 Identifying the Sources of Adversity in our Lives

There are many sources of trials in our lives.  Some of them are completely unavoidable.  Others can be eliminated or minimized.  Understanding the different sources of adversity in our lives can help us gain perspective and hopefully encourage us to turn toward God during difficult times rather than away from Him. Let’s look at some of these sources.

1.Trials we receive because we are mortal.

I believe that many of the challenges we endure in this life happen simply because we are mortal beings with imperfect bodies.  We break bones, age, get diabetes, and suffer strokes.  These bodies were never meant to last forever.  Like my father-in-law always says, “We all have to die of something.”  Although illness and death are two of the most devastating trials we experience, they are a natural part of mortality.  We cannot return to our Heavenly Father without them.  While many of these trials are completely unavoidable, we can do our best to minimize them through proper diet, exercise and healthy living.

2. Trials that result from sin.

Good decisions bring good consequences.  Bad decisions bring bad consequences.  Sometimes we make life unnecessarily difficult for ourselves. Have you ever known someone who made one rotten choice after another and then wondered why his/her life was so hard?  It’s like a baby who pulls her hair, feels the pain and cries, which causes her to pull even harder, which hurts more.  She doesn’t even realize she’s the one causing the pain.  

I had a conversation with a friend several years ago who had made some poor decisions early on in her life.  Although she had repented and now enjoys full temple blessings, she continues to deal with the consequences of her actions on almost a daily basis.  She asked me a thought-provoking question, “When will I ever stop paying for my mistakes?”  Although the atonement of Jesus Christ completely erases any sin we commit, it cannot erase the consequences.  Since life, in and of itself presents us with so many difficulties, we should eliminate additional burdens by striving to obey the commandments and live a righteous life.

3. Trials that result when others misuse their free agency.

When I was a child, I honestly believed that if one did everything right, life would be wonderful.  As I have matured, however, I have accepted the reality that we can do everything in our power to obey the commandments and still have our lives devastated by the poor decisions of others.  Whether it’s a careless drunk driver, a wayward child, or an unfaithful spouse, we can lose it all through no fault of our own. 

These trials in particular can really test our faith.  When one occurs, it is so easy to say, “God could have prevented it. He could have intervened if He had wanted to. He chose not to.” That can lead to feelings of “God doesn’t love me.  God doesn’t care about me.”  It’s easy to feel hurt and angry, especially when we are trying our best to be good.

Through some of my own soul searching, I have come to realize that the entire plan of salvation hinges on the principle of free agency.  God would like to give us everything he has.  He must know whom he can trust with that amount of power.  The only way to do that is to place us here on earth, give us free agency, and turn us loose, even if it breaks His heart sometimes.  If He intervened every time someone misused his free agency, the entire plan would be thwarted.  

I think we all feel that there should be a “justice” monitor in the universe - that when someone makes a mistake, they pay the price rather than an innocent person suffering.  Some day we will all experience perfect justice, everything will be ironed out; everyone will get their just reward.  Those who have been hurt will be compensated. We can be assured that God will hold true to His promises if we are faithful, regardless of what this life brings.

4. Trials given to us specifically by God.

I think we would all agree that there are times when the Lord intentionally sends trials into our lives.  Elder Paul Johnson in the April 2011 Conference said, “Many have wondered why we must face difficult challenges. We know that one reason is to provide a trial of our faith to see if we will do all the Lord has commanded. Fortunately this earth life is the perfect setting to face—and pass—these tests. 
But these trials are not just to test us. They are vitally important to the process of putting on the divine nature.   If we handle these afflictions properly, they will be consecrated for our gain.”
“Some obedient Saints may ask, “Why me? I’m trying to be good! Why is the Lord allowing this to happen?” The furnace of affliction helps purify even the very best of Saints by burning away the dross in their lives and leaving behind pure gold. Even very rich ore needs refining to remove impurities. Being good is not enough. We want to become like the Savior, who learned as He suffered “pains and afflictions and temptations of every kind.”    

“At times it may seem that our trials are focused on areas of our lives and parts of our souls with which we seem least able to cope. Since personal growth is an intended outcome of these challenges, it should come as no surprise that the trials can be very personal—almost laser guided to our particular needs or weaknesses.”

Glen Pace shared in his book Spiritual Plateaus “If any man or woman expects to enter into the Celestial Kingdom of our God without making sacrifices and without being tested to the very utmost, they have not understood the Gospel.  If there is a weak spot in our nature, or it there is a fiber that can be made to quiver or to shrink, we may rest assured that it will be tested.”

Neal A. Maxwell once said, “How can you and I really expect to glide naively through life, as if to say, “Lord, give me experience, but not grief, not sorrow, not pain; not opposition, not betrayal, and certainly not to be forsaken.  Keep from me, Lord, all those experiences, which made Thee what Thou art!  Then let me come and dwell with Thee and fully share Thy joy.” That just isn’t realistic, is it?

I am a Registered Nurse.  I spent most of my career working with cancer patients.  As a result, I have administered a great deal of chemotherapy.  For those of you who are not familiar with chemo, let me explain.  When a patient enters the hospital, an I.V. is started in  his/her arm or elsewhere.  The pharmacist mixes up the chemotherapeutic drugs in an I.V. solution.  This medication is then circulated throughout the patient’s blood via the I.V., thus killing the cancer cells.  The drugs can also be given orally.

When a patient is admitted for chemotherapy, the doctor must decide two things: which drug to use and how much of the drug to administer.  Since there are many different types of cancer and many different chemotherapeutic agents, the doctor must prescribe the medication that is specific for the patient’s type of cancer.

The doctor next takes into account the patient’s height and weight, and determines the dose needed.  This is very critical for two reasons.  He must give enough medication to kill all of the cancer cells, or the ones remaining will multiply and spread.  However, since the drugs often produce side effects, such as nausea, vomiting, hair loss and susceptibility to infection, he must not give any more of the drug than is absolutely necessary.  If the dose is too large, and the side effects are too severe, the patient may refuse chemotherapy all together.

Another step we take as nurses to minimize side effects is to give what we call ‘pre-medications.”  Before the chemo is started, we administer other drugs such as antihistamines, steroids, and antibiotics to prepare the body to receive the chemotherapy.  Patients receiving these pre-meds generally do better than those who do not.

Many cancer patients find comfort by participating in support groups.  These patients have the opportunity to meet each week with other cancer patients, people who understand their situation and what they are going through.  Venting emotions is a very healthy exercise and often helps to speed recovery.

It is interesting to note that each patient receiving chemotherapy reacts to the situation in a unique way.  Some patients are extremely angry - angry with God, angry at life.  They say “Why me?” or “This isn’t fair” and often become bitter and withdrawn.  Others, however, would prefer not to have cancer, but they realize that without chemotherapy and other treatments, they will die.  They therefore make the best of it, trying to be pleasant, having a good attitude, attempting to comfort those around them.  They generally respond better to treatment.

You may be wondering why I am telling you all of this.  I have realized how much chemotherapy is like the trials and adversity we experience.  Each of us has “spiritual cancers” that are eating away at our spirituality, eating away at our relationship with God.  For some it may be immorality or dishonesty, for others it may be impatience or pride.  If not destroyed, these cancers will eventually cause us to die spiritually.  Since our loving Heavenly Father is aware of that, he must from time to time administer trials and adversity that kill those cancer cells.  In my opinion, he chooses trials that target our specific cancer cells, in much the same way a physician chooses chemo drugs.

For example, one of my “cancers” has always been impatience.  Looking back, I realize that many of the trials I have experienced are those that require me to wait.  When I was 21 years old, I felt that I was ready to get married.  I only lacked one thing - a husband.  I had to wait until I was twenty-five for that prayer to be answered.  After I was married, I was ready to start a family, but I only lacked one thing - children!  I had to wait for that too.  I am grateful that the Lord knows our weaknesses and gives us opportunities to improve upon them.

Just as the doctor is very careful to prescribe the exact dose of chemotherapy needed, the Lord will also measure our spiritual “height and weight” and give us enough medication (adversity) to kill the cancer cells.  But he will never give us any more than we can handle.

In the October, 1995 General Conference, Elder Jeffrey R. Holland stated that “the Lord will never give us one ounce more of adversity than is absolutely necessary for our eternal good.”  The Lord truly is aware of the side effects of adversity - discouragement, doubt, depression, etc.  He knows that if these side effects become too severe, some of us will give up all together.

Keeping ourselves emotionally and spiritually prepared for adversity is analogous to taking the “pre-meds” that prevent a lot of those side effects.  And we would all do well to “join a support group” - reach out to family and friends when we are called upon to go through difficult times.

As we contemplate the sources of adversity in our lives, we would do well to differentiate the ones we can control and those we cannot.  Like the Alcoholics Anonymous creed says, “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can change and the wisdom to know the difference.

Sometimes we wonder why life isn’t fair – why do some people seem to have more trials than others? One thing to keep in mind as we experience difficulty is that life is like a university.  When we are in elementary school, every member of the class does the exact same assignments, takes the exact same tests, progresses at the exact same rate  – there is very little variance.  At the university level, however, everyone is on his/her own track.  What you did before college and what you plan to do after college determines the courses you’ll take.  

Some students take AP classes in high school and are able to skip a few classes.  Some enter college with limited English speaking skills and therefore take a few additional courses.  A student majoring in economics will take completely different classes than a secondary education major. Some people sign up for two semesters per year while others attend year-round.  Someone seeking a master’s degree will have to study longer than someone pursuing a bachelor’s degree.  Trying to compare one student’s schedule to another would be pointless.  

The same is true for each of us passing through mortality.  We all lived before we came here and progressed to a certain point.  We all had strengths and weaknesses before we were even born.  The Lord knows what we will each need after we graduate from this “university” and therefore gives us each different tests and trials to prepare us for our future mission.  My life will not be like anyone else’s.  It was never intended to be.  I cannot let myself get distracted by the fact that I am learning different lessons than those around me.  I just need to trust in the Lord and seek to do his will.

I love this quote by Jeffrey R. Holland,  “We may feel that life is bringing us more than our fair share of trials - that somehow others seem to be getting off more lightly.  But the tests of life are tailored for our own best interest, and all will face the burdens best suited to their own mortal experience.  In the end we will realize that God is merciful as well as just and that all the rules are fair.  We can be reassured that our challenges will be the ones we needed, and conquering them will bring blessings we could have received in no other way.  We must never allow our burdens to obscure our blessings.  There will always be more blessings than burdens - even if some days it doesn’t seem so. (Ensign Oct 2006).

This is my testimony, In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.

Shannon Williams (2020) talkteachinspire.com

