The Meaning of Suffering

The suffering of a loved one is something that affects my life everyday. Some days it feels like I have reached a point of desperation, either from a lack of understanding or a lack of control. My mother has a degenerative case of scoliosis, a disease that causes a severe curvature of the spine. It cannot be stopped or reversed, there is no cure.


She never should have carried a child to term, because the pull of the weight, my weight, caused more curvature to occur. By the time she was thirty-six, we were traveling to Pittsburgh for a spinal fusion operation. By the time I was nine, my mother’s spine was fused from her neckline to her tailbone. Then, and now, that was the only option available. If we had not done that, my mother would be dead today, because her spine would have crowded her heart.


For as long as I can remember my mother has had bouts of severe pain, bringing her to tears. This pain, which occurs even after her spinal fusion, occurs from muscle spasms and arthritis. It can only be dulled by prescription medications, which are taken for comfort so that she can independently function. Recently we learned her disease has spread to the unfused bones of her tailbone and neck. There is no operation to stop these bones from curving. Most doctors would not even attempt it, for fear of paralyzing the patient and/or causing nerve damage to the brain. We have hit a “wall”; it is now time to cope.


The present is not hard for me, except on the days that my mother asks me, “Why do the bad things always happen to the good people?”  Or some days, like yesterday, when for the first time in my life I heard my mother admit she will be wheelchair bound. The future is the hardest. My mother may not be able to stand for me at my wedding, pick up my babies, or come to visit me if I have to move away. There are things that I will miss out on, things that most people take for granted.


The scariest part of the future is what the doctors have already begun to prepare us for. Eventually, her medicine will stop working, the pain too much. The next step would be increasing doses of narcotics, which will eventually put her in a coma-like state. Is it that day that I lose my mother? What will I do if on the doorstep of this day my mother tells me she does not want to continue on in such a fashion? I do not think I would be able to tell her that she needed to. I have seen her suffering. There is not an ounce of life in me that believes that my God, the just and merciful God, would want someone to suffer this kind of life or death.

