: (1) in the interior life of persons as the opening of a certain 
interior disposition of the heart, a sensitivity of heart that has an emo-
tional expression unique to it;12 (2) in the external life, giving birth 
to works of love towards neighbor;13 (3) and in culture, transform-
ing the whole of human civilization into a civilization of love.14

I hope to show in what follows that John Paul closely followed 
Max Scheler’s analysis of suffering expressing the primacy of the in-
terior unleashing of love with respect to the other two types of 
unleashing. Additionally, neither author asserts that the exterior and 
cultural unleashings of love are unimportant; rather, the exterior is 
indispensable, and the interior and exterior together lead humanity 
directly to the grand goal of a civilization of love. I will include a 
set of texts from Deus caritas est which show that Pope Benedict XVI 
picked up the baton from Scheler and John Paul and holds the same 
position in that encyclical.

A Qualification to Pope John Paul II’s Answer
It must be pointed out that John Paul’s response is the answer to a 
specific and limited question. He is pointing to the undeniable fact 
that there is an inner meaning to suffering that can be experienced 
palpably in this world, namely, the flourishing of love that occurs 
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when people relate to each other in certain ways in the midst of suf-
fering. A dramatic expression of this point is seen in the following 
prayer that was found scribbled on a crumpled piece of paper next to 
the body of a dead child in the Ravensbruck concentration camp:

O Lord, remember not only men and women of good will, 
but also those of ill will. But do not remember all the suffer-
ing they inflicted on us. Remember the fruits we have born 
thanks to this suffering: our comradeship, our humility, our 
courage, our generosity, the greatness of heart which has 
grown out of this; and when they come to judgment let all 
the fruits that we have born be their forgiveness.15

It seems that a group of prisoners were praying this prayer in 
the camp, and it seems that the prayer grew precisely out of their 
experience of this unleashing of love in the midst of suffering. Dis-
covering responses such as this one to the experience of intense 
suffering lends empirical evidence to my assertion at the beginning 
of this article that the link between suffering and love is not merely 
that they can occur simultaneously, but that to an extent they de-
pend on each other. I suspect that if any of the prisoners who were 
praying that prayer survived the war and could be asked whether 
they believe that they would have reached such an intensity of love 
had they lived normal lives, they likely would answer in the nega-
tive: it seems some levels of love do not come into existence with-
out our being confronted with choices of how to be and act in the 
face of intense personal suffering.16

Yet, I do not say John Paul thinks that this is the full explanation 
concerning all of the questions surrounding suffering, nor does he 
assert that it answers all of our questions about it. It is, for example, 
difficult to find meaning in extreme cases of suffering inflicted on 
innocent children where not even beautiful fruit like this prayer is 
apparent to us. Perhaps it is for this reason John Paul says that the 
mystery of suffering is “an especially impenetrable one.”17  

Still, the interior love experienced and expressed in the prayer 
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above does reveal a link between suffering and love, such that the 
love increased dramatically because a rare intensity of suffering 
drew from people an opportunity to respond in this way. That fact 
constitutes a partial answer to the question about the meaning of 
suffering, though it does not constitute an exhaustive answer, and of 
this John Paul has a sensitive awareness.18

Let us now turn to a fuller development of the meaning of the 
“primacy of the interior unleashing of love” as it appears in Max 
Scheler, Pope John Paul II, and Pope Benedict XVI. They all ap-
proach the idea in two distinct ways: from the point of view of 
someone facing a suffering person, and from the point of view of a 
person who is suffering. 

V. The Primacy of the Interior Unleashing of Love in Those 
 Who Help the Suffering 

Scheler holds explicitly that the interior love that develops in the 
heart of persons is primary in relation to exterior acts of love: “I in-
sist that love for one’s neighbor, in the Christian sense, is not origi-
nally meant to be a biological, political, or a social principle. It is 
directed—at least primarily—at man’s spiritual core, his individual 
personality.”19 

Making his point clear with an example, Scheler reminds us of 
the story of the rich young man who told Jesus he had followed the 
commandments his entire life and wanted to know what more he 
could do to follow him.20

Scheler points out that the reason Jesus asked the rich young 
man to sell what he had and give it to the poor is not because Jesus 
would have preferred a more equal distribution of wealth in that 
town. Rather, Jesus was focused on this man’s heart and he was 
hoping that, by means of the act of giving away, the man’s heart 
would fill with an abundance of love and generosity for others, en-
nobling the youth—but the challenge was too great for the young 
man.21 Scheler’s interpretation is correct, as is seen by the fact that 
the Bible verse does not end with “and so the poor in that town 
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remained unfed,” but rather with, “and [the rich young man] went 
away sad.”

Continuing his explanation, Scheler points out that the external 
help given can be small while the love is great or the help great 
while the love is small,22 remarking that love is not a mere “institu-
tion of charity.”23 Scheler then utilizes this emphasis of Christianity 
on the interior love to point out the contrast between it and what 
he calls modern humanitarianism:

Modern humanitarianism does not command and value the 
personal act of love from man to man, but primarily the im-
personal “institution” of welfare. This is not the exuberance of 
a life that bestows blissfully and lovingly, overflowing out of its 
abundance and inner security. It is an involvement, through 
physical contagion, in the feeling of depression that is mani-
fested in outward expressions of pain and poverty.24

John Paul, using the same terminology (institutional assistance/
personal help) expresses the same idea stating that

every individual must feel as if called personally to bear wit-
ness to love in suffering. The institutions are very important 
and indispensable; nevertheless, no institution can by itself 
replace the human heart, human compassion, human love or 
human initiative, when it is a question of dealing with the suf-
ferings of another.25

And Benedict, taking this same line of reasoning and making it 
his own, expresses the proper way of caring for the suffering:

Going beyond exterior appearances, I perceive in others an in-
terior desire for a sign of love, of concern. This I can offer them 
not only through the organizations intended for such purposes 
. . . I can give to others much more than their outward necessi-
ties; I can give them the look of love which they crave.26

A little later, addressing himself directly to Christian health care 
professionals, Benedict says,



logos24

Human beings always need something more than technically 
proper care . . . They need heartfelt concern . . . Consequent-
ly, in addition to their necessary professional training, these 
charity workers need a “formation of the heart.”27

Now that we have seen the link between the teachings of Scheler 
and John Paul on the primacy of the interior unleashing of love, let 
us turn to their view concerning the importance of the exterior 
unleashing of love, that is, acts of assisting those in need.

VI. The Indispensability of the Exterior Unleashing of Love

From the texts above it is clear to see that our authors in no way 
mean to indicate by the primacy of the interior unleashing of love 
any type of self-enclosed love. They do not mean a love that is pas-
sive rather than active, nor one that would pay no attention to 
fulfilling the external requirements that relieve suffering. Scheler 
and John Paul explicitly make this point, again in strikingly similar 
statements. Scheler says, “Within Christian asceticism the so-called 
passive virtues of submission, patience, and the humble reception 
of suffering remain subordinated to the active virtue of love.”28 And 
John Paul follows with “Christ’s revelation of the salvific meaning of 
suffering is in no way identified with an attitude of passivity. Completely 
the reverse is true. The Gospel is the negation of passivity in the face 
of suffering.”29

And it is for this reason that John Paul and Benedict continu-
ally express the importance of the health care professions whenever 
they express the primacy of the interior love within the heart of 
those workers.30 Scheler expresses quite beautifully and with philo-
sophical precision the relationship between the interior and exte-
rior unleashing of love in the following way:

Love is not valuable and does not bestow distinction on the 
lover because it is just one of the countless forces which fur-
ther human or social welfare. No, the value is love itself, its 
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penetration of the whole person—the higher, firmer, richer 
life and existence of which its movement is the sign and gem. 
The important thing is not the amount of welfare, it is that 
there should be a maximum of love among men. The act of 
helping is the direct and adequate expression of love, not its 
meaning or “purpose.”31

The Schelerian idea of utmost importance is that there be a 
maximum of love among men. This love is an inner affective full-
ness which is then expressed in helpful acts. That order is the same 
one expressed by the two popes.

Perhaps we could express the idea simply by saying that while 
the physical bandaging of wounds performed by Mother Teresa of 
Calcutta was important, and even indispensable, it is not, strictly 
speaking, that which we admire in her. It is that “look of love” that 
the one receiving the bandage felt when she looked into his eyes. We 
admire and are drawn to Mother Teresa because of the intensity of 
love that dwelt in her soul which was the source of her approach to 
others in all her actions.

And so, while the Christian teaching on the meaning of suffer-
ing, according to Scheler and John Paul, gives a certain primacy to 
the dimension of love that is an interior warmth of heart, this in no 
way leads, in their view, to a diminishment of acts of service, but 
calls for more of such acts and bestows on them the depth they need 
in order to be effective in the fullest sense.

VII. An Objection and a Response

Some hold the view that it is merciful or loving to kill someone 
who is in pain; that, however, is not love, but abandonment, which 
is contrary to love.32 A powerful bit of empirical evidence for the 
truth of this can be found in an interesting response by Peter Singer 
when asked about his caring actions toward his mother at the end 
of her life.33 When asked about the fact that he hired a team of 
home health care aids, spending tens of thousands of dollars in the 
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process, to care for his mother when she clearly fit his definition 
of a “non-person human,” Singer uttered the following surprising 
words: “I think this has made me see how the issues of someone 
with these kinds of problems are really very difficult. . . . Perhaps it 
is more difficult than I thought before, because it is different when 
it’s your mother.”34

I have written on this topic elsewhere, and so for now I will 
simply point out that the main defender of mercy killing in our day 
has with this statement all but admitted that love (which is precisely 
what is “different when it’s your mother”) leads to the exact op-
posite theoretical view and personal behavior of everything he has 
ever written.35

Whatever form of “love” the pro-euthanasia movement refers 
to, it cannot be that movement of the heart about which Scheler, 
John Paul, and Benedict are speaking, since they do not find in it a 
source to justify killing. There is a challenge here for philosophers 
to work out the contrary opposition hidden within these two ap-
proaches to love.36

VIII. The Primacy of the Interior Unleashing of Love  
in Those  Who Suffer

Until now we have focused on the growing love within a healthy 
person facing another person who is suffering. But we could also 
consider the Christian teaching from the point of view of the one 
suffering. Here too we find John Paul following Scheler’s perceptive 
statement that in the most radical cases of suffering

The Christian doctrine of suffering asks for more than a pa-
tient tolerance of suffering. It asks for—better put, points 
to—a blessed suffering. . . . It was not the growing prospect of 
a happy afterlife, but the experienced happiness of being in a 
state of grace of God while in throes of agony that released 
the wonderful powers of the martyrs.37
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According to Scheler therefore, the Christian view of suffering 
is radically different than the hedonist, Buddhist, and Stoic theo-
ries.38 He states, “When one considers the interpretations, tech-
niques, and narcoses by which the spirit of old wanted to empty the 
ocean of suffering, the Christian teaching on suffering seems a com-
plete reversal of attitude.”39

The key difference is that in the Christian view a full acceptance 
of the reality of suffering and a full living through that reality when 
one undergoes it in no way deletes the simultaneous possibility of a 
profound happiness, love, and joy. Scheler explains:

In different levels of our psyche we can be, simultaneously, 
emotionally negative and positive. . . . From the extensive 
emotions of the senses, related to the flesh (pain, lust, etc.) 
to the happiness and despair of our most profound self, there 
are levels of emotion. . . . We can suffer pain happily and drink 
the froth of wine unhappily.40

John Paul also holds the view that the Christian who experiences 
suffering goes through three basic stages: acceptance, gratitude, and 
joy. And he holds that these stages cannot be learned from a book, 
but can be learned only by going through actual suffering, or as 
Scheler says, in the midst of suffering. There are numerous texts in 
Salvifici doloris where he makes this point, however, I will not de-
velop his thought on that matter now.41 I will simply limit myself to 
concluding with one such text, which to my mind represents a kind 
of self-fulfilling prophecy. At the end of his life, John Paul showed us 
all the meaning of these words he wrote back in 1984 when he was 
still healthy: “When this body is gravely ill, totally incapacitated, 
and the person is almost incapable of living and acting, all the more 
do interior maturity and spiritual greatness become evident, constitut-
ing a touching lesson to those who are healthy and normal.”42
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