Tragedies, Calamities and Trials – Advice from the Epistles

M. Russell Ballard - Life is filled with harsh realities that tug at the heart and tear away at the soul.  One cannot look at suffering, regardless of its causes or origins, without feeling pain and compassion. I can understand why someone who lacks an eternal perspective might see the horrifying news footage of starving children and man's inhumanity to man and shake a fist at the heavens and cry, 'If there is a God, how could he allow such things to happen?' (“Answers to Life’s Questions”, Ensign, May 1995, p. 23).

Opposites and Opposition

Hebrews 5:8-9 - Though he were a Son, yet learned he obedience by the things which he suffered; And being made perfect, he became the author of eternal salvation unto all them that obey him.

2 Nephi 2:11-12 - For it must needs be, that there is an op-position in all things. If not so, my first-born in the wilderness, 

· righteousness could not be brought to pass, neither wickedness, neither holiness nor misery, neither good nor bad. 

Wherefore, all things must needs be a compound in one; 

wherefore, if it should be one body it must needs remain as dead, 

· having no life neither death, nor corruption nor incorruption, happiness nor misery, neither sense nor insensibility.

Wherefore, it must needs have been created for a thing of naught; wherefore there would have been no purpose in the end of its creation. Wherefore, this thing must needs destroy the wisdom of God and his eternal purposes, and also the power, and the mercy, and the justice of God.

Jeffrey R. Holland - In short, without opposites and alternatives, "there would have been no purpose in the . . . creation [of human life]."  All experiences in time and eternity would have been common, lifeless, indistinguishable—"a compound in one." At the end of this sequence would be the worst realization of all. There could be no happiness because there was no sorrow, and there could be no righteousness because there was no sin.  But fortunately, there are happiness, righteousness, eternal life, and God, even as Lehi stresses that those blessings come only at the risk of confronting misery, wickedness, death, and the devil. (Christ and the New Covenant: The Messianic Message of the Book of Mormon, p. 202)

Sometimes Out from Natural Forces

M. Russell Ballard – [Regarding why calamities happen,] the answer is not easy, but it isn’t that complicated, either. God has put his plan in motion. It proceeds through natural laws that are, in fact, God’s laws. Since they are his, he is bound by them, as are we. I recognize for purposes we mortals may not understand, the Lord can control the elements. For the most part, however, he does not cause but he allows nature to run its course. In this imperfect world, bad things sometimes happen. The earth’s rocky underpinnings occasionally shift and move, resulting in earthquakes. Certain weather patterns cause hurricanes, floods, tornadoes, and drought. (ibid.)
Sometimes Out of General Need
Brigham Young - Let any people enjoy peace and quietness, unmolested, undisturbed,—never be persecuted for their religion, and they are very likely to neglect their duty, to become cold and indifferent, and lose their faith. (Journal of Discourses, v. 7, p. 42)

D&C 101:8 - In the day of their peace they esteemed lightly my counsel; but, in the day of their trouble, of necessity they feel after me.

Sometimes as Result of Disobedience

D&C 1:12-17 - Wherefore the voice of the Lord is unto the ends of the earth, that all that will hear may hear:  Prepare ye, prepare ye for that which is to come, for the Lord is nigh; And the anger of the Lord is kindled, and his sword is bathed in heaven, and it shall fall upon the inhabitants of the earth.  And the arm of the Lord shall be revealed; and the day cometh that they who will not hear the voice of the Lord, neither the voice of his servants, neither give heed to the words of the prophets and apostles, shall be cut off from among the people; For – 

· They have strayed from mine ordinances, 

· And have broken mine everlasting covenant; 

· They seek not the Lord to establish his righteousness, 

· But every man walketh in his own way, 

· And after the image of his own god, whose image is in the likeness of the world, and whose substance is that of an idol, which waxeth old and shall perish in Babylon, even Babylon the great, which shall fall.  

Wherefore, I the Lord, knowing the calamity which should come upon the inhabitants of the earth, called upon my servant Joseph Smith, Jun., and spake unto him from heaven, and gave him commandments…

3 Nephi 10:4-6 - How oft have I gathered you as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, and have nourished you.  (This phrase is repeated 4 times.)

Sometimes from Personal Weakness

2 Corinthians 12:7-9 - And lest I should be exalted above measure through the abundance of the revelations, there was given to me a thorn in the flesh, the messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I should be exalted above measure.  For this thing I besought the Lord thrice, that it might depart from me.  And he said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.

2 Corinthians 12:7-9, Amplified Bible - And to keep me from being puffed up and too much elated by the exceeding greatness (preeminence) of these revelations, there was given me a thorn (a splinter) in the flesh, a messenger of Satan, to rack and buffet and harass me, to keep me from being excessively exalted. Three times I called upon the Lord and besought [Him] about this and begged that it might depart from me; But He said to me, My grace (My favor and loving-kindness and mercy) is enough for you [sufficient against any danger and enables you to bear the trouble manfully]; for My strength and power are made perfect (fulfilled and completed) and show themselves most effective in [your] weakness. Therefore, I will all the more gladly glory in my weaknesses and infirmities, that the strength and power of Christ (the Messiah) may rest (yes, may pitch a tent over and dwell) upon me!

Ether 12:27 - And if men come unto me I will show unto them their weakness. I give unto men weakness that they may be humble; and my grace is sufficient for all men that humble themselves before me; for if they humble themselves before me, and have faith in me, then will I make weak things become strong unto them.

Galatians 4:13-14, Amplified Bible - On the contrary, you know that it was on account of a bodily ailment that [I remained and] preached the Gospel to you the first time.  And [yet] although my physical condition was [such] a trial to you, you did not regard it with contempt, or scorn and loathe and reject me; but you received me as an angel of God, [even] as Christ Jesus [Himself]!

Sometimes Death Is Not a Tragedy

Revelation 14:3 – And I heard a voice from heaven saying unto me, Write, Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord from henceforth: Yea, saith the Spirit, that they may rest from their labours; and their works do follow them.

Revelation 14:3, Amplified Bible – Then I heard further [perceiving the distinct words of] a voice from heaven, saying, Write this: Blessed (happy, to be envied) are the dead from now on who die in the Lord! Yes, blessed (happy, to be envied indeed), says the Spirit, [in] that they may rest from their labors, for their works (deeds) do follow (attend, accompany) them!

Joseph Smith [regarding Revelation 14:13] - We have again the warning voice sounded in our midst, which shows the uncertainty of human life; and in my leisure moments I have meditated upon the subject, and asked the question, why it is that infants, innocent children, are taken away from us, especially those that seem to be the most intelligent and interesting. The strongest reasons that present themselves to my mind are these: This world is a very wicked world; and it is a proverb that the "world grows weaker and wiser"; if that is the case, the world grows more wicked and corrupt. 

In the earlier ages of the world a righteous man, and a man of God and of intelligence, had a better chance to do good, to be believed and received than at the present day; but in these days such a man is much opposed and persecuted by most of the inhabitants of the earth, and he has much sorrow to pass through here. The Lord takes many away even in infancy, that they may escape the envy of man, and the sorrows and evils of this present world; they were too pure, too lovely, to live on earth; therefore, if rightly considered, instead of mourning we have reason to rejoice as they as delivered from evil, and we shall soon have them again.  (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 196)

Russell M. Nelson - Brothers and sisters, we live to die and we die to live—in another realm. If we are well prepared, death brings no terror. From an eternal perspective, death is premature only for those who are not prepared to meet God.  (“Now Is the Time to Prepare”, General Conference, April 2005)

The Weight of Glory

2 Corinthians 4:15-18 - For all things are for your sakes, that the abundant grace might through the thanksgiving of many redound to the glory of God.  For which cause we faint not; but though our outward man perish, yet the inward man is renewed day by day.  For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, worketh for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory.  While we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen: for the things which are seen are temporal; but the things which are not seen are eternal.

2 Corinthians 4:15-18, New International Version - All this is for your benefit, so that the grace that is reaching more and more people may cause thanksgiving to overflow to the glory of God. Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.

D&C 63:66 - These things remain to overcome through patience, that such may receive a more exceeding and eternal weight of glory, otherwise, a greater condemnation.

D&C 132:16 - Therefore, when they are out of the world they neither marry nor are given in marriage; but are appointed angels in heaven, which angels are ministering servants, to minister for those who are worthy of a far more, and an exceeding, and an eternal weight of glory.

Flourishing Despite the Depths

2 Corinthians 8:1-4, New International Version - And now, brothers, we want you to know about the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches. Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity.  For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability.  Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints.

Romans 5:3-10, New International Version - Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us. You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.  Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God's wrath through him! For if, when we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life!

Neal A. Maxwell - There are many who suffer so much more than the rest of us: some go agonizingly; some go quickly; some are healed; some are given more time; some seem to linger.  There are variations in our trials but no immunities. Thus, the scriptures cite the fiery furnace and fiery trials. (Dan. 3:6-26; 1 Pet. 4:12.)  Those who emerge successfully from their varied and fiery furnaces have experienced the grace of the Lord which He says is sufficient. (Ether 12:27.)  Even so, such emerging individuals do not rush to line up in front of another fiery furnace in order to get an extra turn!  However, since the mortal school is of such short duration, our tutoring Lord can be the Schoolmaster of the compressed curriculum. (Ensign, May 1997, p. 11-12)
1 Peter 4:12 - Beloved, think it not strange concerning the fiery trial which is to try you, as though some strange thing happened unto you.

Summary

David A. Bednar - … When it is simply futile to attempt to explain that which is unexplainable, when logic and reason cannot yield adequate understanding about the injustices and inequities of life, when mortal experience and evaluation are insufficient to produce a desired outcome, and when it seems that perhaps we are so totally alone, truly we are blessed by the tender mercies of the Lord and made mighty even unto the power of deliverance (1 Nephi 1:20). (“The Tender Mercies of the Lord”, General Conference, April 2005)

(Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen http://lessons.elarsen.net)

Extra Material

C. S. Lewis - Where is God? This is one of the most disquieting symptoms. When you are happy, so happy that you have no sense of needing Him, so happy that you are tempted to feel His claims upon you as an interruption, if you remember yourself and turn to Him with gratitude and praise, you will be—or so it feels—welcomed with open arms. But go to Him when your need is desperate, when all other help is vain, and what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting and double bolting on the inside. After that, silence. You may as well turn away. The longer you wait, the more emphatic the silence will become. There are no lights in the windows. It might be an empty house. Was it ever inhabited? It seemed so once. And that seeming was as strong as this. What can this mean? Why is He so present a commander in our time of prosperity and so very absent a help in time of trouble? ...

You never know how much you really believe anything until its truth or falsehood becomes a matter of life and death to you. It is easy to say you believe a rope to be strong and sound as long as you are merely using it to cord a box. But suppose you had to hang by that rope over a precipice. Wouldn't you then first discover how much you really trusted it? ... Only a real risk tests the reality of a belief ...

Bridge players tell me that there must be some money on the game, "or else people won't take it seriously." Apparently it's like that. Your bid—for God or no God, for a good God or the Cosmic Sadist, for eternal life or nonentity—will not be serious if nothing is staked on it. And you will never discover how serious it was until the stakes are raised horribly high; until you find that you are playing not for counters or for sixpences but for every penny you have in the world. Nothing less will shake a man—or at any rate a man like me—out of his verbal and his merely notional beliefs. He has to be knocked silly before he comes to his senses ...

But of course one must take the "set to try us" the right way. God has not been trying an experiment upon my faith or love in order to find out their quality. He knew it already. It was I who didn't. In this trial He makes us occupy the dock, the witness box, and the bench all at once. He always knew that my temple was a house of cards. His only way of making me realize the fact was to knock it down.

(From A Grief Observed, pp. 21-22, 39, 54-55, 70.  Quoted in Brent L. Top’s chapter in Andrew C. Skinner and Robert L. Millet’s book C. S. Lewis, the Man and His Message: An LDS Perspective, p. 137.)

John Taylor - We have learned many things through suffering. We call it suffering; I call it a school of experience. I never did bother my head much about these things; I do not today. What are these things for? Why is it that good men should be tried? Why is it, in fact, that we should have a devil? Why did not the Lord kill him long ago? Because he could not do without him. He needed the devil and a great many of those who do his bidding just to keep men straight, that we may learn to place our dependence upon God, and trust in Him, and to observe his laws and keep his commandments. … I have never looked at these things in any other light than trials for the purpose of purifying the Saints of God, that they may be, as the Scriptures say, as gold that has been seven times purified by the fire. (Journal of Discourses, v. 23, p. 336)
Gordon B. Hinckley - My brethren and sisters, at the outset, if you will bear with me, I wish to exercise a personal privilege.  Six months ago, at the close of our conference, I stated that my beloved companion of 67 years was seriously ill.  She passed away two days later.  It was April 6, a significant day to all of us of this Church.  I wish to thank publicly the dedicated doctors and wonderful nurses who attended her during her final illness.

My children and I were at her bedside as she slipped peacefully into eternity.  As I held her hand and saw mortal life drain from her fingers, I confess I was overcome.  Before I married her, she had been the girl of my dreams, to use the words of a song then popular.  She was my dear companion for more than two-thirds of a century, my equal before the Lord, really my superior.  And now in my old age, she has again become the girl of my dreams. (“The Women in Our Lives”, Ensign, Nov. 2004, p. 82)
Neal A. Maxwell - God rescues, and even intervenes at times, in order to aid the faithful, as set forth in Paul's litany of examples in chapter 11 of Hebrews. Indeed, God does reward the faithful, but sometimes that reward is expressed in what He chooses to reveal to them. Thus the closer we are to the living God and the more helpful in building the living Church, the more He will reveal to us, and the greater His help to us as we strive to endure it well… (If Thou Endure It Well, p. 46)

[Use the following quote by C.S. Lewis in relation to Paul’s words “The Weight of Glory” in 2 Corinthians 4:15-18 - ]
C. S. Lewis - The load, or weight, or burden of my neighbor's glory should be laid on my back, a load so heavy that only humility can carry it, and the backs of the proud will be broken. It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to remember that the dullest and most uninteresting person you can talk to may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare. All day long we are, in some degree, helping each other to one or other of these destinations. It is in the light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is with the awe and circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct all our dealings with one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics. There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere mortal. (The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses, p. 18-19)
Brigham Young - There is one principle I would like to have the Latter-day Saints perfectly understand—that is, of blessings and cursings. For instance, we read that war, pestilence, plagues, famine, etc., will be visited upon the inhabitants of the earth; but if distress through the judgments of God comes upon this people, it will be because the majority have turned away from the Lord. Let the majority of the people turn away from the Holy Commandments which the Lord has delivered to us, and cease to hold the balance of power in the Church, and we may expect the judgments of God to come upon us; but while six-tenths or three-fourths of this people will keep the commandments of God, the curse and judgments of the Almighty will never come upon them, though we will have trials of various kinds, and the elements to contend with—natural and spiritual elements. While this people will strive to serve God according to the best of their abilities, they will fare better, have more to eat and to wear, have better houses to live in, better associations, and enjoy themselves better than the wicked ever do or ever will do. (Journal of Discourses, 10:335-36, as quoted in Randy L. Bott’s chapter titled “Why Do Bad Things Happen to Good People?” in The Doctrine and Covenants, a Book of Answers: The 25th Annual Sidney B. Sperry Symposium.  So what’s the current overall inactivity rate in the church?)


Presentation Notes

· Start the class by handing out a blank sheet of paper to each student.  Ask each of the following questions and allow time in between for them to write their answers on their sheet.  Write each question on the board but only after asking it.

1. How can God exist if he allows horrible disasters like the tsunami to happen?

2. What types or categories of disasters are there that apply to #1?  For example, the tsunami could be categorized as a natural disaster.  (After they’ve thought about this for a few moments, then ask them to add types of disasters that might only apply to an individual person, or to just a few individuals.  These are the kinds of things where someone could say, “If there is a God, how could he let this happen to me?”)

3. From an eternal perspective, what might be some of the positive results from these things?

· Give the handout to each student and ask them to look at the section headings on the first side.  See if they came up with any more than those.

· Divide the class into groups.  Assign each person in each to review a section on the first side of the handout.  Tell them to highlight favorite lines and to be prepared to share his or her section with the rest of the group.  (The idea is that each group fully reviews the whole page among themselves, teaching each other what they learned.)

· Do the same process with the second side of the sheet, which addresses question #3 about the positive results of disasters.  Pull one student aside and ask him or her to take the C.S. Lewis quote in the extra material section and prepare to share it with the whole class.   Do this after the groups have finished teaching each other the sections of the second side.

· Explain that the apostles epistles had much to do with comforting the early Christians in their trials.  Ask what kinds of trials the members had. (Physical persecution, verbal abuse, being put to death, Gentiles joining the church without obeying the Law Of Moses, etc.)

· Review a little from the Bible Dictionary about the great counsel given in the letters to the Corinthians.

· Show some pictures of difficult times in the early days of the restored church – Joseph suffering in Liberty Jail, his and Emma’s sadness in the death of one of their children (they lost 5 of their 11), suffering of the pioneers on the trail west.  Don’t explain the pictures but ask the students to supply the details: “What do you think this person might be feeling?” “What is some of the background to this event?”  “Do these pictures remind you of events in the lives of people you know personally?”

· Close with the quote in the extra material by President Taylor.

[Additional personal research sometime: Review the BoM for examples of natural and man-made disasters and look for quotes or phrasing in the descriptions of them.]



Why do bad things happen to good people?  It’s one of those things that are quick to ask but really hard to answer briefly.  When we first made this sheet for the class we fully intended to dig up some great short quotes that fully resolve everything.  However we found none - either in scripture or modern leaders.  It’s a complex issue.  We remember something from the book Negotiating For Dummies for responding to tough, emotionally-laden questions.  The first and sometimes most important thing is to restate the question in a way that lets the questioner know that you really understand what she or he is asking, and especially to reflect that you know how she or he feels about it.  This isn’t necessarily the same as agreeing.  “Yeah, like with that huge tsunami, many thousands of good people perished…” 

Extra Material
Truman G. Madsen - Christ came that suffering might result not only in good, but in its perfect work, which is perfection. He did not live to end all suffering, but to end all needless suffering and to turn suffering into joy, even in this world. (Eternal Man, p. 58)  The awful tragedy of this life, as of the next, is not suffering. It is "suffering in vain."  Or worse, it is suffering that could have been the elixir of nobility, transforming us into a godliness beyond description which, instead, has become the poison of bitterness and alienation. (p. 61)
The Prophet was counseled in his youth, "Be patient in afflictions for thou shalt have many." (D&C 24:8)  "If I obtain the glory which I have in view, I expect to wade through much tribulation." (Juvenile Instructor, v. 27, p. 173)  And toward the end he said, "Every wave of adversity has only wafted me that much closer to Deity."  Brigham Young observed that the Prophet was more perfected in 38 years with severe trials than he could have been in a thousand years without them. (p. 61, footnote 21)
Joseph Smith - But I am glad I have the privilege of communicating to you some things which, if grasped closely, will be a help to you when earthquakes bellow, the clouds gather, the lightnings flash, and the storms are ready to burst upon you like peals of thunder.  Lay hold of these things and let not your knees or joints tremble, nor your hearts faint; and then what can earthquakes, wars and tornadoes do? Nothing.  All your losses will be made up to you in the resurrection, provided you continue faithful.  By the vision of the Almighty I have seen it.  (History of The Church, v. 5, p. 362)
C. S. Lewis - Little people like you and me, if our prayers are sometimes granted, beyond all hope and probability, had better not draw hasty conclusions to our own advantage.  If we were stronger, we might be less tenderly treated.  If we were braver, we might be sent, with far less help, to defend far more desperate posts in the great battle. (The World's Last Night, p. 10-11, quoted in at least six of Elder Maxwell’s books.)
