Bracing for the Storm

Emotional and Spiritual Preparedness

There are so many times when life throws us an unexpected curve ball. We start out with a preconceived script.  We assume that we will get married, have children, get a good job, be financially secure, enjoy good health and retire at 65.  And yet, life seldom follows the script.  So often, there are bumps in the road that we did not expect, trials that we did not plan for.  That is what emotional and spiritual preparedness is all about.

So often when we think of “preparedness” the first thought that comes to our minds is “How many pounds of wheat do I have in my basement?” or “Do I have enough batteries for my flashlight?”  And yet, when tragedy strikes, if we fall apart emotionally and spiritually, it really won’t matter how many pounds of wheat we have in the basement.

When it comes to food storage, for example, if push came to shove, I could borrow from our neighbors or move in with our in-laws.  But if I experience severe trials, I can’t run down the lane and ask our neighbor to lend me a half-cup of spiritual strength.  Emotional and spiritual preparedness is a very individual, personal thing.  In the parable of the Ten Virgins, it wasn’t that the five wise virgins were selfish and didn’t want to share their oil – they simply couldn’t. 

I’d like to dispel one myth about adversity before we begin.  Many believe that adversity automatically makes us stronger.  But do you know what?   We don’t always pass the test.  Haven’t we all seen (or been) people who crack under the strain of tragedy?  Some become bitter and angry.  Others conclude that there is no God.  Some drop from activity in the Church.  Some shake their fist at the universe in frustration crying “This isn’t fair!  I don’t deserve this.”  People sometimes shut themselves off from those around them.  

Anne Lindbergh, the mother of the famous kidnapped Lindbergh baby, said this while looking back on her life, “I do not believe that sheer suffering teaches.  If suffering alone taught, all the world would be wise, since everyone suffers.  To suffering must be added mourning, understanding, patience, love, openness, and the willingness to remain vulnerable.  We will all suffer in one way or another, but we need a certain perspective if our suffering is to teach us.”  In other words, it is not enough to merely survive tragedy.  Trials are in vain if we cave in to the pain and gain no meaning from them.

Several years ago, Spencer W. Kimball gave a talk on the importance of physical, emotional, and spiritual reservoirs.  In our part of the country, we certainly recognize the importance of reservoirs, especially during years of drought.  We know that when the water is gone, the water is gone.  Many livelihoods depend on it.  We also recognize that we cannot wait until the drought begins to start filling our reservoirs.  

I once saw an analogy that taught me the importance of emotional and spiritual preparedness.  The teacher had two pop cans – one had been opened and was empty, the other was unopened and full.  She asked someone to squeeze them both.  The empty one was easily crushed.  The full one could not be dented.

These two cans were identical – made out of the same material.  The only difference is that one was full and one was empty.  When we allow our reservoirs to become empty, we too will collapse easily under pressure.  When we are full, we can endure amazing things.

When an ordeal begins, the time of preparation is over.  When adversity strikes, we will survive on what we have accumulated physically, emotionally and spiritually.

As I prepared for this talk, I realized that many individuals have been through far worse trials that I have.  Recognizing my inadequacy, I spoke with as many people as I could who have been through some of the most difficult trials I could imagine and asked them the questions “How do you emotionally prepare?”  “How do you spiritually prepare?”  Much of the advice I will give today comes from them.  I so much appreciate the things they taught me.

Physical Preparedness

I will not spend a great deal of time talking about physical preparedness today.  Let me just say that when our defenses are down – when we are tired or sick or hungry – we generally do not deal well with trials.  We simply don’t have the energy.  Anything we can do to keep our bodies in good condition will serve us well during difficult times.  The four basic things that come to my mind are 1) Eating a healthy diet 2) Exercising regularly 3) Getting adequate rest and 4) Obeying the Word of Wisdom.  If we will do these things, we will be able to run faster than we have strength, should we be called upon to do so.

Emotional Preparedness

I would like to begin by talking about ways that we can prepare our families, especially our children, to be emotionally tough.  I’m sure you’ve all heard the story of the boy who was anxiously waiting for some baby chicks to hatch – how he watched and watched the eggs impatiently and nothing seemed to be happening.  Finally, he saw one start to crack a little, could stand it no longer, and carefully took it in his hands and helped the struggling baby chick out of the egg.  And what happened?  It died.  Why?  Because the struggle to get out of the shell is necessary to develop the muscles used in breathing – in sustaining life.  We need reminding from time to time that it is through the struggling, through developing independence that we develop the spiritual and emotional muscles to survive and to grow.

There is nothing more heart-wrenching for a parent that to watch a child get his/heart broken.  It is so difficult to watch them endure the disappointments of life.  And yet, if we are overprotective and don’t allow them to experience these natural emotions, they will not be prepared for the realities of adulthood

Another way that I feel we can be prepared emotionally is to continually keep the correct mindset.  Again, this does not mean that we become pessimistic, but rather that we simply recognize that we are put on this earth to be tried and tested and that adversity will be a regular part of our lives.

Another character trait that would serve us well is flexibility and resiliency.  I remember a quote I saw at Bingham Memorial Hospital.  It said, “It is not the strongest of the species that survives, but the one who can most easily adapt to change.”  We must remain flexible and have the capacity to go with the flow, to switch to plan B.  For control freaks like me, this isn’t easy.  But it’s like one woman said, who had been through the loss of a child “I realize that I am not in control of my life.  That is something I’ve had to accept.” 

You’ve all heard of the phrases “Taking care of the caregiver” and “Sharpening the Saw.”  One of the best things we can do to prepare emotionally is to simply take good care of ourselves.  So often we as women are martyrs, taking care of our spouse, our children, the members of our church and community – all the while ignoring our own needs.  And sometimes we think we’re doing everyone a favor.  But one thing I have learned in my life is that you cannot give what you do not have.  If we do not take care of ourselves, we will lose the ability to care for anyone else.  We have to find the time or make the time to refill our buckets.  Whether it’s reading a good book, taking a hot bath, watching a football game – we need that precious time to refuel.  Husbands and wives need to look out for each other to make sure this refueling takes place. 

Another step we can take to be emotionally prepared is to eliminate unnecessary worry from our lives.  I so much appreciate my husband for teaching me how to do this.  He hardly ever worries about anything until it happens, and sometimes not even then.  When we worry about things, whether they happen or not, we use valuable resources from our reservoirs – it takes a lot of time and energy to worry.  And why deplete our reserves for no reason?  Just as we can control bad thoughts from entering our minds, I believe we can control the amount of worrying we do. 

Finally, I would like to add one more piece of advice for developing emotional preparedness, and perhaps this is one of the most important.  We should strive to develop as many quality relationships with family, friends, ward members and neighbors as we can.  

My father suffered ill health for many years.  As I watched him and my mother in the hospital time after time, I realized the importance of a support system.  Each time I would visit, there would be ward members and friends lined up in the hall, ready to carry home a piece of their burden. 

My mother mentioned to me on one occasion “When I read the scripture that says ‘mine angels round about to bear you up’, I never realized until now that sometimes those angels are human.” And she was right.  I also recognized that those people were there for my parents because my parents had been there for them.  Even if we are shy, we need to reach out and serve others and build those relationships that will help us get through difficult times.

Spiritual Preparedness

I have discovered that spiritual preparedness boils down to two things – knowing the Lord and having the constant companionship of the Holy Ghost.  

I have often wondered how well we know the Savior.  If we were standing next to him would we recognize him?  Let me explain why I think knowing the Savior is so important.  One word we hear a lot during trials is “faith.”  I have thought about this word a great deal and I realize that faith is trust.  The question is “Do we trust the Savior?” 

We trust the people we know.  I doubt any of us would trust a total stranger with our children – we simply don’t know them well enough.  The more we interact with the Savior, the more we come to know him and how he works, the easier it will be to trust him and the more our faith will increase. 

Our spirits need constant nourishment, just like our physical bodies. When I worked in the hospital as a nurse, nutrition was always a priority.  If a patient couldn’t eat, we would feed them through a tube or intravenously.  Without the vital nutrients, they could not heal and they would eventually die.  If we neglect our spirits and fail to feed them, they too will die.  We will become like Laman and Lemuel – hard of heart and past feeling.

When it comes to spiritual preparedness there are no short cuts.  It’s just like losing weight.  It would be marvelous if someone could come up with a magic pill that would allow us to eat all we wanted, never exercise, and lose weight.  But it will never happen.  The only way to lose weight is to eat less and exercise more. 

The same is true of spiritual preparedness.  Have you ever noticed how the answers in Sunday School are all the same, regardless of the question: Say your prayers, read your scriptures, go to church and attend the temple.  Those are the basics of the gospel and the basics of spiritual preparedness.  They will never change.  

Personal daily prayer is perhaps the most important element of all. If we only pray when adversity strikes, our relationship with the Lord will most likely not be enough to sustain us. It takes a lifetime of building that personal relationship on a daily basis to give us the faith and the strength we need to deal with the storms of life. As we pray, it’s important to keep in mind that instead of praying for tasks equal to our strength, we should pray for strength equal to our trials.  If the Lord always gave us what we thought we could handle, we would never grow.

Studying the scriptures is also vital. For some reason, consistently reading the scriptures is a challenge for most of us.  I don’t know why that is.  But I can honestly testify that when I am reading the scriptures on a regular basis, there is a significant difference in my life – a tangible spirit that is not there otherwise.  My capacity to cope is increased.  My faith and trust in the Lord is strong. As we pray and read the scriptures daily we fill the critical emotional and spiritual reservoirs that will see us through difficult times.

As for going to church and attending the temple, they pretty much speak for themselves.  We know that we must nourish our spirits, and what better way than to go to church or to the temple where we can feast upon the words of Christ, mingle with the Saints, and feel the spirit of the Lord.  It is as though we take our empty buckets with us each week, have them filled and return to our homes.  We often don’t realize how fulfilling it can be until we have to miss a week.  Then we feel the emptiness.

I would like to close with a personal story.  I have a cousin just a few years younger than me.  When she and her husband were in their twenties, they had a two year old daughter, and my cousin had just given birth to their second daughter.  The baby was absolutely beautiful and everything seemed to be fine.  Shortly after the birth, however, the baby had a seizure and a CAT scan was performed to determine the cause.  The test showed that the baby had some defects in the lining of the brain.  As this young couple sat in NICU, facing some very difficult decisions, the sweet little girl passed away. 

 I will never forget attending that funeral.  As I entered the room for the viewing and saw my cousin and her husband standing next to the little pink casket, it was almost more than I could bear.  I kept thinking “People our age shouldn’t have to go through things like this.  People of any age shouldn’t have to go through things like this.”  And as I watched this young father carry the little casket into the chapel, my heart ached for them.

We had the funeral service, and near the end, just before the bishop stood to conclude the meeting, my cousin arose from her seat and walked to the podium.  This surprised us all since she was not on the program.  I will never forget what she said.  She started by saying, “I want to bear you my testimony that this church is true.  I know we have a Heavenly Father and that he loves us.  I know he will always do what is in our best interest.”  It was the most powerful testimony I have ever heard – primarily because of the circumstances under which it was given.

Brothers and sisters, my first hope for each of you would be that you would never have to endure any trials.  But since I know that isn’t possible, I guess my hope is that each one of us can take some time to seriously contemplate our readiness – our emotional and spiritual preparedness.  I can testify that it will make a significant difference in the way we experience trials, and can determine what we gain from them.  May the Lord bless each of us to draw near to him and prepare ourselves to become like him. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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