Tests and Difficulties

A Perspective of One Baha’i

DISCLAIMER: Anything not directly attributed to the Baha’i Writings is not authoritative, and is likely to be a personal interpretation.
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT: “Why Me? A Spiritual Guide to Growing Through Tests” by Justice St Rain was a valued source in preparing this handout.

Opening Readings

I bear witness, O my God, that Thou hast created me to know Thee and to worship Thee. I testify, at this moment, to my powerlessness and to Thy might, to my poverty and to Thy wealth. There is none other God but Thee, the Help in Peril, the Self-Subsisting.

[Short Obligatory Prayer]
"O SON OF MAN! My calamity is My providence, outwardly it is fire and vengeance, but inwardly it is light and mercy. Hasten thereunto that thou mayest become an eternal light and an immortal spirit. This is My command unto thee, do thou observe it." [Bahá'u'lláh, The Hidden Words, No. A51.]

"O SON OF MAN! For everything there is a sign. The sign of love is fortitude under My decree and patience under My trials." [Bahá'u'lláh, The Hidden Words, No. A48.]

"O SON OF MAN! The true lover yearneth for tribulation even as doth the rebel for forgiveness and the sinful for mercy." [Bahá'u'lláh, The Hidden Words, No. A49.]

“God does not burden any human being with more than he is well able to bear: in his favour shall be whatever good he does, and against him whatever evil he does.” [Quran, 2:286; translation by Muhammad Asad http://islamawakened.com/quran/2/286/]

 “God doth not burden a soul beyond its capacity.” [Abdul-Baha, from a prayer often used by Baha’i Treasurers.]

"Thou wilt never cause tribulations to befall any soul unless thou desirest to exalt his station in thy celestial paradise" (Selections from the Writings of the Bab).

"Sorrow not if, in these days and on this earthly plane, things contrary to your wishes have been ordained and manifested by God, for days of blissful joy, of heavenly delight, are assuredly in store for you." (Gleanings from the Writings of Bah'u'llah)

“By God! Should one who is in affliction or grief read this Tablet with absolute sincerity, God will dispel his sadness, solve his difficulties and remove his afflictions.”   (Tablet of Ahmad, Bahá'í Prayers, p. 211)
Tests are benefits from God, for which we should thank Him. Grief and sorrow do not come to us by chance, they are sent to us by the Divine Mercy for our own perfecting... 
Attitude towards Tests (see also Story of the Roses)

“The more difficulties one sees in the world the more perfect one becomes. The more you plough and dig the ground the more fertile it becomes. The more you cut the branches of a tree the higher and stronger it grows. The more you put the gold in the fire the purer it becomes. The more you sharpen the steel by grinding the better it cuts. Therefore, the more sorrows one sees the more perfect one becomes. That is why, in all times, the Prophets of God have had tribulations and difficulties to withstand. The more often the captain of a ship is in the tempest and difficult sailing the greater his knowledge becomes. Therefore I am happy that you have had great tribulations and difficulties.... Strange it is that I love you and still I am happy that you have sorrows.”
(Published in "Star of the West", volume 14, number 2, May 1923, page 41, and described there as "From a Tablet of 'Abdu'l-Bahá, about 1910")
“Know thou that ordeals are of two kinds: One is for tests, and the other for punishment of misdeeds.  That which is for testing is for one’s education and development, and that which is for punishment of deeds is severe retribution.

The father and the teacher sometimes show tenderness towards the children and at other times deal harshly with them.  Such severity is for educational purposes; it is true tenderness and absolute bounty and grace.  Although in appearance it is wrath, in reality it is kindness.  Although outwardly it is an ordeal, inwardly it is a cooling drought.” [Abdul-Baha]

Causes of Tests

Our own actions

Other individuals

Society

God

Any others?

Benefits of Tests

Develop your capacities

Help you to grow

Helped you recognize your worth

Helped you recognize your potential

Inspired you to pray

Helped you transcend yourself

Force you to go where you need to be

Any others?

Tests as Punishments

You could have passed, but did not

Bad habits you refuse to change

Tests that shook you, but did not move you

You chose wrong and ignored the consequences
Any others?

Purposes of Tests

"O SON OF MAN! If adversity befall thee not in My path, how canst thou walk in the ways of them that are content with My pleasure? If trials afflict thee not in thy longing to meet Me, how wilt thou attain the light in thy love for My beauty?" [Bahá'u'lláh, The Hidden Words, No. A50.]

"O SON OF BEING! Busy not thyself with this world, for with fire We test the gold, and with gold We test Our servants." [Bahá'u'lláh, The Hidden Words, No. A55.]

Thou didst write of afflictive tests that have assailed thee. To the loyal soul, a test is but God's grace and favour; for the valiant doth joyously press forward to furious battle on the field of anguish, when the coward, whimpering with fright, will tremble and shake. So too, the proficient student, who hath with great competence mastered his subjects and committed them to memory, will happily exhibit his skills before his examiners on the day of his tests. So too will solid gold wondrously gleam and shine out in the assayer's fire. 

It is clear, then, that tests and trials are, for sanctified souls, but God's bounty and grace, while to the weak, they are a calamity, unexpected and sudden. 

These tests, even as thou didst write, do but cleanse the spotting of self from off the mirror of the heart, till the Sun of Truth can cast its rays thereon; for there is no veil more obstructive than the self, and however tenuous that veil may be, at the last it will completely shut a person out, and deprive him of his portion of eternal grace. [Selections from the Writings of `Abdu'l-Bahá pages 181-182]
"O CHILDREN OF ADAM! Holy words and pure and goodly deeds ascend unto the heaven of celestial glory. Strive that your deeds may be cleansed from the dust of self and hypocrisy and find favor at the court of glory; for ere long the assayers of mankind shall, in the holy presence of the Adored One, accept naught but absolute virtue and deeds of stainless purity. This is the daystar of wisdom and of divine mystery that hath shone above the horizon of the divine will. Blessed are they that turn thereunto." [Bahá'u'lláh, The Hidden Words, No. P69.]

"O YE SEEMING FAIR YET INWARDLY FOUL! Ye are like clear but bitter water, which to outward seeming is crystal pure but of which, when tested by the divine Assayer, not a drop is accepted. Yea, the sun beam falls alike upon the dust and the mirror, yet differ they in reflection even as doth the star from the earth: nay, immeasurable is the difference!" [Bahá'u'lláh, The Hidden Words, No. P25.]

"O MY FRIENDS! Quench ye the lamp of error, and kindle within your hearts the everlasting torch of divine guidance. For ere long the assayers of mankind shall, in the holy presence of the Adored, accept naught but purest virtue and deeds of stainless holiness." [Bahá'u'lláh, The Hidden Words, No. P35.]
Identifying Tests

Tests are often about perceptions and emotions.  How often has it been a ‘test’ only because you misinterpreted some one’s intent?
If a test is apparently from an individual, ask yourself if they could actually have a good motive.  Rarely do people honestly say, ‘I’ll just be mean today.’  In their mind, they may be doing the right thing.  Look beyond the test to see if the causes can be addressed with diplomacy, negotiation, or patience.
Health related tests will be discussed elsewhere, but ask yourself if there is a cause in your behavior, your environment, or your heredity.  Consult the best medical advice.  Check your diet and exercise.  Then treat it as a test from God.

How often can we really understand the larger context?

Students rarely understand homework to the point where they are grateful the assignment was made.

Athletes rarely understand calisthenics to the point where they are grateful for being required to run laps.  

Consider the story of the lover from the Valley of Knowledge.

Can this test actually develop your physical, mental, emotional, or spiritual attributes?  Look at what you can gain by successfully dealing with this test.  If you can see a good result ahead, that will help you deal with the test.

 Even if you see no benefit from passing this test, remember the Bab’s promise that "Thou wilt never cause tribulations to befall any soul unless thou desirest to exalt his station in thy celestial paradise".  Try to thank God for exalting your station.

Tools for Passing Tests

Belief comes from previous experience.  Experience is shaped by our actions, which are motivated by our emotions, which are guided by our perceptions, which are the result of interpretations based on our beliefs.  There is no way to assign a starting point.

We can apply virtues at any point in the process, and have a positive effect.  Ideally, we should be using virtues at every step of our lives.  

When looking at tests, and our reactions to them, rarely is the superficial answer the best one.  Often something bothered you more because of something in your background.   Look deeper, into both why it is a test to you, and into what the causes may have been.  Understanding doesn’t make the test go away, but it can help us to deal with it.  

If your feelings are out of proportion to the test, or if the test is overwhelming, consider this problem solving advice.  If you don’t see the whole solution at once:
Break the problem down into parts (to make it easier to deal with by looking at each part)

Do something you know how to do that will help, and come back to the rest later (like skipping the hard questions on a test, and coming back to it later.)

 Behavioral therapy, cognitive therapy, psychotherapy, spiritual transformation and other areas can all help with problem solving.
Anger with God

Sometimes, explanations and reassurances are not enough.  Something unfair has happened, and you are mad at God.  

It is OK to be mad at God.  He is not mad at you, and he is patient.  If you ask Him, he can help you work through your anger at Him.

Really, His feelings don’t get hurt that easily.  

Sometimes children get angry at parents.  (Sometimes students get angry with teachers.)  As parents (or teachers), we know that anger can be part of the growth process.  We love them whether or not they are angry, because we know that what they are angry about is part of their growing to be a better person.  God is the perfect parent (and teacher).  He is there for us, even if we are angry with Him today.

Remember also that the Manifestations of God went through great trials too.  And they were sinless, so it couldn’t have been their fault.  Christ was crucified,  Baha’u’llah was tortured, poisoned, imprisoned, exiled, one of his sons died at Akka, and Abdul-Baha weeped his life away drop by drop, like a candle.  (It helps me during my tests as a parent to remember that even Baha’u’llah had a son who rebelled against Him.) 
The goal of this life is the spiritual attributes we take with us.  Nothing else matters, in the eyes of God.

Closing Prayer: 
   I adjure Thee by Thy might, O my God! Let no harm beset me in times of tests, and in moments of heedlessness guide my steps aright through Thine inspiration. Thou art God, potent art Thou to do what Thou desirest. No one can withstand Thy Will or thwart Thy Purpose. --The Báb [The Báb, Bahá'í Prayers, 1982 ed. p. 29.]

For further reading: 

“Why Me? A Spiritual Guide to Growing Through Tests” by Justice St Rain is a very readable book on this topic.
Seven Valleys, Valley of Knowledge, story of the lover

Table of Ahmad

In the Baha'i faith, troubles are just steps on the journey to God

http://bahai-library.com/newspapers/2000/122100.html 

If time allows, the rest of this can be discussed or distributed.  Many of the following quotes are just as relvant for Medical Tests, and Death: The Messenger of Joy.

ASSISTANCE WITH TESTS
Men who suffer not, attain no perfection. The plant most pruned by the gardeners is that one which, when the summer comes, will have the most beautiful blossoms and the most abundant fruit. The labourer cuts up the earth with his plough, and from that earth comes the rich and plentiful harvest. The more a man is chastened, the greater is the harvest of spiritual virtues shown forth by him. A soldier is no good General until he has been in the front of the fiercest battle and has received the deepest wounds." [Paris Talks Pages 50-51]

O Thou Whose tests are a healing medicine to such as are nigh unto Thee, Whose sword is the ardent desire of all them that love Thee, Whose dart is the dearest wish of those hearts that yearn after Thee, Whose decree is the sole hope of them that have recognized Thy truth!  I implore Thee, by Thy divine sweetness and by the splendors of the glory of Thy face, to send down upon us from Thy retreats on high that which will enable us to draw nigh unto Thee.  Set, then, our feet firm, O my God, in Thy Cause, and enlighten our hearts with the effulgence of Thy knowledge, and illumine our breasts with the brightness of Thy names. [Baha’u’llah]


Dispel my grief by Thy bounty and Thy generosity, O God, my God, and banish mine anguish through Thy sovereignty and Thy might. Thou seest me, O my god, with my face set towards Thee at a time when sorrows have compassed me on every side. I implore Thee, O Thou Who art the Lord of all being, and overshadowest all things visible and invisible, by Thy Name whereby Thou hast subdued the hearts and the souls of men, and by the billows of the Ocean of Thy mercy and the splendors of the Daystar of Thy bounty, to number me with them whom nothing whatsoever hath deterred from setting their faces toward Thee, O Thou Lord of all names and Maker of the heavens! 
Thou beholdest, O my Lord, the things which have befallen me in Thy days. I entreat Thee, by Him Who is the Dayspring of Thy names and the Dawning-Place of Thine attributes, to ordain for me what will enable me to arise to serve Thee and 
to extol Thy virtues. Thou art, verily, the Almighty, the Most Powerful, Who art wont to answer the prayers of all men! 

And, finally, I beg of Thee by the light of Thy countenance to bless my affairs, and redeem my debts, and satisfy my needs. Thou art He to Whose power and to Whose dominion every tongue hath testified, and Whose majesty and Whose sovereignty every understanding heart hath acknowledged. No God is there but Thee, Who hearest and art ready to answer. 
                --Bahá'u'lláh 

Lauded and glorified art thou, O my God! I entreat Thee by the sighing of Thy lovers and by the tears shed by them that long to behold Thee, not to withhold from me Thy tender mercies in Thy Day, nor to deprive me of the melodies of the Dove that extolleth Thy oneness before the light that shineth from thy face. I am the one who is in misery, O God! Behold me cleaving fast to Thy Name, the All-Possessing. I am the one who is sure to perish; behold me clinging to Thy Name, the Imperishable. I implore Thee, therefore, by Thy Self, the Exalted, the Most High, not to abandon me unto mine own self and unto the desires of a corrupt inclination. Hold Thou my hand with the hand of Thy power, and deliver me from the depths of my fancies and idle imaginings, and cleanse me of all that is abhorrent unto Thee. 

Is there any Remover of difficulties save God? Say: Praised be God! He is God! All are His servants, and all abide by His bidding! 
                --The Báb 
Cause me, then, to turn wholly unto Thee, to put my whole trust in Thee, to seek Thee as my Refuge, and to flee unto Thy face. Thou art, verily, He Who, through the power of His might, doeth whatsoever He desireth, and commandeth, through the potency of His will, whatsoever He chooseth. None can withstand the operation of Thy decree; none can divert the course of Thine appointment. Thou art, in truth, the Almighty, the All-Glorious, the Most Bountiful. 
                --Bahá'u'lláh 
Say: God sufficeth all things above all things, and nothing in the heavens or in the earth but God sufficeth. Verily, He is in Himself the Knower, the Sustainer, the Omnipotent. 
                --The Báb 

I adjure Thee by Thy might, O my God! Let no harm beset me in times of tests, and in moments of heedlessness guide my steps aright through Thine inspiration. Thou art God, potent art Thou to do what Thou desirest. No one can withstand Thy Will or thwart Thy Purpose. 
                --The Báb 

O Lord! Thou art the Remover of every anguish and the Dispeller of every affliction. Thou art He Who banisheth every sorrow and setteth free every slave, the Redeemer of every soul. O Lord! Grant deliverance through Thy mercy, and reckon me among such servants of Thine as have gained salvation. 
                --The Báb 

O Lord, my God and my Haven in my distress! My Shield and my Shelter in my woes! My Asylum and Refuge in time of need and in my loneliness my Companion! In my anguish my Solace, and in my solitude a loving Friend! The Remover of the pangs of my sorrows and the Pardoner of my sins! 

Wholly unto Thee do I turn, fervently imploring Thee with all my heart, my mind and my tongue, to shield me from all that runs counter to Thy will in this, the cycle of Thy divine unity, and to cleanse me of all defilement that will hinder me from seeking, stainless and unsullied, the shade of the tree of Thy grace. 

Have mercy, O Lord, on the feeble, make whole the sick, and quench the burning thirst. 

Gladden the bosom wherein the fire of Thy love doth smolder, and set it aglow with the flame of Thy celestial love and spirit. 

Robe the tabernacles of divine unity with the vesture of holiness, and set upon my head the crown of Thy favor. 

Illumine my face with the radiance of the orb of Thy bounty, and graciously aid me in ministering at Thy holy threshold. Make my heart overflow with love for Thy creatures and grant that I may become the sign of Thy mercy, the token of Thy grace, the promoter of concord amongst Thy loved ones, devoted unto Thee, uttering Thy commemoration and forgetful of self but ever mindful of what is Thine. 

O God, my God! Stay not from me the gentle gales of Thy pardon and grace, and deprive me not of the wellsprings of Thine aid and favor. 

'Neath the shade of Thy protecting wings let me nestle, and cast upon me the glance of Thine all-protecting eye. 

Loose my tongue to laud Thy name amidst Thy people, that my voice may be raised in great assemblies and from my lips may stream the flood of Thy praise. 

Thou art, in all truth, the Gracious, the Glorified, the Mighty, the Omnipotent. 
                --'Abdu'l-Bahá 


He is the Compassionate, the All-Bountiful! O God, my God! Thou seest me, Thou knowest me; Thou art my Haven and my Refuge. None have I sought nor any will I seek save Thee; no path have I trodden nor any will I tread but the path of Thy love. In the darksome night of despair, my eye turneth expectant and full of hope to the morn of Thy boundless favor and at the hour of dawn my drooping soul is refreshed and strengthened in remembrance of Thy beauty and perfection. He whom the grace of Thy mercy aideth, though he be but a drop, shall become the boundless ocean, and the merest atom which the outpouring of Thy loving-kindness assisteth, shall shine even as the radiant star. 

Shelter under Thy protection, O Thou Spirit of purity, Thou Whom art the All-Bountiful Provider, this enthralled, enkindled servant of Thine. Aid him in this world of being to remain steadfast and firm in Thy love and grant that this broken-winged bird attain a refuge and shelter in Thy divine nest that abideth upon the celestial tree. 
                --'Abdu'l-Bahá 

O my Lord, my Beloved, my Desire! Befriend me in my loneliness and accompany me in my exile. Remove my sorrow. Cause me to be devoted to Thy beauty. Withdraw me from all else save Thee. Attract me through Thy fragrances of holiness. Cause me to be associated in Thy Kingdom with those who are severed from all else save Thee, who long to serve Thy sacred threshold and who stand to work in Thy Cause. Enable me to be one of Thy maidservants who have attained to Thy good pleasure. Verily, Thou art the Gracious, the Generous. 
                --'Abdu'l-Bahá
Tests are benefits from God, for which we should thank Him. Grief and sorrow do not come to us by chance, they are sent to us by the Divine Mercy for our own perfecting... 
Verily the most necessary thing is contentment under all circumstances; by this one is preserved from morbid conditions and from lassitude. Yield not to grief and sorrow: they cause the greatest misery. Jealousy consumeth the body and anger doth burn the liver: avoid these two as you would a lion. [Cited in "Bahá'u'lláh and the New Era", p. 108]

A merry heart doeth good like a medicine: but a broken spirit drieth the bones. [Proverbs 17:22]
The Serenity Prayer (St. Francis)
God grant me the serenity 
To accept the things I cannot change; 
Courage to change the things I can; 
And wisdom to know the difference. 
Living one day at a time; 
Enjoying one moment at a time; 
Accepting hardships as the pathway to peace; 
Taking, as He did, this sinful world 
As it is, not as I would have it; 
Trusting that He will make all things right 
If I surrender to His Will; 
So that I may be reasonably happy in this life 
And supremely happy with Him 
Forever and ever in the next. 

 http://www.lords-prayer-words.com/famous_prayers/god_grant_me_the_serenity.html#ixzz37S0J5eP6
	There was once a lover who had sighed for long years in separation from his beloved, and wasted in the fire of remoteness. From the rule of love, his heart was empty of patience, and his body weary of his spirit; he reckoned life without her as a mockery, and time consumed him away. How many a day he found no rest in longing for her; how many a night the pain of her kept him from sleep; his body was worn to a sigh, his heart's wound had turned him to a cry of sorrow. He had given a thousand lives for one taste of the cup of her presence, but it availed him not. The doctors knew no cure for him, and companions avoided his company; yea, physicians have no medicine for one sick of love, unless the favor of the beloved one deliver him. 
	20

	     At last, the tree of his longing yielded the fruit of despair, and the fire of his hope fell to ashes. Then one night he could live no more, and he went out of his house and made for the marketplace. On a sudden, a watchman followed after him. He broke into a run, with the watchman following; then other watchmen came together, and barred every passage to the weary one. And the wretched one cried from his heart, and ran here and there, and moaned to himself: "Surely this watchman is Izrá'íl, my angel of death, following so fast upon me; or he is a tyrant of men, seeking to harm me." His feet carried him on, the one bleeding with the arrow of love, and his heart lamented. Then he came to a garden wall, and with untold pain he scaled it, for it proved very high; and forgetting his life, he threw himself down to the garden. 
	21

	     And there he beheld his beloved with a lamp in her hand, searching for a ring she had lost. When the heart-surrendered lover looked on his ravishing love, he drew a great breath and raised up his hands in prayer, crying: "O God! Give Thou glory to the watchman, and riches and long life. For the watchman was Gabriel, guiding this poor one; or he was Isráfíl, bringing life to this wretched one!" 
	22

	     Indeed, his words were true, for he had found many a secret justice in this seeming tyranny of the watchman, and seen how many a mercy lay hid behind the veil. Out of wrath, the guard had led him who was athirst in love's desert to the sea of his loved one, and lit up the dark night of absence with the light of reunion. He had driven one who was afar, into the garden of nearness, had guided an ailing soul to the heart's physician. 
	23

	     Now if the lover could have looked ahead, he would have blessed the watchman at the start, and prayed on his behalf, and he would have seen that tyranny as justice; but since the end was veiled to him, he moaned and made his plaint in the beginning. Yet those who journey in the garden land of knowledge, because they see the end in the beginning, see peace in war and friendliness in anger. [Seven Valleys, Baha’u’llah]


	


