Making Sense of It All

The afternoon of March 12, 1995 found me sitting on my bed in our California apartment feeling dejected, frustrated and somewhat angry.  My husband and I had been married for 18 months and it seemed that we were being bombarded with trials. He had just completed four long years of podiatry school and we had spent thousands of dollars interviewing for residency programs.  We had just received word that we didn’t “match” with the programs we had selected, which meant we had to begin the process all over again.  We were anxious to start our family but instead found ourselves riding the emotional roller coaster of infertility and miscarriages.  The icing on the cake was the cracked engine block in my husband’s Toyota Corolla which required us to purchase a new engine for a mere $5,000.  I felt like life wasn’t fair and that the Lord needed to do something about it.

Just as I finished crying and throwing my pencil at the wall the phone rang.  It was our ward Relief Society President.  She said, “Shannon, could you please speak in Relief Society next month about dealing with adversity and coping effectively with stress?”

I will be the first to admit that I am not an expert in dealing with adversity or coping effectively with stress.   I also acknowledge that my life’s challenges pale in comparison to the heart-wrenching trials that many endure.  But like Steven C. Walker said, “Life has a way of trading us wisdom for pain.”  I simply want to share the wisdom I have gained from my trials and the testimony that burns deeply in my soul because of them.
One of the mistakes we make in this life is trying to “make sense” of the tragedies that happen to us and those we love.  We feel that if we pray hard enough, search the scriptures, ponder deeply enough, we will achieve total understanding and resolution.  The conclusion I have drawn is that most trials in life don’t make sense.  Yes, we can find peace.  Yes, we can move on, but there will always be unanswered questions - at least for now.
You’ve probably heard life described as a three-act play, represented by the preexistence, mortal life, and the hereafter.  If you were to attend a play and see only the second act, it would make no sense at all.  You wouldn’t see the character development in the first act nor experience the final resolution in the third.  With the pre-mortal veil drawn and the next life yet to be seen, we face the same challenge here. “Remember this! The line ‘And they all lived happily ever after’ is never written into the second act of a play.” Like Boyd K. Packer said, “That line belongs in the third act, when the mysteries are solved and everything is put right.” 
To put it another way, let’s suppose that someone asked you to put together a complicated puzzle, but only gave you 1/3 of the pieces.  No matter how much time you spent trying to make those pieces fit, you would never see the big picture.  When I contemplate the question, “Why do bad things happen to good people?” I simply have to say, “I don’t know.  But I trust that when the Lord gives me the other 2/3 of the pieces, it will make sense.”  I also realize that if the Lord did give us all the pieces, the need for faith would be eliminated, negating the whole purpose of us being here.
A member of our bishopric once stood in fast and testimony meeting and shared his love for our country and talked about his experience as a soldier in Vietnam.  He mentioned the “survivor’s guilt” he felt as he returned home, knowing that many of his comrades would not have that opportunity.  In 2007, I had a serious allergic reaction to an antibiotic that developed into respiratory failure. I was on a ventilator in a coma for two weeks and later had to learn to walk again.  Although I was eternally grateful to the Lord for sparing my life, I too suffered “survivor’s guilt” after I came home from the hospital.
One day near the end of my hospitalization, a wonderful lady from our community came to my room.  She informed us that her husband had been in a car accident and had broken his back.  He was scheduled for surgery, but was expected to make a full recovery.  My husband and father-in-law gave him a priesthood blessing.  We kept tabs on each other while in the hospital.  Upon discharge, as my husband and I were walking out of the hospital, we encountered our friend in the hallway.  She informed us that her husband had “coded” earlier that day and that it had taken a long time for the hospital staff to bring him back.  He was not doing well.  My heart just broke for them and I immediately began praying for a miracle.  The next day he died.  I was devastated.  He was supposed to live and I was supposed to die.  It made no sense at all.
One question we’ve all asked is, “Why do some people receive miracles and others don’t?”  “Why does God intervene in some situations and not in others?”  We say the same prayers, hold the same fasts, administer the same priesthood blessings - why such different outcomes?  I struggled with that for a very long time.  After months of pondering, this is what I’ve concluded so far.
Each one of us, at one time or another will have to pass through Gethsemane.  We will be taken to the very edge, like Abraham preparing to sacrifice his son, Isaac.  At that point, for some, there will be a ram in the thicket.  For others, there will not.  Regardless of the outcome, we will all learn the same lesson - God is in charge.  In relation to him, we are nothing.  Without him, we can do nothing.  Our pride will melt away and we will reach the point of total submission.  After all, isn’t submitting our will to the Lord’s the fundamental purpose of this life?  
That is why faith is the first principle of the gospel.  To me, “faith” is synonymous with “trust.”  When we can truly say to the Lord, “Thy will be done” and mean it, we are in essence saying, “Whether I receive a miracle or not, I trust that Heavenly Father knows the overall plan.  I trust that He will strengthen me so I can endure whatever I might be called to endure.”  
I’ve often wondered what was going through Abraham’s mind as he walked with his son to the altar.  Did he think, “God is just testing me.  He won’t really make me go through with it” or did he think, “I may actually have to take my son’s life, but Christ can bring him back from the dead.”  Perhaps he thought, “I may actually lose my son today.”  As I’ve thought about it I have realized that to Abraham, it didn’t matter.  So complete was his trust in the Lord that he was prepared to deal with any outcome.
A similar faith was shown by Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego as they faced being thrown into the fiery furnace.  So confident were they in the Lord’s power that they proclaimed that he could deliver them.  What impresses me most about their story, however, are the three simple words that follow that declaration - “but if not.....”  They knew that God might also choose not to use his power to deliver them and they had apparently made peace with that possibility.
I’d like to mention one other word in scripture that demonstrates the ultimate submission of one’s will to the Father.  It is the perfect example of how we should pray during difficult times in our lives.  That word is “Nevertheless,” and was uttered by our Savior in the Garden of Gethsemane.  It was the turning point in his prayer.  He had sincerely asked the Father to “let this cup pass” from him, which was totally appropriate.  He then, however, yielded his will to the Father’s by saying, “Nevertheless, not my will but Thine be done.”  That is faith.  That is trust.
Reading those words does not require much effort, but saying them and meaning them in our own lives can be so difficult.  In April of 1993 I received word that my father had suffered a heart attack at the age of 53.  Four of the main arteries in his heart were blocked, some as much as 90%. Open-heart surgery was scheduled for the next day.  I dropped everything and made the four-hour drive from Provo to Idaho Falls.  I was alone in the car with a lot of time to think.  I turned on some music that my family and I had recorded the previous year.  One of the songs was called  “Thy Will Be Done” and that day, the words penetrated deeper than they ever had before....
“Sometimes the load is heavy, and sometimes the road is long.
And sometimes, Lord, this heart of mine is not so very strong.
But Thy will be done, Lord, Thy will be done.  Father, I do not
ask You to take this cup from me.  I only ask Your guidance o’er
paths I cannot see.  And Thy will be done, Lord, thy will be done.
Hearing the members of my family sing those words had a profound effect upon me.  I love my dad more than words can express and I wasn’t ready to let him go.  How grateful I was at that moment for the teachings and the testimony he and my mother had given me.  Fortunately for us all, he made it through that surgery and lived an additional twenty years. It has taken a lifetime of experiences like that one to make me realize that total submission is not only the best way to live our lives - it is the only way to live our lives. 
The key to submission is coming to know the Savior personally and developing faith in him.
When we moved to Blackfoot years ago, I found a wonderful hair stylist.  When I first started going to her, I didn’t know her at all.  I would sit in her chair and tell her exactly what to do with my hair.  I didn’t want there to be any mistakes.  After several months, I realized that she knew a lot more about hair than I did and started letting her call a few of the shots.  I knew that I had finally reached the point of total faith when I sat down in her chair one day and said, “You can do anything you want with my hair. Anything!”  And do you know what?  It was one of the best haircut I’ve ever received.  I know that when we get to the point of saying to the Savior, “You can do anything with me that you want,” we have achieved submission.  

When I was young, my parents took us to Lagoon, an amusement park in Utah.  Both my sister and I were too short to drive the bumper cars alone, so we rode together.   I pushed the gas pedal while she maneuvered the steering wheel. 
There is a country song by Carrie Underwood entitled, “Jesus Take the Wheel.”  That is how I now picture my life.  I push the pedal (put forth the effort and energy) and let Him drive the car.  After fighting for control of the steering wheel for years, I have finally let go.  (I still grab for it occasionally but I eventually give it back.)
As I have searched for answers as to why some people receive miracles and other do not I have come to two conclusions.  First - If God intervened every time someone had a trial, if he took away all of our pain and suffering, there would be no plan of salvation.  Why come to earth?  This mortal life would be wasted.  It would frustrate all his purposes.  Secondly - I truly believe that God has an individual plan for each of our lives.  If it had been my time appointed to die, I would have died.  Period.  He obviously had other plans for me.  As you go through trials, remember that, “sometimes He calms the sea and sometimes He calms the sailor.”  Regardless of the outcome, He will be there to support and succor us in our time of need.
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