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* * * * *
The gospel of Jesus Christ teaches that all men and women on this earth are spirit children of a loving God, and as such, each of us has a divine nature and destiny. (1) Before we came to this earth, we knew and worshipped God as our Eternal Father. We used our agency to accept God's plan whereby we could obtain a physical body, gain earthly experience, and qualify to return to His presence and enjoy eternal life. In fact, we "shouted for joy" at the chance to receive a body and experience mortality. (2) This plan of salvation is also called the "plan of happiness." (3)
Now we are here on earth, and there is a lot of joy, but there are also times of trial, misfortune, and grief. We experience the heartache over the unexpected death of a loved one. Some couples cannot bear children. Others never marry in this life. Some devote their lives to care for a loved one who can't care for himself. Others suffer intense feelings of inadequacy or rejection, or dark times of depression. Some find themselves married to a spouse who fails to keep the commandments. Some endure painful illnesses. When mortality offers times of grief, stress, worry, confusion, and discouragement, we must remember that these experiences are part of the great plan of happiness and will ultimately lead to joy. It was meant that we experience opposition in all things—to learn the difference between righteousness and wickedness, good and bad, life and death, and happiness and misery. (4) To receive a fullness of joy—and "men are, that they might have joy" (5)—we must experience and successfully respond to the trials of this life.
This book reviews the nature, origins, and purposes of adversity and includes suggestions on how to patiently trust in the Lord and His eternal plan and how to use these trials to learn and grow stronger.
* * * * *
In facing adversity, it is important to recognize that living a righteous life does not guarantee that bad things will never happen to us. A common misperception among members of the Church is that if we strive with all our might to live the commandments, nothing bad will happen to us. We may believe if we are married in the temple our marriage will automatically be heaven on earth, or if we live the Word of Wisdom we will never get sick. But the truth is that bad things may happen to the best of people. (6) The consequences of good and bad actions will come, but all of the consequences do not always come immediately, and they may not even come in this life. (7)
God does not take away all our problems, nor does He guard us from all pain, but He can give us the perspective and strength we need to bear our trials with integrity. (8)
President Spencer W. Kimball taught: "Is there not wisdom in His giving us trials that we might rise above them, responsibilities that we might achieve, work to harden our muscles, sorrows to try our souls? Are we not exposed to temptations to test our strength, sickness that we may learn patience, death that we might be immortalized and glorified? If all the sick for whom we pray were healed, if all the righteous were protected and the wicked destroyed, the whole program of the Father would be annulled and the basic principle of the gospel, free agency, would be ended. No man would have to live by faith." (9)
* * * * *
Some of life's trials come as a result of sin, others because of unwise choices, and others simply because we are mortals living in a fallen world.
Suffering that comes as a result of our sins or the sins of others is man-made. A husband who chooses to rule his family through intimidation or physical abuse causes suffering and heartache. An individual who chooses to disobey the Word of Wisdom may find himself ensnared in the bondage of addiction. When people use their agency to disregard the commandments of God, they follow Satan's plan of misery rather than God's plan of happiness. If people would embrace and live God's plan of happiness, there would be peace and joy in the world. Much of the suffering we know today would be eliminated if people just lived the gospel of Jesus Christ. (10)
Other problems in life are the result of poor decisions and unwise choices by us or other people. For example, many people struggle with the burden of financial debt because they choose to make purchases on credit rather than use self-discipline to delay purchases until they can afford to pay for them in cash. Some students fail classes and later have trouble finding employment because they chose to waste time playing video games or watch too many hours of sports rather than studying.
Some problems we face in life are a natural result of mortality and the world we live in. Christ explained this to his disciples in this way: "And as Jesus passed by, he saw a man which was blind from his birth. And his disciples asked him, saying, Master, who did sin, this man, or his parents, that he was born blind? Jesus answered, Neither hath this man sinned, nor his parents: but that the works of God should be made manifest in him." (11)
We are mortals with bodies that will age and that can become ill or injured. Everyone will eventually pass from this life, and all of us will inevitably suffer illness and injury, be it major or minor. Our mortality is an important part of God's plan of salvation. God created natural laws and put His plan in motion. Although he can control the elements and thus prevent earthquakes and other natural disasters, for the most part He allows nature to run its course. (12)
So how do we know when a difficulty is our fault or not? Often, we judge ourselves harshly, concluding that problems occur because of something we did wrong or because we failed to do something to prevent them.
As we consider the degree of our personal fault for the trials in our lives, it may be helpful to think of a continuum with sin at one end and adversity at the other.
Our degree of fault is high at the end of the spectrum marked as sin. We should accept full responsibility for these problems we cause. We should repent of these and continually strive to do better. However, as we continue down the spectrum, our fault drops to zero at the end marked by "adversity," where we may bear no responsibility at all. These are trials that may come to us, as they did to Job in the Old Testament, regardless of any conscious action on our part. (13) If we blame ourselves for things that are not our fault, not only are we a victim of the unfortunate circumstance, but we make a bad situation worse by seeing ourselves as bad people who deserve bad things. At times it may be difficult to judge our level of responsibility for problems that fall between these two ends of the spectrum. In these cases, it may be unproductive to spend much effort on establishing blame and searching for answers because it may cause us to lose focus on the very reason for the trial.
In the face of misfortune, we can take comfort in knowing that Christ's Atonement can heal all suffering. We often speak of the Atonement in terms of relief from sin and guilt. But the Atonement is more. Alma taught that Christ would "go forth, suffering pains and afflictions and temptations of every kind; and this that the word might be fulfilled which saith he will take upon him the pains and the sicknesses of his people. And he will take upon him death, that he may loose the bands of death which bind his people; and he will take upon him their infirmities, that his bowels may be filled with mercy, according to the flesh, that he may know according to the flesh how to succor his people according to their infirmities." (14)
Regardless of the source of suffering, the Atonement can heal the effects of all pain and affliction in mortality. (15) When suffering is our fault, we can be cleansed through repentance, and "after all we can do," the Atonement can compensate for the consequences of our sins. It can also compensate for the harmful effects of our ignorance or neglect, the pain caused by the willful actions of others, and the suffering that comes as a result of living in a natural world.
Elder Dallin H. Oaks taught, "If your faith and prayers and the power of the priesthood do not heal you from an affliction, the power of the Atonement will surely give you the strength to bear the burden." (16)
* * * * *
The gospel of Jesus Christ is the plan whereby we can become what our Heavenly Father wants us to become. Elder Oaks explained: "The Final Judgment is not just an evaluation of a sum total of good and evil acts—what we have done. It is an acknowledgment of the final effect of our acts and thoughts—what we have become. It is not enough for anyone just to go through the motions." (17)
It wasn't until well into my adulthood that I finally realized that life was about more than accumulating points for good deeds. What really matters is what those good actions do to build our character—what they help us to become. Take, for example, the parable in Matthew, chapter 20, of the laborers in the vineyard. The master of the vineyard hired laborers at different times of the day. Some worked all day and others only an hour, yet he paid them all the same wage. You will recall that some of the workers murmured at the seeming unfairness of their relative wages. One lesson we can learn from this parable is that we will not earn our eternal reward by a heavenly accounting of the number of hours worked. What will matter is whether our efforts have caused us to become something better. We may be able to refine some aspects of our lives in a few hours work, while other characteristics may take days, years, or our entire lives.
We qualify for eternal life through a process of refinement and conversion. For some, the refiner's fire is a warm campfire, and for others it needs to be a blast furnace. Some are converted easily; others must experience many trials of faith to become truly converted and committed. God allows each of us to experience the challenges, the suffering, and the trials we need to grow and finally become all that we can be.
Life is not intended to be easy. It is a "probationary state; a time to prepare to meet God." (18) With this eternal perspective, we can see that there is a purpose for challenges. They test our resolve and help us build strength of character, self-confidence, and self-respect. They teach us that faith in our Heavenly Father and His Son, Jesus Christ, is the source of inner strength.
Elder Orson F. Whitney explained: "No pain that we suffer, no trial that we experience is wasted. It ministers to our education, to the development of such qualities as patience, faith, fortitude and humility. All that we suffer and all that we endure, especially when we endure it patiently, builds up our characters, purifies our hearts, expands our souls, and makes us more tender and charitable, more worthy to be called the children of God...and it is through sorrow and suffering, toil and tribulation, that we gain the education that we come here to acquire and which will make us more like our Father and Mother in heaven." (19)
Spiritual growth and strong character can often be achieved more readily by trials and adversity than by comfort and tranquility. One of the survivors of the ill-fated Martin handcart company said: "We suffered beyond anything you can imagine and many died of exposure and starvation, but did you ever hear a survivor of that company utter a word of criticism? Not one of that company ever apostatized or left the church, because everyone of us came through with the absolute knowledge that God lives for we became acquainted with him in our extremities." (20)
Trials can help us grow spiritually and remind us that we need the Lord's help. Trials give us opportunities to show the Lord and ourselves that we will be faithful. President Henry B. Eyring reminds us that "the test a loving God has set before us is not to see if we can endure difficulty. It is to see if we can endure it well." (21) How well you endure trials is up to you. You can feel sorry for yourself and ask, "Why me?" or you can grow from your trials, increase your faith in the Lord, and ask, "How can I be faithful in the midst of this trial?"
* * * * *
Whether your trials are small or significant, it is important to respond to them well. You can let adversity break you down and make you bitter or you can let it refine you and make you stronger. The result is up to you. You can allow 1adversity to lead you to drift away from the things that matter most, or you can use it as a stepping stone to grow closer to things of eternal worth.
Since adversity will come to us all, consider the following ideas to help you face your trials and benefit from them.
Remember that you are a son or daughter of a loving Heavenly Father. Elder Richard G. Scott explains that God loves you perfectly and "would not require you to experience a moment more of difficulty than is absolutely needed for your personal benefit or for that of those you love." (22)
President Harold B. Lee once remarked: "Don't be afraid of the testing and trials of life. Sometimes when you are going through the most severe tests, you will be nearer to God than you have any idea, for like the experience of the Master himself in the temptation on the mount, in the Garden of Gethsemane, and on the cross at Calvary, the scriptures record, 'And, behold, angels came and ministered unto him.' (Matt. 4:11.) Sometimes that may happen to you in the midst of your trials." (23)
You can face adversity more easily when you understand who you are, who your Father is, who your Savior is, and the relationship you have with Them. One of the purposes of trials is to help you come to know Christ, understand His teachings in your mind, feel them in your heart, and live them in your life. It is through our struggles that we come to know and appreciate Him.
President Spencer W. Kimball taught, "God does notice us, and he watches over us. But it is usually through another person that he meets our needs." (24) Allow other people to be instruments in the Lord's hands to help you through the challenges in life.
President Ezra Taft Benson taught that heavenly hosts are also pulling for us. He called them "friends in heaven that we cannot now remember who yearn for our victory." (25) A survivor of the Martin handcart company recounted his experience, saying: "I have pulled my handcart when I was so weak and weary from illness and lack of food that I could hardly put one foot ahead of the other. I have looked ahead and seen a patch of sand or a hill slope and I have said, I can go only that far and there I must give up, for I cannot pull the load through it.... I have gone on to that sand and when I reached it, the cart began pushing me. I have looked back many times to see who was pushing my cart, but my eyes saw no one. I knew then that the angels of God were there." (26)
When I face trials in life, I often find myself trying to carry the entire load on my shoulders. Then I remember the Savior's invitation, "Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest." (27)
At times, we may despair that our burdens are too great. When it seems that a tempest is raging in our lives, we may feel abandoned and cry out like the disciples in the storm, "Master, carest thou not that we perish?" (28)At such times we should remember His reply: "Why are ye so fearful? how is it that ye have no faith?" (29) The healing power of the Lord Jesus Christ is available for every affliction in mortality.
In some cases, He removes our burdens; in other cases, He strengthens us to endure them. When Alma and his people were under the oppression of the Lamanites, they cried "mightily to God" for deliverance. The Lord did not remove their persecution, but promised to help them carry the burden. "And it came to pass that the voice of the Lord came to them in their afflictions, saying: Lift up your heads and be of good comfort, for I...will...ease the burdens which are put upon your shoulders, that even you cannot feel them upon your backs.... And now it came to pass that the burdens which were laid upon Alma and his brethren were made light; yea, the Lord did strengthen them that they could bear up their burdens with ease, and they did submit cheerfully and with patience to all the will of the Lord." (30)
God can ease your burdens and make them light. When you turn to God, you will not only find the comfort you seek, but in so doing you will gain an increased testimony of the reality of the Savior and His Atonement. This may be one of the higher purposes of adversity in our life—to build our faith and help us come unto Christ.
Elder Richard G. Scott explains: "This life is an experience in profound trust—trust in Jesus Christ, trust in His teachings, trust in our capacity as led by the Holy Spirit to obey those teachings for happiness now and for a purposeful, supremely happy eternal existence. To trust means to obey willingly without knowing the end from the beginning (see Proverbs 3:5–7). To produce fruit, your trust in the Lord must be more powerful and enduring than your confidence in your own personal feelings and experience.
"To exercise faith is to trust that the Lord knows what He is doing with you and that He can accomplish it for your eternal good even though you cannot understand how He can possibly do it. We are like infants in our understanding of eternal matters and their impact on us here in mortality. Yet at times we act as if we knew it all. When you pass through trials for His purposes, as you trust Him, exercise faith in Him, He will help you. That support will generally come step by step, a portion at a time. While you are passing through each phase, the pain and difficulty that come from being enlarged will continue. If all matters were immediately resolved at your first petition, you could not grow." (31)
God lets us have hard days, months, or lives because those are the experiences we need to grow. I believe that the specific challenges I have faced in my life were the specific ways I had to learn the lessons I needed to learn. I believe I am the man I am today because of the trials I've experienced, not in spite of them.
A year ago, a man in our ward was diagnosed with cancer. By the time the cancer was detected, the tumor had grown around the bone and nerves in a way that made it inoperable. Randy was given 10 months to live. He began chemotherapy treatments, and his family and the ward began fasting and praying for him and others in the ward with serious health problems. At nine months, on Randy's last visit to his doctor, the doctor sat at the desk and shook his head. Nine months before, Randy was given no chance of survival; that day, the tests showed no signs of a tumor.
God answers prayers and performs miracles today. But why did God perform a miracle by sparing Randy's life when another man in our ward died from cancer just a few weeks later? The other man's family and the ward prayed and fasted for him as well. In both cases, there were lessons to be learned—for the individuals involved, for their families, and for the ward. Faith was tested, people became stronger, and a ward grew closer together.
As we pray for the Lord to remove our burdens, we should also pray that His will be done and that we be granted the strength we need to endure our trials with patience and faith. As we do, the Lord will grant us the peace and comfort we seek.
We never know how our lives will turn out. There is no way to avoid all misfortune. We can plan the perfect life and work hard to achieve it. But, fortunately, it may not turn out as we planned. There will be surprising turns and challenges that we never could have anticipated. And because the Lord is in control, we have richer, more rewarding lives. (32) If you look carefully, you will see the Lord's tender mercies as he guides you through life's trials. (33)
Elder Richard G. Scott explained: "The Lord is intent on your personal growth and development. That progress is accelerated when you willingly allow Him to lead you through every growth experience you encounter, whether initially it be to your individual liking or not. When you trust in the Lord, when you are willing to let your heart and your mind be centered in His will, when you ask to be led by the Spirit to do His will, you are assured of the greatest happiness along the way and the most fulfilling attainment from this mortal experience. If you question everything you are asked to do, or dig in your heels at every unpleasant challenge, you make it harder for the Lord to bless you." (34)
When we consider the trials that other people have, ours may not seem so difficult. I once met a man who was just a few months old when he lost sight in both eyes. He could have let his disability ruin his life, but instead he empowered his hearing and became a concert pianist. He developed the ability to re-create on the piano the music he hears. Since he can't read the scriptures, he could have become spiritually dormant. But instead, he developed a spiritual sensitivity by listening daily to recordings of the scriptures.
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