Christian ‘problem-solving’ and dealing with suffering

Dealing with problems or suffering can be crucial to mental and spiritual welfare and therefore the effectiveness of a Christian. Christianity is not a ‘crutch’, since having one is a sign that something is wrong, and that we would be better off, if we did not need one. However, with high expectations and relatively comfortable lives, unexpected and/or serious suffering may mean we do not practice Christian attitudes at these crucial times. The table below shows how different types of religious coping affect the outcome of negative events.

Table 8.2   Tally of the Results of Research on the Statistical Relationship between Measures of Religious Coping and the Outcomes of Negative Events     Adapted from ‘The Handbook of Religion and Mental Health’ Academic Press ISBN: 0124176453, page 118

	Measure
	%
	%
	%

	
	Significant positive
relationships
	Significant negative
relationships
	Non-significant relationships

	Spiritual coping

    Spiritual support
    Spiritual discontent 

Congregational coping
   Congregational support
   Congregational discontent 

Religious refraining
   God’s will and love
   God’s punishment
Religious agency
   Self-directing 
   Collaborative

   Deferring

   Pleading 
Religious rituals
Patterns of religious coping
Total
	46A

0
39C
0

53C
0

4G
 46M
28K 
19I

40E

56
32
	2

56B
2
54D
0

52D
31H 
8N
6L
59J
23F
11

21
	52

44
60
46
47
48

65

46

66

22

37

33

47


We return to the question, ‘Is religion helpful, harmful, or irrelevant in coping?’ The answer is yes. Religious coping is all of these, it may provide comfort, stimulate personal growth, enhance a sense of intimacy with God, facilitate closeness with others, or offer meaning, and purpose in life. Religious coping may be passive (waiting for God to resolve the crisis), active (a force that motivates individuals to better the world), personal (seeking God‘s love and care), interpersonal (seeking support from clergy, congregation members), problem-focused (aiding in problem solving), or emotion focused (looking to God for emotional reassurance).
My interpretation:


Perceptions of spiritual support, being in a partnership with God and receiving guidance from God in times of stress appear helpful in coping about half the timeA and very rarely induce a negative outcome. If the reverse is true and someone is not content with his or her spiritual support/partnership/guidance from God then this never has a positive effect and has a negative effect, about half the timeB. Similarly having congregational support and considering negative events as within God’s will is significantly positive about half the timeC (the 39% figure would be higher, but for the preponderance of infant deaths in the sample) and the reverse is also true that discontent with the congregation and seeing negative events as God’s punishment on one’s life is never helpful and is damaging about half the timeD. It is interesting that religious rituals bring mixed results with benefits 40% of the timeE, but negatives 23% of the timeF. The ‘quiet time’ is more likely to be helpful, but in nearly a quarter of instances it can be unhelpful and more than a third of the time it makes no difference to the outcome.

I will expand on the section concerning religious agency since I feel it is very important in the way we deal with and ‘solve the problem’ of suffering on a practical level, and should tie in helpfully with our theological view of suffering. We see from the table above that to attempt to solve problems oneself under one’s own strength is positive only 4%G of the time and is negative 31%H of the time; to plead with God for a solution is beneficial only 19%I of the time and is damaging 59%J of the time; to leave everything in God’s hands is positive 28%K of the time and negative only 6%L of the time, but best is to be collaborative with God and this gains 46%M of the time and loses 8%N of the time. Often we follow the least effective extreme attitudes to problem solving: striving to sort out a situation ourselves, pleading with God, or leaving everything to Him to sort out.

Praying hard without living out life consistent with one’s prayers would be an example of this. The idea of being in a partnership with God, but with Him being in Sovereign control is the mature graceful approach to solving problems. We should endeavour to play our part in solving problems or dealing with suffering, without striving to sort things out on our own or leaving matters entirely to God. God will rarely do what we can do for ourselves, but also we often cannot cope without His help. Note also, that even if we have the ‘right’ attitude, often our faith will be non-significant in helping us deal with a situation, so we should never blame an apparently poor outcome to a negative event, which may have happened anyway, on the person experiencing it. But the ‘right’ attitude of partnership in solving problems can be very positive and is very rarely a worse policy than any ‘inferior’ attitude. We can also develop a theological understanding of suffering (when in good health). 

This also ties in with the inverse of the error in the prosperity gospel. People read that God Blesses abundantly, and therefore seek to achieve success in order to demonstrate approval by God, missing the reality that one must first put to death our own desires in order for God to truly Bless us. We should not seek a shortcut to success that is self-centred, but be ambivalent to the Blessings we may receive upon surrendering ourselves to whatever God may have in store for us – that is to be Christ-centred. Similarly we see that God offers us safety and protection and so we tend to seek safety and protection ourselves in order to feel that we have God’s approval and feel secure. But our security is in Him and so we should relish insecurity, for we have God on our side, and by surrendering to insecurity we gain security through seeing Him keep us safe and protected, spiritually, mentally and physically. We must be willing to suffer to a great degree in having this attitude and living it out, but by committing to such a partnership with God, we are less likely to suffer over time, and for there to be a purpose if we do. We must not take the shortcut of self-protection, because then we may delude ourselves as to how God relates to us in our security and/or we may suffer more extensively over time. For example, we must be bold and graceful in our welcoming of another; to be apprehensive may well cause much more trouble in the end. 


We should distinguish in analysing the results of our decision-making, and the suffering we endure, between  that which we would wish to achieve, or suffering we would wish to avoid, through our own efforts, and that which arises from doing God’s will. We should be prepared to fail, or be wrong, and not interpret it as God’s disapproval if that happens, which may be often. Likewise, if we succeed it may not mean God’s approval, and we then need to be discerning and gracious. We should not make decisions according to the perceived consequences of the probable outcomes, but by discerning God’s will, moving forward trusting Him, and not dwelling further on re-evaluating the decision, that we have made. In particular, we must trust Him and make good decisions, even more so when we are under greater pressure or discomfort. We must not be fair-weather Christians who only do what is right when it is comfortable to do so. As mentioned elsewhere the 90% Christians, who take the right Christian course of action only the 90% of the time when it is comfortable to do so, are the bane of the church. At its extreme, seeking to achieve our own safety, prosperity, and enhanced reputation under our own strength is usurping the role of God, who is in control of these aspects of our life, and may ultimately lead to our becoming estranged from God and falling away. But it is a delicate balance, particularly under pressure, to know what part in solving a problem or coping with a situation is our role and what part is God’s role - usually this only comes with experience and determination to battle through and overcome adversity and uncertainty.


Within ourselves and in our coming alongside others we should therefore avoid extremes such as:

a) letting the prospect of failing exams loom too large or success in them being over-affirming.

b) taking bad news, illness or general suffering too personally or regarding ourselves as too important or overly-

influential for example in witnessing a positive answer to prayer (that is going to extremes of over or under


interpreting what God is saying and particularly our significance in what we are experiencing).
c) forgetting when life is proceeding fairly mundanely how God has been involved in past highs and lows.

We should treat problems and coping as normal parts of life to be welcomed, behaving with grace as in other everyday life situations. Maturity lies in thinking and behaving in a Christian way when life is tough or the consequences of a decision or action are uncertain with a wide range of positive or negative outcomes. Applying the same clarity of thinking and method of decision-making on important matters as on apparently less important matters is of great benefit and can be achieved by everyone with determination, practice and the loving accountability of others. God particularly welcomes the application of His principles in pressure situations.


Remember there is always a solution to any problem (recognising the possibility of it being an unchangeable fact of life which one must accept). So search for solutions, gain tools for doing so and be patient working with God aiming to align oneself with His will, but being prepared to accept undesirable or unpalatable outcomes.

