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Why do fireflies have to die so soon?

Setsuko, Grave of the Fireflies
Credit: Ghibli Studio
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A LETTER FROM JONATHAN

Good day, my friend!

Welcome to the Q3-2025 edition of my blog's newsletter series! |
am delighted to continue the journey with you.

For as long as | can remember, I’'ve been fascinated by life’s big
questions. What is our purpose? Why are we here? What does it
all mean? This curiosity has driven me to write extensively on
these themes.

Just last year, | dedicated my November-December 2024 edition
to the theme of the “meaning of life“. As difficult to believe as it
may seem, it’s a widely popular topic - one discussed not just in
philosophy classrooms, but also in late-night coffee talks,
religious gatherings, and typed into search engines by a
multitude of people around the world every month.

We are, it seems, a species desperate for meaning.

And as | reflect on it, | cannot help but realize a simple truth: one
cannot truly talk about the meaning of life without taking into
account the

Suffering is an inherent part of existence. And yet, it’s a subject
most of us would rather avoid - an unwanted presence we
instinctively wish we could make disappear.

However, | believe that running away from it does no good. In
fact, it’s only in turning around and confronting our pain
head-on that we may attain authentic happiness and fulfillment.
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A LETTER FROM JONATHAN

It’s amidst our struggles that we may uncover a deeper sense of
purpose - one that can turn life to a completely new page.

Finding meaning in suffering is definitely no joke though. To be
honest, | don’t think | already have enough life experiences to be
called a “master” on this topic. My intention is only to act as a
“facilitator” - one whose role is to encourage you to think on
your own and arrive at an answer by yourself. Everyone’s
journey is theirs; only by treading the path by oneself may one
discover a “truth” that resonates with them.

What to expect in this edition:

The universal nature of suffering - why it is an inherent part
of the human condition, plus where it comes from.

The need to shift from asking “why?” to “what now?” - to
realize one’s agency in overcoming their hardships

The value of suffering - how it cultivates strength, fosters
happiness, and promotes virtues.

The mental traps that cause many to be confined within
their own “prison” - namely attachment, flawed
worldviews, avoidance, among others.

What it takes to find meaning in suffering.

Plus, how to help people who are suffering - especially
those in our inner circles.

Let us turn the page and embark on the journey, shall we?

All the best!

Jonathan M. Pham
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THE UNAVOIDABLE
QUESTION

Life is essentially suffering; this
suffering arises from craving.

Arthur Schopenhauer
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1.1. THE UNIVERSAL NATURE OF SUFFERING

What is this thing we call “suffering”?

If you do a quick search on Google, | suppose you should be presented
with a lot of technical definitions. Here is the one on Wikipedia:

Suffering, or pain in a broad sense, may be an experience of un-
pleasantness or aversion, possibly associated with the perception
of harm or threat of harm in an individual.

It’s true that physical pain (e.g. injury, illness) is indeed a real form of
suffering. However, our focus here will be more on the one we carry
inside us - which, | believe, may be classified into two main forms:

e Mental & emotional suffering
Think about the grief after a loss, the constant anxiety about the fu-
ture, or the feeling of loneliness in a crowded room.

e Existential & spiritual suffering
This is the pain that arises not from a specific event, but from a per-
ceived lack of meaning. It’s the feeling of being lost - as if one is just
going through the motions, and as if nothing really matters. And it is
much more common than many of us may think.

About 1/3 of my cases are suffering from no clinically definable
neurosis, but from the senselessness and emptiness of their lives.

Carl Jung

Throughout human history, suffering has always been a constant.
Wars and conflicts tear families apart, natural disasters reshape lives

7


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suffering

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

1.1. THE UNIVERSAL NATURE OF SUFFERING

in an instant, and acts of senseless violence leave humanity grappling
with shock and sorrow.

It seems that no matter the era, the human condition is always mark-
ed by a vulnerability to pain.

These days, humanity has achieved unprecedented levels of conveni-
ence and technological marvels. We now have access to more inform-
ation, more comfort, and more efficiency than any generation before
us. And yet, has suffering been removed?

Far from it, | might say. In many ways, it has simply changed its form.

The spiritual void Jung spoke of seems to have widened. In the chase
for money and success, many of us end up overworked and discon-
nected, like robots in a system.
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1.1. THE UNIVERSAL NATURE OF SUFFERING

As life becomes more convenient, so too does our appetite for more,
leading to a chronic state of dissatisfaction.

Even the rise of Al, a tool designed to free up our time, leaves us busi-
er and more anxious than ever. As Al slowly replaces human work,
many find themselves plagued with a wave of existential questions.
For example, if a machine can do my job, what is my value?

We become so tethered to our computers and phones, endlessly and
aimlessly scrolling through social media, that we forget how to be
present with ourselves and with each other.

We become more connected digitally, yet more isolated emotionally.

No matter how much we advance on the outside, the inner landscape
of suffering remains. It is universal, and it is here.
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1.2. WHERE OUR SUFFERING COMES FROM

Life is tragic simply because the earth turns and the sun
inexorably rises and sets, and one day, for each of us,
the sun will go down for the last, last time.

James Baldwin
Where does our suffering come from?

This is a question that has been pondered by philosophers, theologi-
ans, and thinkers for millennia. Throughout history, various explana-
tions have been offered.

e From a Buddhist perspective, the root of suffering, or dukkha, is
not found in the world but within our own minds. It arises from
craving, attachment, and a misunderstanding of the transient
nature of things. In simple terms, we suffer because we are so
desperate to cling to people, experiences, and things that are, by
their nature, impermanent.

e The Abrahamic traditions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) tend
to view suffering as a consequence of a broken world, a test of
one’s faith, or the result of humanity’s free will - which allows us
to choose actions that cause pain to ourselves and others. To sum
it up, the issue’s root cause has to do with an interplay bet-
ween a flawed external reality and one’s internal moral choices.

e The Cynics believed that much of human suffering was a product
of conventions - societal norms, expectations, and artificial de-
sires. Philosophers like Diogenes advocated that one should re-
ject these things and live “in accordance with nature”. Voluntarily
experiencing pain (e.g. living without shelter, begging, wearing
simple clothes, going barefoot in all seasons, or enduring insults)
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1.2. WHERE OUR SUFFERING COMES FROM

was recommended by the Cynics to toughen oneself against ex-
ternal circumstances.

e The Stoics, much like the Buddhists, argued that humanity’s suff-
ering comes not from external events themselves, but from our
judgments about them. It is the attachment to things outside of
one’s control that causes them turmoil.

e The Existentialists (religious or not) proposed that a certain base-
line of suffering is an intrinsic part of the human condition - a
result of being a self—aware being in an indifferent universe.

o
==
=

At first glance, these perspectives may seem different; and yet, if we
look closely enough, we should realize that they all point toward two
main sources of pain:

e What comes from “out there”: The external factors, the events
and circumstances we don’t choose and often can’t control (e.g. a
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1.2. WHERE OUR SUFFERING COMES FROM

sudden illness, the loss of a loved one, a global crisis, etc.). These
are subject to fate, chance, and the actions of others.

e What comes from “in here”: Our perceptions, reactions, attach-
ments, and choices - in other words, the way we interpret events
and what we decide to do about them.

From my own experience, | believe suffering is rarely a product of just
one or the other. Rather, it is the result of an inseparable intertwining
of fate and free will.

I don’t know if we each have a destiny, or if we’re all just floating
around accidental-like on a breeze, but I, | think maybe it’s both.
Maybe both is happening at the same time.

Forrest Gump
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THE GIFT OF
ADVERSITY

To live is to suffer,
to survive is to find
meaning in the suffering.

Gordon W. Allport

13
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2.1. FROM ‘WHY?" TO "WHAT NOW?’

When suffering strikes, our first (and completely humane) impulse is
to ask: “Why?”

We search desperately for something that can make sense of our pain.
Why do good people get sick while the cruel seem to prosper? Why are
innocent lives shattered by war and random injustice?

We look at the world and see what appears to be a chaotic, unfair lot-
tery. Why then?

It’s not simple to come up with a straightforward answer that is uni-
versally accepted, given that the world is not only black and white -
and given that every event is just a “chain” within a whole web of
causes and effects that exceeds a single individual’s knowledge. Or, as
philosophers like Kant have put it - what we are able to perceive is
only phenomena (things as they appear to us, shaped by our subject-
ive senses & experiences), not noumena (things in themselves, inde-
pendent of our perception and knowledge).

Even what is widely acknowledged by a community is still subject to
interpretation (something | often refer to as collective awareness). For
instance, think about humanity’s understanding of a disease (e.g. can-
cer), which has been evolving constantly over time. What was once
seen as a mysterious curse is now understood through a scientific lens
of genetics, cell biology, and environmental factors. That said, even
this “truth” is still subject to interpretation and new discoveries - not
the final word yet.

Or, think about how a historical event, like a war, is often written and
accepted differently across countries. The nations involved in the
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2.1. FROM ‘WHY?" TO "WHAT NOW?’

same conflict may come up with very distinct - even conflicting narra-
tives. Each group’s “truth” is shaped by its collective memories, va-
lues, and experiences, none of which fully capture the noumena of the
incident itself.

/ .’M‘llu.

Throughout history, humanity has come up with systems of belief to
address the question. Some traditions point to the workings of karma
- in other words, one’s present pain is a debt from a past life. Others
see it as a test from God, a “fire” meant to forge one’s character and
strengthen their faith.

In the Gospel of John, there is a story about Jesus and his disciples
coming across a man who was born blind. The disciples asked:

“Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born
blind?”

“Neither this man nor his parents sinned, but this happened so
that the works of God might be displayed in him.”

John 9:1-3
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2.1. FROM ‘WHY?" TO "WHAT NOW?’

Indeed, from our limited human perspective, we may never know the
real “why”. Every explanation one can come up - whether it is karma,
the will of God, or something else - is just a means for one to some-
how visualize the whole web of causes and effects.

To demand a tidy reason for the universe’s apparent randomness will,
most of the time, only bring us to a frustrating dead end.

To live is to be vulnerable to pain. There is no running away from it.
Try to exclude the possibility of suffering which the order of na-
ture and the existence of free wills involve, and you find that you

have excluded life itself.

C. S. Lewis

16



© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

2.1. FROM ‘WHY?" TO "WHAT NOW?’

That said, some may wonder: if chasing the “Why” is a dead end,
where do we turn?

My answer is: we should turn from the external event to our internal
experience. To the power of our own perception.

The truth is, human beings rarely react to events themselves; we only
react to our interpretation of those events. For instance, one may
think of a sudden downpour either as an inconvenience that ruins
their day - or as a welcome surprise that is essential for life to
flourish. The meaning we assign to the rain is what shapes our
experience.

Our suffering, then, is not just what happens to us, but the story we
tell ourselves about what happens. As such, we should move from
“Why did this happen to me?” to “What should | do now?”

YOUTH: Look, it hasn’t been my intention to find out what kind of
life you have led, but I think I’ve started to understand. Basically,
without ever having a major setback or encountering overwhel-
ming irrationality, you have crossed the threshold into a world of
nebulous philosophy. That’s why you can just toss off people’s
emotional scars like they’re nothing. How exceptionally blessed
you’ve been!

PHILOSOPHER: It seems you are having difficulty accepting this.
Well, let’s give something else a try. This is a triangular column

that we use occasionally in counselling.

YOUTH: Sounds interesting. Please explain.

17
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2.1. FROM ‘WHY?" TO "WHAT NOW?’

PHILOSOPHER: This triangular column represents our psyche.
From where you are sitting right now, you should be able to see
only two of the three sides. What is written on those sides?

YOUTH: One side says ‘That bad person’. The other ‘Poor me.

PHILOSOPHER: Most of the people who come for counseling start
off talking about one or the other. They tearfully complain about
the unhappiness that has befallen them. Or, they speak of their
hatred for the other people who torment them and the society
that surrounds them.

But this is not the point we should be talking to each other about.
No matter how much you seek agreement regarding ‘that bad
person’ or complain about ‘poor me, and whether there is some-
one who listens to that, even if you derive some temporary com-
fort, it will not lead to a true solution.

The triangular column has another side that is hidden from you
now. What sort of thing do you think is written on it?

YOUTH: Hey, stop messing around and just show it to me!
PHILOSOPHER: All right. Please read out loud what it says there.
(And then the philosopher slowly rotated the triangular column
with his thin fingers and revealed the words written on the remain-
ing face - the words that shook the youth’s heart)

YOUTH: ...!

PHILOSOPHER: Well, say it out loud.

18
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2.1. FROM ‘WHY?" TO "WHAT NOW?’

YOUTH: ‘What should I do from now on?’

PHILOSOPHER: Yes, this is precisely the point we should be talk-
ing to each other about: ‘What should | do from now on?’ We do
not need ‘that bad person’. Neither is ‘poor me’ necessary.

Ichiro Kishimi, ‘The Courage to be Happy’

Some might hear this and think it’s an insensitive, even inhumane,
response to pain. “How can you just tell someone to move on?”

And yet, | would argue the opposite - that it is the most humane res-
ponse possible. Simple, because it demonstrates faith in humanity’s
strength.

It acknowledges our pain without allowing it to define us.
It honors one’s capacity to rise above the odds, to choose one’s atti-
tude, to take the broken pieces of their life and create something

meaningful.

It treats us not as fragile victims of fate, but as the authors of our own
destiny.
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2.2. FINDING MEANING IN THE UNIMAGINABLE

Perhaps one was born into this world to accept suffering; and it is
because of suffering itself that one must live, must seek happiness,
love, and art, must fully enjoy and endure life to its very end.

Bao Ninh, ‘The Sorrow of War’

As human beings, we are wired for meaning. It is an innate drive to
make sense of our experiences, both the joyful and the painful.

When faced with chaos, we instinctively search for a pattern; when
faced with a story, we look for a moral.

This drive doesn’t vanish in the face of suffering - rather, it only inten-
sifies. To find “meaning” in this context is to find a sense of order,
coherence, and purpose within our existence, even when it hurts.

As challenging as it may seem, various figures in history have embo-
died the essence of finding meaning, even in the darkest of times. One
example | find particularly moving is that of Father Maximilian Kolbe,
a Polish priest imprisoned at Auschwitz. In 1941, after a prisoner esca-
ped, the guards selected ten men to be starved to death as a punish-
ment. When one of the chosen men cried out in despair (“My wife! My
children!”), Father Kolbe stepped forward and offered to take his
place. He was then sent to an underground bunker where he spent his
final days comforting the other condemned prisoners, leading them in
prayer and song.

In a place designed to strip away all humanity, Father Kolbe trans-
formed his own death from a pointless tragedy into a heroic sacrifice -
an act of love that affirmed hope and human dignity.
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2.2. FINDING MEANING IN THE UNIMAGINABLE

Our saint fellow-prisoner rescued, above all, the humanity in us.
He was a spiritual shepherd in the hunger chamber. He strength-
ened the faith and hope in us who survived the selection. Among
this destruction, terror, and the evil, he restored hope.

Michat Micherdzinski, recounting the sacrifice of Father Kolbe

/ £ T

And then there’s the story of the psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor,
Viktor Frankl, who was also imprisoned in Auschwitz (among other
places). Despite the unimaginable miseries, Frankl was able to keep
himself alive by intently holding on to the memories of his wife - and
by envisioning a future where he would be free, standing in a lecture

hall, teaching students about the psychological lessons he learned in
the concentration camps.
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2.2. FINDING MEANING IN THE UNIMAGINABLE

There are countless other examples as well, and they all speak to the
same truth: humanity is capable of finding meaning in suffering. The
moment that happens, we transform suffering from a passive, mean-
ingless affliction into what can be called a “passion”.

On one hand, we accept the reality of the pain; on the other hand, we
learn to harness its energy for growth, understanding, and action.

In some ways suffering ceases to be suffering at the moment it
finds a meaning, such as the meaning of a sacrifice.

Viktor Frankl
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2.3. THE WISDOM FORGED IN FIRE

We must embrace pain and burn it as fuel for our journey.

Kenji Miyazawa

What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.
Friedrich Nietzsche

| suppose most of you are already familiar with this saying. We’ve
heard it so many times that it may feel like some kind of “cliche” (FYI,
there is a song with the same name; | happened to know about that
song before learning about the quote’s true origin).

As simple as it may seem, the phrase does convey an undeniable truth
about the human spirit.

It’s just like going to the gym. When we lift weights, we are creating
microscopic tears in our muscle fibers. The pain and stress are necess-
ary for the muscle to heal and rebuild, becoming stronger than it was
before. Without that pressure, our bodies would remain weak.

In the same way, suffering serves as a form of “resistance training” for
our character. It is through facing and overcoming challenges that we
cultivate a deep-seated resilience that can’t be acquired any other
way. At the same time, it also presents an opportunity for us to test
what we believe in - our values, faith, inner resolve - and find out how
authentic they are.
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2.3. THE WISDOM FORGED IN FIRE

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 disco-
ver how much you really trusted it?

C. S. Lewis

Perhaps what’s so incredible about confronting our suffering is that it
grants us the ability to shape “reality” - although not in a way many
may expect:

PHILOSOPHER: Once, a man | was counselling recalled an inci-
dent from his childhood in which a dog attacked him and bit his
leg. Apparently, his mother had often told him, ‘If you see a stray
dog, stay completely still. Because if you run, it will chase you.’
There used to be a lot of stray dogs roaming the streets, you see.
So, one day he came across a stray dog on the side of the road.
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A friend who had been walking with him ran away, but he obeyed
his mother’s instructions and stayed rooted to the spot. And the
stray dog attacked him and bit his leg.

YOUTH: Are you saying that memory was a lie that he fabricated?

PHILOSOPHER: It was not a lie. It is probably true that he was bit-
ten. There had to be a continuation to that episode, however.
Through several sessions of counselling, the continuation of the
story came back to him. While he was crouching down in pain
after getting bitten by the dog, a man who happened to be riding
by on a bicycle stopped, helped him get up and took him straight
to the hospital.

In the early stage of counselling, his lifestyle, or worldview, had
been that ‘the world is a perilous place, and people are my ene-
mies’. To this man, the memory of having been bitten by a dog
was an event signifying that this world is a place full of danger.
However, once he had begun, little by little, to be able to think,
‘The world is a safe place, and people are my comrades,’ episodes
that supported that way of thinking started coming back to him.

Was one bitten by a dog? Or was one helped by another person?
The reason Adlerian psychology is considered a ‘psychology of
use’ is this aspect of ‘being able to choose one’s own life’

The past does NOT decide ‘now’. It is your ‘NOW’ that decides the
past.

Ichiro Kishimi, ‘The Courage to Be Happy’
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2.3. THE WISDOM FORGED IN FIRE

This is the essence of resilience. The miseries that have happened do
not determine who one is. It is the meaning one actively creates - the
perspective one decides to hold today - that matters.

We can’t erase our scars, but we can reframe our mindset to see them
not as evidence of brokenness, but as proof of our strength and abili-

ty to persevere.

Life begins on the other side of despair.

Jean-Paul Sartre

In our modern culture, happiness is typically imagined as something
completely “perfect” - a state free from problems, worries, and pain.
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2.3. THE WISDOM FORGED IN FIRE

Many of us chase this ideal, believing that if we could just eliminate all
the negative parts of life, we would finally be happy.

And yet, is it really true at all?

Happiness is not the absence of problems; it’s the ability to deal
with them.

Steve Maraboli

Back in the day, many philosophical and psychological frameworks
defined suffering as the opposite of pleasure, happiness, or well be-
ing. However, | dare to say that such a view is too simplistic.

Suffering, paradoxically, can be one of the greatest teachers in the art
of authentic happiness. It acts like a purifying fire. When we are con-
fronted with the loss of a loved one, a serious illness, or a deep exist-
ential crisis, the “flames” burn away everything superficial - the trivi-
al worries that once consumed us, the endless chase for status, the
obsession with minor inconveniences, and so on.

Suffering forces us to confront the reality of our own mortality and the
impermanence of all things. We stop asking what we can get from life
and instead start thinking about what gives life meaning. And sud-
denly, the answer becomes clear: the time spent with loved ones, the
expression of kindness, the pursuit of one’s values - all of these are
what make this earthly existence worthy.

At the same time, we learn to become sensitive to and appreciate the
daily moments of peace and grace. A quiet morning, a warm cup of
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2.3. THE WISDOM FORGED IN FIRE

tea, a genuine conversation with a friend - these trivial things cease
to be ordinary. They become miracles.

In the movie “The Seventh Seal” by Ingmar Bergman, there is a scene
that captured this perfectly. The story follows a medieval knight re-
turning from the Crusades, journeying through a land ravaged by the
Black Death. He is tormented by the seemingly silence of God and the
meaninglessness of all the miseries around him. The world, as it ap-
pears to him, is one of deep suffering.

One afternoon, he stumbles upon a small family of traveling actors -
Jof, Mia, and their young child. These simple, kind-hearted people in-
vite him to share their humble meal: a bowl of wild strawberries and a
saucer of milk. As they sit together in the summer sun, the knight’s
tormented face softens. For a moment, all his dread and doubt fall
away. He says, “I’ll carry this memory between my hands as if it were a
bowl filled to the brim with fresh milk, and it will be an adequate sign, it
will be enough for me.”
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In the midst of a dark and seemingly hopeless world, the knight even-
tually finds a moment of peace, connection, and goodness. And that, |
believe, is a perfect example of what we call “authentic happiness”.

Not a life without suffering - but the ability to find and cherish these
small glimmers of light.

The ending of sorrow is the beginning of wisdom.

Jiddu Krishnamurti

Adult Pi Patel: Faith is a house with many rooms.
Writer: But no room for doubt?
Adult Pi Patel: Oh plenty, on every floor. Doubt is useful, it keeps

faith a living thing. After all, you cannot know the strength of
your faith until it is tested.

Life of Pi (2012)

Many of us tend to think of suffering as the proof that our beliefs are
unfounded. We cry out in pain, and if we are met with silence, we
assume it means there is “nothing out there” - that we have been a
“blind sheep” all the way.

But what if suffering isn’t the opposite of faith? What if it is the very
ground upon which a real, living faith is established?
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As discussed above, hardship serves as a “flame” that burns away all
things superficial. And I believe that these include our shallow, un-
tested beliefs as well (which | will talk about later).

Have you ever heard about the story of Job? Job is a righteous man

who, for no reason he can comprehend, loses everything he holds
dear. The apparent absurdity of the universe makes him question
himself a lot; and yet, in the end, he chooses to believe and endure -
even in the face of utter devastation.

While the character is tied to religious texts, | believe we do not neces-
sarily have to interpret his story within the frameworks of a specific
religion or a belief in God (which, | assume, can be understood differ-
ently across cultures and traditions). In fact, Job’s faith represents
something much grander.
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It can be a “stubborn” hope in the goodness of humanity, even after
witnessing unimaginable cruelty.

It can be a deep-seated belief in a cosmic order, like karma, that we
may not fully understand.

It can be an unwavering faith in the power of love and virtue, or a sim-
ple trust that, as they say, “life finds a way.”

Whatever its form, such a conviction serves as a reminder that our
pain is not pointless, even if its purpose is hidden from us. That our
traumas can become opportunities for spiritual growth. That our
deepest wounds may turn out to be the greatest sources of strength.

Someone has to start. Other people might not be cooperative,
but that is not connected to you. You should start. With no regard
to whether others are cooperative or not.

Alfred Adler
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The wound is the place where the Light enters you.
Rumi

These days, many of us operate under an illusion of control. We plan
our careers, schedule our weeks, and establish identities based on our
achievements. We see ourselves as the sole authors of our story, the
center of our own “universe”.

Suffering is the force that shatters this illusion. A sudden diagnosis, an
unexpected loss, or a crisis that brings us to our knees reminds us that
we are not, in fact, in control of everything. That we are but one small
part of an interconnected web of life, subject to forces far be-

yond our command.

If one believes in karma, suffering teaches them that they are not as
perfect as they might have thought - bad things happen to them as a
result of previous bad karma/ wrongdoings; hence, they should never
be so full of themselves, and should instead focus on accumulating
good deeds right now.

If one believes in an omnipotent force like God, it gives them the
chance to appreciate the value of prayer, respect and love in its un-
conditional form. To take the first step by themselves and believe
completely - even when there are not sufficient grounds for believing.

Allin all, it is in moments of vulnerability that the walls we put up to
protect ourselves - i.e. pride, certainty, ego - may be “broken” open,
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so that something new may come in.

Once we stop demanding that things conform to our will, we may be-
gin to see life as the gift it is - filled with numerous “miracles” we
once took for granted.

When we have faced the possibility of losing everything, that is when
we become aware of the sheer wonder of having anything at all: our
own breath, the warmth of the sun on our skin, the taste of clean wa-
ter, the presence of another human being who cares for us.

Life owes us nothing; it has already given us everything. How foolish
we have been not to realize its blessings!

High calls low and low calls high. I tell you, if you were in such
dire straits as | was, you too would elevate your thoughts. The
lower you are, the higher your mind will want to soar.

Yann Martel, ‘Life of Pi’
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When we are consumed by hardships, it’s natural for the whole world
to “shrink” and become confined within our own self. And yet, once
we learn to accept reality with courage, that is when our eyes become
“opened” - opened to the miseries of others.

After all, suffering is a universal part of the human experience. That
said, it is not easy for one to truly understand the struggles of those
around them - unless they have been through by themselves.

Once we have walked through our own “fire”, the suffering of another
person ceases to be an abstract problem; it becomes a shared reality.
We no longer just feel sorry for them; we truly feel with them. And
that is the birthplace of true understanding.

We see this in the real world all the time, don’t we? Think about how

it’s just natural for doctors who have battled a serious medical condi-
tion or lost a loved one to illness to possess a degree of empathy that
can’t be acquired from a textbook alone.

It’s also common for those who have been through trauma to become
more altruistic, dedicating themselves to helping others navigate si-
milar struggles. Survivors of illness become mentors for the newly di-
agnosed; parents who have lost a child to a drunk driver create orga-
nizations to prevent future tragedies.

In a way, their suffering, which begins as an isolating experience, has
turned into a source of collective healing - one that connects people
together.
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And that’s not all. Have you ever had any conflict with your spouse?
For those who are unmarried (like me), | suppose many of you have
already witnessed your parents arguing with each other before, right?

It’s not a comfortable experience. And yet, without it, would one have
become better aware of their own shortcomings - as well as those of
their other “half”? Would one have learned what it takes to humble
oneself, appreciate others, and coexist with them?

Now, I’m not saying that | advocate for familial conflicts. What | would
like to stress is that as soon as you view suffering from a different per-
spective, you should be able to see that it has never been for nothing.
That thanks to it, people may learn the lesson of COM-PASSION - to
suffer alongside each other - in a very vivid and memorable manner.
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Suffering is a sign that you’re out of touch with the truth.
Suffering is given to you that you might open your eyes to the
truth, that you might understand that there’s falsehood some-
where, just as physical pain is given to you so you will under-
stand that there is disease or illness somewhere.

Anthony de Mello

What if our greatest suffering isn’t a punishment, but a signal? A kind
of spiritual “alarm bell”, ringing to tell us that the way we are living is
no longer sustainable? That our priorities/ values/ way of being is out
of alignment with our “true self” - hence, we need to “wake up” im-
mediately?

One thing in today’s fast-paced world that I find really unfortunate is
the fact that many people just “exist” without truly living. We get
caught in the rhythm of the daily grind - working jobs that pay the
bills but don’t feed our souls, chasing goals that society has set for us
without ever questioning their validity.

We scroll and consume, living in a state of comfortable “numbness”
just to be “like others”.

We become so accustomed to this passive existence that we don’t
even realize we’re, in reality, “asleep”.

Quite often, it takes a life-altering incident - a great loss, a painful fail-
ure, or a confrontation with our own mortality - to jolt us awake. Only
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then may we look back and realize how much of our precious time has
been spent on autopilot.

Perhaps one of the most moving portrayals of this problem is in Akira
Kurosawa’s movie “lkiru” (meaning: To Live). The film tells the story of
Kanji Watanabe, a low-level bureaucrat who has spent thirty yearsin a
monotonous job, shuffling papers and accomplishing nothing. He is,
as another character tells him, a kind of “mummy” - already dead,
just not yet buried.

Then comes a turning point when Watanabe is diagnosed with termi-
nal stomach cancer and told that he has less than a year to live. The
impending death forces him to confront reality. After a period of des-
pair, he remembers a group of women from a poor neighborhood who
have been trying, fruitlessly, to get the city to turn a fetid swamp into
a children’s playground.
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Suddenly, Watanabe finds his purpose. He dedicates his final months
to a selfless goal: to cut through the bureaucratic red tape and build
that playground. He pours all his remaining life force into this one act
of service.

At the climax of the story, viewers are presented with one of the most
beautiful scenes in cinema history. Watanabe sits on a swing in the
park he built, in the falling snow, singing a song. He is dying, but he is
at peace, filled with quiet joy. His suffering did not destroy him; it
saved him. It gave his life a sense of urgency and clarity he had never
known before. Thanks to it, he has finally been able to truly live.
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This is the ultimate gift of adversity. Rather than marking an “end”, it
can turn out to be our true “beginning” - a reminder to strive for a
more authentic, connected, and purposeful existence.

A man who does not understand the benefit of suffering does not
live a clever and true life.

Leo Tolstoy
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What Suffering Teaches Us

Resilience & strength

é%%:}“ Authentic happiness

Faith despite the absurd

Humility & gratitude

Compassion for others

A catalyst for action
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NAVIGATING THE
SHADOWS

| pray but | am lost.
Am | just praying to silence?

Father Rodrigues, ‘Silence’ (2016)
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Finding meaning in suffering is not easy. Quite often, the most formid-
able barriers are not in the world, but within our own minds.

Constant endeavor to be something, to become something, is the
real cause of the destructiveness and the aging of the mind.

Jiddu Krishnamurti

Perhaps the root of all struggles is the tendency to attach happiness
to fleeting outcomes. We tell ourselves, “I’ll be happy when | get that
promotion,” “...when | buy that house,” “...when I find the perfect
partner.” We peg our inner peace to an external, conditional future.

The problem with this thinking is a psychological phenomenon

known as the “hedonic treadmill.” We desire something, we strive for
it, and when we finally get it, we experience a brief rush of happiness.
But then, inevitably, we adapt. The novelty wears off, that new level of
success or comfort becomes our new baseline, and we return to our
original level of happiness.

Before we know it, we are already looking for the next thing, the next
“fix” that we believe will finally bring us lasting satisfaction.

It’s a psychological dead end that only guarantees a state of constant
craving.

We suffer when we don’t get what we want, and we suffer when we do
get what we want - because it’s never enough.
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If you don’t get what you want, you suffer; if you get what you
don’t want, you suffer; even when you get exactly what you want,
you still suffer because you can’t hold on to it forever.

Socrates

The mind’s tendency is to seek the path of least resistance; that is why
many people simplify our complex world into rigid, binary categories:
good versus evil, right versus wrong, us versus them. Such black-or-
white thinking provides a sense of certainty (which we all innately
crave), but it comes at a great cost. Specifically, it fuels judgment, di-
vision, and an inability to see the humanity in those we deem as “ene-
mies,”’ leading to an unrealistic desire for “justice”.
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It is a challenging truth to admit, but the thing is: life is never a clean
story with pure heroes and villains; it is a reality where beauty and
horror often coexist.

Just think about this. A fridge or an air conditioner always has two
sides - one cold, one hot. Essentially, it’s still one single fridge/ air
conditioner, but it needs two sides to complement each other.

The same rule applies to society. Think of the tension between politic-
al progressives who push for change and conservatives who seek to
preserve tradition. A healthy society needs both to survive.

Or, consider the relationship between the capitalists who value inno-
vation and the socialists who desire a collective safety net, where no-
body is left behind. One pushes forward, the other holds us together.

And yet, far too often, we tend to look at events in only one way -
either too positively or too negatively - without taking a balanced
approach. A Middle Path.

In doing so, we have chosen to cut ourselves away from others.

What remained was sorrow, the immense sorrow, the sorrow of
having survived. The sorrow of war.

But for Hoa and countless other loved comrades, nameless ordi-
nary soldiers, those who sacrificed for others and for their Viet-
nam, raising the name of Vietnam high and proud, creating a
spiritual beauty in the horrors of conflict, the war would have
been another brutal, sadistic exercise.
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Kien himself would have been dead long ago if it had not been for
the sacrifice of others; he might even have killed himself to es-
cape the psychological burden of killing others. He had not done
that, choosing instead to live the life of an antlike soldier, carry-
ing the burden of every underling.

After 1975, all that had quieted. The wind of war had stopped.
The branches of conflict had stopped rustling. As we had won,
Kien thought, then that meant justice had won; that had been
some consolation. Or had it?

Look at your own existence. Look carefully now at the peace we
have, painful, bitter, and sad. And look at who won the war.

To win, martyrs had sacrificed their lives in order that others
might survive. Not a new phenomenon, true. But for those still
living to know that the kindest, most worthy people have all fall-
en away, or even been tortured, humiliated before being killed,
or buried and wiped away by the machinery of war, then this
beautiful landscape of calm and peace is an appalling paradox.

“Justice”’ may have won, but cruelty, death, and inhuman vio-
lence have also won.

[...]

Peace is nothing more than a tree that thrives on the blood and
bones of fallen comrades.

Bao Ninh, ‘The Sorrow of War’
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Speaking of which, | remember once coming across a parable on this
theme - albeit from a source few would expect: the Japanese anime
Doraemon. In an episode titled “The Dictator Switch,”’ the protagonist
Nobita is given a button that can make anyone who annoys him disap-
pear - literally. He uses it on his bullies, classmates, and eventually
everyone, until he is the only person left on Earth.

At first, Nobita enjoys the newfound freedom, but soon enough, a ter-
rifying loneliness sets in. He realizes that a world without others, even
the difficult and annoying ones, is utterly meaningless. It then dawns
on him: the richness of life is found not in a “perfect” world free of
conflict, but in the ups and downs of human connection.
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When we rigidly label people and experiences as purely “good” or
“bad,” we erase the very thing that makes life meaningful. Our desire
for a world without friction can, if we are not careful, lead us down the
path of destruction.
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Even saints cannot live with saints on this earth without some
anguish. There are two things which men can do about the pain
of disunion with other men. They can love or they can hate.

Thomas Merton
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This is the trap of creating suffering out of thin air. We get stuck in
mental loops, endlessly replaying a past mistake or worrying about a
future that hasn’t happened. Many times, we imagine terrible things
before we really know if they are real or not.

Have you ever been through a situation like this? You send a message,

but the recipient does not immediately respond. You then begin to
wonder:
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“They must be angry!”
“Did | say something wrong?”, or
“This is not a good sign! What’s going on?”

In reality, the other person is just being busy; in other words, there’s
no need to worry at all. You are the only one responsible for your own
“suffering”!

As ironic as it may seem, this type of self-inflicted pain is extremely
prevalent. Many of us suffer from the anxiety of what might happen,
and then if it does happen, we suffer again. We essentially pay inter-
est on a debt we never owe.

It’s a habit that drains our energy and keeps us locked in a mental pri-
son, unable to engage with the present moment.

If a problem is fixable, if a situation is such that you can do some-
thing about it, then there is no need to worry. If it’s not fixable,
then there is no help in worrying. There is no benefit in worrying
whatsoever.

Dalai Lama XIV

This may be one of the most toxic behaviors in the current hyper con-
nected world. We look at the curated lives of others on social media
and measure our own reality against theirs.
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On one side, we compare our pain to someone we perceive as “worse
off,” which causes us to invalidate our own feelings (“I shouldn’t feel
so bad; others have it so much worse”).

On the other side, we look at those who seem to have it easier; hence,
we end up succumbing to envy, resentment, and self-pity.

Both paths prevent us from finding meaning in suffering. After all,
your pain is your pain. It is valid simply because you feel it. It is not a
competition.

There’s no hierarchy of pain. Suffering shouldn’t be ranked,
because pain is not a contest.

Lori Gottlieb
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If you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.

Friedrich Nietzsche

All too often, the underlying belief systems that shape our “reality”
turn out to be one of the greatest sources of suffering.

We live in a strange paradox. By many objective measures - purchas-
ing power, access to information, material comfort - life has become
better than ever before. Yet, subjectively, rates of depression, anxiety,
and a sense of meaninglessness are soaring.

How can this be?

One reason, as it seems, lies in a worldview that insists on filling an in-
ternal, spiritual void with external, material things. We are taught to
live to work, to accumulate, to achieve. “Success” is frequently priori-
tized over value. We chase money, status, and possessions, believing
they are the primary ingredients for a good life.

Unbeknownst to many of us, it is exactly this pursuit that causes so
much suffering:

e Parents demand that their children pursue unrealistic dreams
(e.g. being the best student in class; enrolling in top universities
or “hot” majors that do not quite match their vocations; winning
in national competitions, etc.). In some cases, the expectations
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are so unreasonable that the kids decide to commit suicide just
because of a very trivial reason (e.g. failing an exam).

e Communities value degrees and reputation so much that some
people shamelessly resort to methods such as plagiarizing or
hiring someone else to write their thesis.

e Society’s constant emphasis on materialism makes employees
unable to realize other values that the company brings to them:;
the only thing they seemingly care about is salary.

e People’s spiritual life deteriorates; in fact, many people (as | no-
tice) do not even understand what “being spiritual” means. Some
even go as far as equating traveling from one country to another
with spirituality - some kind of “healing”.

Speaking of which, | remember once in my Japanese class, the teach-
er asked us why we decided to study Japanese. One of the students
responded: “Because of money, simply!”

| could not help but think how pathetic such a response was. “But if
it’s only for money, you can just learn something else; there’s no need
to choose Japanese” - that was what came to my mind.

It’s unfortunate that such a mindset has become normalized these
days. People make jokes on social media about the fact that salary is
the only thing important in work; in other words, life has become re-
duced to merely a non-stop accumulation of wealth.

There is an ancient parable that speaks directly to this problem. Arich
man’s land produced an abundant harvest, so much that he didn’t
have room to store it. He thought to himself, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will
tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there | will store my
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surplus grain. And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of grain laid up
for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.

And yet, his efforts ended up futile.

You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you.
Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?

Luke 12:20

When we make materialistic accumulation the primary goal, we build
bigger and bigger barns for our possessions, but at the same time
leave the soul empty.

We suffer because we are looking for a solution “out there” to a hun-
ger thatis “in here.”
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Recently, | heard of a Vietnamese intern who murdered a Japanese
teacher in Imari for only more than 10,000 yen. Following the tragic
incident, one thing | noticed is that many Vietnamese social media
pages and groups responded to the event in a somewhat insensitive
way. Specifically, most posts and comments were only concerned
about the bad impression and consequences the murder was gonna
cause for the Viethamese (e.g. difficulty applying for visas in Japan,
etc.). A lot of harsh words for the perpetrator, and yet very few condo-
lences (if any) for the victim and her family.

As | reflect on it, | cannot help but be troubled by humanity’s tenden-
cy to pass the buck and shift responsibility to others.

52


https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2025/07/28/japan/crime-legal/vietnamese-technical-intern-arrested/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2025/07/28/japan/crime-legal/vietnamese-technical-intern-arrested/
https://jonathanmpham.com/en/interpersonal/relationships/passing-the-buck/

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

3.2. THE PRISON OF OUR WORLDVIEWS

When things go wrong, our default instinct is to point a finger. We
blame our circumstances, our past, our boss, the government, or
something like “fate” for our miseries. It’s a defense mechanism that
makes us feel momentarily relieved - at a tremendous cost, though.

If the cause of suffering is always “out there,” then so is the solution.
We become passive victims, waiting for the world or people to change
before we can find peace. Can we expect the situation to improve?

And that’s not all. As we focus excessively on the external, we fail to
realize that the “size” of our suffering is, essentially, relative.

For instance, think about how awful it feels for a high-performing stu-
dent (who always gets A+ in every test) to suddenly receive an aver-
age score - compared to one who usually scores average grades. In
this case, the former’s “suffering” is not because of the grade itself,
but a result of their expectations and desires for others’ recognition.

This may sound a little extreme, but after all, much of our suffering (as
demonstrated in the example above) is only a product of our imag-
ination. If it’s just something we imagine, what do we have to fear?

A man’s suffering is similar to the behavior of a gas. If a certain
quantity of gas is pumped into an empty chamber, it will fill the
chamber completely and evenly, no matter how big the chamber.
Thus suffering completely fills the human soul and conscious
mind, no matter whether the suffering is great or little. Therefore
the “size” of human suffering is absolutely relative.

Viktor Frankl
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Everything changes. It’s a basic law of the universe - one that trans-
cends all religious, cultural, and ideological frameworks.

We intellectually know that all things are transient, yet we live our
lives as if we could build a permanent fortress against change.

In his foreword to Frankl’s ‘Man’s Search for Meaning’ book, Harold
Kushner mentions a thought-provoking story as follows:

There is a scene in Arthur Miller’s play Incident at Vichy in which an
upper-middle-class professional man appears before the Nazi au-
thority that has occupied his town and shows his credentials: his
university degrees, his letters of reference from prominent citizens.

The Nazi asks him, “Is that everything you have?” The man nods.

The Nazi throws it all in the wastebasket and tells him: “Good, now
you have nothing.”

The man, whose self-esteem had always depended on the respect
of others, is emotionally destroyed.

Reflecting on the story, | cannot help but think about how the man’s
suffering came from tying his identity to external things that did not
last forever. When they were taken away, he felt he had nothing left.

The same ignorance fuels the “I’ll be happy when...” disease we have
discussed previously. It’s the belief that we will finally achieve a per-
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manent state of happiness when we get the next job, the next rela-
tionship, or the next achievement.

We are always chasing a future that we believe will be stable and se-
cure, but because nothing is forever, that future never arrives. And in
the process, we miss the chance to live fully in the only moment we
truly have: the present.
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The avoidance of suffering is a form of suffering.
The avoidance of struggle is a struggle.

Mark Manson

These are deep-seated emotional responses that prevent us from
finding meaning in suffering.

The experience of pain is uncomfortable; no wonder most of us would
like to run away from it and resort to some avenues of escapism
(which are prevalent in today’s world). We lose ourselves for hours in
binge-watching a TV series, scrolling through social media, overwork-
ing, or using food and drink to dull the ache inside.

It’s true that numbing the pain for a while might feel like a relief; how-
ever, it only makes it worse when we finally have to feel it.

It’s like holding a beach ball underwater: it takes constant energy, and
eventually, it will burst to the surface with even greater force.

A particularly subtle form of this tendency is known as “spiritual by-
passing” - using spiritual ideas to sidestep messy human emotions. It
may look like forcing “positive vibes only,” prematurely forgiving
someone without ever acknowledging one’s anger, hiding behind a
mask of detached tranquility to avoid feeling grief, or (in the case of
an individual I know personally) constantly reminding oneself that
“the afterlife will be better than this life”.
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If we look at it closely enough, we should realize that those behaviors
are, after all, results of attachment - one that hinders wisdom and will
eventually breed only more anxiety.

The more you try to avoid suffering, the more you suffer, because
smaller and more insignificant things begin to torture you, in
proportion to your fear of being hurt. The one who does most to
avoid suffering is, in the end, the one who suffers most.

Thomas Merton

In the dawn of morning, there lay the poor little one, with pale
cheeks and smiling mouth, leaning against the wall. She had
been frozen to death on the last evening of the year; and the New
Year’s sun rose and shone upon a little corpse. The child still sat,
in the stiffness of death, holding the matches in her hand, one
bundle of which was burnt. “She tried to warm herself,” said
some. No one imagined what beautiful things she had seen, nor
into what glory she had entered with her grandmother.

Hans Christian Andersen, ‘The Little Match Girl’
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3.3. THE BARRIERS OF THE HEART

Just as we can shut down our own pain, we can also shut down our
hearts to the miseries of the world. When the suffering of humanity
feels too vast, too constant - broadcast 24/7 on news channels and
social media - a part of us is likely to grow numb, simply to survive
the overwhelm.

This “compassion fatigue” is a defense mechanism, but it also isolates
us. We become “islands”, cut off from our shared humanity. Until one
day, we act no differently than the people depicted in stories like Ghi-
bli Studio’s ‘Grave of the Fireflies’ - rushing past the boys who are dy-
ing because of starvation, obliviously.

So tragic, right? And yet, | believe there is still hope, if only we start to
look inward and work on ourselves today.

58



© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

3.3. THE BARRIERS OF THE HEART

Why Do We Suffer So Much?

Attachments
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TURNING BACKTO
FIND THE SHORE

The sea of suffering is
boundless; turn your head
and you will see the shore.

Chinese Proverb
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4.1.13 PRACTICES FOR FINDING MEANING

When we are in pain, our first instinct is to thrash about. We want to
do something - anything - to fix the problem, analyze its causes, or
numb the feeling. We believe that through frantic effort, we may find
a solution.

And yet, have we ever stopped for a second to ask ourselves: how can
one find a clear answer with a confused mind?

How can one know the causes of their miseries while in a state of in-
ner turbulence?

As counterintuitive as it may seem, the first step - in many cases - is
simply to do nothing at all. Stop resisting, stop fixing, and stop run-
ning. Be still.
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This doesn’t mean you have to embark on a formal meditation retreat
at a church/ temple/ pilgrim site (though that is certainly not a bad
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idea at all); in fact, it can be as simple as finding a quiet corner in your
home, sitting in nature, playing a musical instrument, or just taking
some time to focus on your breath.

We should not force the pain away or aim to achieve some kind of
blissful state. Just allow the waters of the mind to settle. No need for
any formal “techniques” at all.

Itis in complete quietness that clarity may truly emerge.

How can I find a true answer when | am confused? If | am
confused, I can only receive an answer which is also confused. If
my mind is confused, if my mind is disturbed, if my mind is not
beautiful, quiet, whatever answer I receive will be through this
screen of confusion, anxiety, and fear; therefore, the answer will
be perverted.

So, what is important is not to ask, “What is the purpose of life,
of existence?” but to clear the confusion that is within you. It is
like a blind man who asks, “What is light?” If | tell him what light
is, he will listen according to his blindness, according to his dark-
ness; but suppose he is able to see, then, he will never ask the
question “What is light?”. It is there.

Similarly, if you can clarify the confusion within yourself, then
you will find what the purpose of life is; you will not have to ask,
you will not have to look for it; all that you have to do is to be free
from those causes which bring about confusion.

Jiddu Krishnamurti
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Once we become still, we will inevitably meet the very things we have
been running from: fear, anger, grief, jealousy. These are the parts of
ourselves we tend to label as “negative” - our inner “Shadow”. While
it’s completely natural for us to want to push them away and make
them disappear, resistance is a battle we can never win.

There’s a parable that goes like this:

Once there was a young warrior. Her teacher told her that she had
to do battle with fear. She didn’t want to do that. It seemed too
aggressive; it was scary; it seemed unfriendly. But the teacher said
she had to do it and gave her the instructions for the battle.

The day arrived. The student warrior stood on one side, and fear
stood on the other. The warrior was feeling very small, and fear
was looking big and wrathful. They both had their weapons.

The young warrior roused herself and went toward fear, prostrated
three times, and asked, “May | have permission to go into battle

with you?”

Fear said, “Thank you for showing me so much respect that you
ask permission.”

Then the young warrior said, “How can | defeat you?”

Fear replied, “My weapons are that | talk fast, and | get very close
to your face. Then you get completely unnerved, and you do what-
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ever | say. If you don’t do what I tell you, | have no power. You can
listen to me, and you can have respect for me. You can even be con-
vinced by me. But if you don’t do what I say, | have no power.”

Indeed, our “shadow” emotions will never conquer us - unless we
obey them. Instead of “fighting” or resisting them, we simply need to
learn to recognize them without letting them control our actions.

“Ah, | see you, anger. You are here.”

As difficult to believe as it may seem, it is in this simple act of non-
judgmental recognition that the grip of emotions begins to loosen.

In Japanese art, there is a practice called Kintsugi, where broken pot-
tery is repaired with lacquer dusted with powdered gold. The belief is
that the object is more beautiful for having been broken. The cracks
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are not flaws to be hidden, but a part of the object’s history that
should be cherished wholeheartedly.

So too are our own wounds and imperfections. They are not some-
thing to be ashamed of, but concrete proof of inner resilience.

Sometimes, while engaging in practices like meditation, prayer, or
coaching, one may - from time to time - be hit by a strong wave of
emotions. There’s no need to worry or beat up on oneself at all; it’s
just a sign that recovery is taking place. And with recovery comes the
ability to make peace with oneself and find meaning in everything.

There was no need to be ashamed of tears, for tears bore witness
that a man had the greatest of courage, the courage to suffer.

Viktor Frankl
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Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then he is not omni-
potent. Is he able, but not willing? Then he is malevolent. Is he
both able and willing? Then whence cometh evil? Is he neither
able nor willing? Then why call him God?

Epicurus
| suppose some of you may already be familiar with this statement -

which addresses an ancient philosophical question: the problem of
evil. Indeed, how could suffering be justified, if a God truly exists?

| wouldn’t want to venture much into theological debates here. What |
would like to do is to revisit Epicurus’ argument - particularly, the
part “why call him God”.

It makes me question: do we really know what God is? Or are we just
imagining God in a way that we want God to be?

What is this thing called “evil” anyway? The act of terrorism vs the
terrorists themselves - which of them is “evil”?

A vast amount of our suffering comes from the gap between how we
believe the world should be and how it is. We cling to rigid dogmas
and preconceived notions - and when reality shatters them, we suffer.
For instance, many of us hold the belief that a good and all-powerful
God should prevent all evil. When tragedy strikes, our ideology is sha-
ken not by the event itself, but by the fact that the event contradicts
our rigid expectation of how God should operate.
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Whether you are a Christian, a Muslim, a Hindu, a Buddhist, or even an
atheist (in that case, | believe you can think of God as the universe, a
cosmic order, or something similar), we cannot - as | figure - know for
sure about what God is based on ancient scriptures alone. Doing so
will only result in a paradox of thought, as you eventually have to
confront the absurdity of reality.

What’s important, | believe, is to look at the world, in all its beauty
and horror, and not insist that it conform to our will. Only then may
we have a faint idea of what God is.

/

i il \

My spiritual mentor once posed a very thought-provoking question -
that is, how can we use the part to demonstrate the whole?

When we define something, we always have to rely on a greater whole
to describe it (e.g. a computer is a device that is...; in this definition,
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“device” is the whole, “computer” is the part). But when it comes to
the Whole itself (God/ the Universe/ The Soul of the World), how can
we describe it?

How can we, with our finite minds and limitations in terms of langua-
ge, be able to comprehend the Infinite?

For my part, | believe that one can never describe the Whole; rather,
they just have to experience it themselves.

Think of it like trying to describe the color blue to someone who has
been blind since birth. You can use all the words you know - you can
talk about wavelengths of light, feelings, and associations - and yet,
you can never truly convey the subjective experience of seeing blue.
The person must experience it for themselves.

So it is with life’s greatest mysteries. Since we cannot fully compre-
hend the ultimate ‘Why’, our greatest power lies in how we decide to
experience and respond to what is.

The world is full of absurdities that no single explanation can satisfy
everyone. Instead of holding the universe responsible for life’s unfair-
ness, | believe it’s much more constructive to stop and ask:

“If this has happened to me, what do | do now, and who is there to help
me do it?”

While we may not have chosen our circumstances, we are free to
choose our actions. It is the foundational ground upon which a mean-
ingful life may be built.
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There is no such thing in the world as absolute evil or absolute
good. There is good to be found within evil, and plenty of evil to
be found within the good.

Shusaku Endo - recounted by Endo’s son, Ryunosuke

A cornerstone of ancient Stoic wisdom is the idea that some things are
within our power, and some are not. Our suffering is amplified when
we waste energy trying to control what we can’t - the past, other peo-
ple, external events - while neglecting the one domain where we have
true authority: our own mind.

To better demonstrate the point, let us reflect on the following story,
shall we?

There was once a king who offered a prize to the artist who could
paint the best picture of peace. Many artists tried. The king looked
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at all the pictures. After much deliberation he was down to the last
two. He had to choose between them.

One picture was of a calm lake. The lake was a perfect mirror for
the peaceful mountains that towered around it. Overhead fluffy
white clouds floated in a blue sky. Everyone who saw this picture
said that it was the perfect picture of peace.

The second picture had mountains too. These mountains were
rugged and bare. Above was an angry sky from which rain fell.
Lightning flashed. Down the side of the mountain tumbled a foam-
ing waterfall. This did not appear to be a peaceful place at all.

But, when the king looked closely, he saw that behind the waterfall
was a tiny bush growing in the rock. Inside the bush, a mother bird
had built her nest. There in the midst of the rush of angry water,
sat the mother bird on her nest. The king chose this picture as the
perfect picture of peace.

The king chose it, “Because,” he explained, “peace is not only in a
place where there is no noise, trouble or hard work. Peace is in the
midst of things as they are, when there is calm in your heart. That
is the real meaning of peace.”
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We cannot always calm the storm outside, but we can always find the
calm within our own hearts. It is the ultimate power that we, as
human beings, possess.

Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the
human freedoms - to choose one’s attitude in any given set of cir-
cumstances, to choose one’s own way.

Viktor Frankl

In an interview following the 2015 Paris terrorist attacks, the Dalai
Lama offered an insightful perspective as follows:

People want to lead a peaceful life. The terrorists are short sight-
ed, and this is one of the causes of rampant suicide bombings. We
cannot solve this problem only through prayers.

I am a Buddhist and | believe in praying. But humans have created
this problem, and now we are asking God to solve it. It is illogical.
God would say, solve it yourself because you created it in the first
place.

Far too often, we relinquish our ability to control things and instead
blame others for our miseries. It’s true that many of the world’s trage-
dies are caused by those “out there” - but, as we have discussed, it
does no good to just stay inactive and “pray” for things to change,
without doing anything.

While we are not always to blame for the cards we are dealt, we are
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entirely responsible for how we play them. It means rejecting deter-
minism - the idea that our genetics, upbringing, or circumstances
define who we are.

Practicing personal agency is a skill one may cultivate - a way of
strengthening one’s character. It is the conscious decision, in every
moment, to respond with integrity rather than resentment, with cour-
age rather than fear, with compassion rather than hatred.

This is the ultimate “weapon” one has to persevere and triumph
against the most extreme circumstances.

In the concentration camps, for example, in this living laboratory
and on this testing ground, we watched and witnessed some of
our comrades behave like swine while others behaved like saints.
Man has both potentialities within himself; which one is actuali-
zed depends on decisions but not on conditions.

Viktor E. Frankl
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Just about a century ago, the world was engulfed in a terrible conflict
- World War I. It was one of the most devastating incidents humanity
has ever known - one that leaves behind deep scars in society.

In the aftermath of WWI, the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, witness-
ing the destruction, proposed the existence of a “death drive” (Thana-
tos) in humanity - which, he believed, helped explain the absurdities.
On the other hand, the psychologist Alfred Adler, who served as a
medical officer in the war, took a completely different approach. He
asked, “How can we prevent this from happening again?” and dedica-
ted his work to developing his theory of “community feeling”.

The same event - and yet two separate routes taken. One focused on
the cause of the problem, one on the solution. One looked back at the
darkness; the other forward toward the “light”.

In which direction should we look then?

It is tempting to pick the first path - gazing backward at the ruins of
what we’ve lost. And yet, doing so will only trap us in an cycle of mise-
ry. Only by courageously looking forward - despite all the odds - may
we be motivated to take action, and find meaning in the process.

Speaking of which, | cannot help but recall the story of the 1914
Christmas Truce. In the midst of the brutal trench warfare, soldiers on
both sides spontaneously laid down their arms on Christmas Day.
They shared gifts, sang carols, and saw the humanity in their so called
“enemies”.
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A truly moving story, and yet it is also a popular source of mockery. In
fact, | once attended a Christmas party where some participants
mentioned and made fun of it:

“They were friendly on Christmas, but then they went back to killing
each other after that. What was the point? It didn’t change anything.”

| assume that’s one way to look at it; however, | believe that using the
Truce solely for mockery misses the human element of the story.

To me, the incident’s significance lies not in its failure to end the con-
flict, but in how it showed that the human capacity for connection
and hope can blossom even in the most dire circumstances.

It’s all about our choices - would we wish for meaning, or would we
wish for something else?
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Unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains
only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.

John 12:24

The practice of meditating on death is one advocated by many spirit-
ual and philosophical traditions (the Stoics referred to it as “Memento
Mori”). On the surface, it may seem morbid and uncomfortable; how-
ever, | believe that it holds the key to overcoming life’s sufferings.

In Daoist philosophy, there’s a story that goes like this:

Zhuang Zi’s wife passed away; his old friend Hui Zi came for a visit
of condolence. When he arrived, he saw that Zhuang Zi was sitting
on the ground, drumming a pot and singing a song. He did not
seem to be grieving, and this seemed very inappropriate to Hui Zi.
He said to Zhuang Zi: “What are you doing? Your wife has been
there for you all those years, raising your children and building
your family with you. Now she is gone, but you feel no sadness and
shed no tears. You are actually drumming and singing! Isn’t this a
bit much?”

“It’s not what it looks like my friend. Of course | was struck with
grief when she passed on. How could | not be? But then, I realized
that the life | thought she lost was actually not something she had
originally. During all that time before her birth, she did not possess
life, a physical form, or indeed anything at all. She ended up in
exactly the same state, so she did not lose anything.”
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Her death was a transformation, just like when she was conceived
and born,” Zhuang Zi continued. “In that state between existence
and nonexistence, her initial transformation gave rise to energy.
That energy gave rise to a physical form, and that physical form
took on life to become a human being. Now it’s the other way
around, as her continuing transformation returns her to the Dao.
This whole process - from nonexistence to life, from life back to
nonexistence again - is like the changing of the seasons, all comp-
letely in accordance with nature.”

Hui Zi nodded. Somehow, Zhuang Zi’s behavior no longer seemed
as inappropriate as before. He said to Zhuang Zi: “Since the trans-
formation is perfectly in accordance with nature, it is not some-
thing to be sad about, just like you and | would not cry over au-
tumn changing to winter.”

“Yes. She is now resting peacefully in the hereafter, without all the
constraints and limitation of life. The more | think about that, the
more silly it seems to cry my eyes out. I will always miss her, but it
is not necessary for me to grieve for her as if her death were a
great tragedy.”
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If a loved one passes away, for sure we will be sad - but not for long.
For some of you, isn’t it that years ago, both of your grandparents
were still alive - and now one (or both) of them are already gone?

For some, isn’t it that your hair has started to turn grey already?
Almost a thousand years ago, the Mongol empire was a force to be
reckoned with - something that struck fear into people’s hearts. Their

land spanned more than half of the Old World back in the day.

A hundred years ago, the whole world was engulfed in two terrible
global conflicts (WWI & WWII) that threatened to wipe out humanity.

50 years ago, Singapore was still a poor fishing village nobody knew.

20 ago, the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami caused unbe-
lievably widespread destruction.

Just about 15 years ago, another similar event occurred: the Tohoku
earthquake & tsunami - followed by the Fukushima nuclear disaster.

5 years ago, the world was torn apart by the Covid-19 pandemic.

3 years ago, Al tools like ChatGPT were not yet a thing at all. Look at
how things have changed since then!

Now humanity is again in turmoil, and we are still here.

10 or 20 years from now on, some of us will still be alive - and some
will be gone.
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After 120 days, every single one of our red blood cells has been replac-
ed. After 120 years, every person who walked the Earth has passed on.

All things are impermanent. When we understand the world’s transi-
ent nature, we are no longer inclined to cling to anything. And we also
realize, thatitis truly a grace to be born - born as a human being, cap-
able of thinking, observing, learning, attaining wisdom, adhering to
ethical standards, and preparing for what is about to come after this
earthly existence.

With that insight comes the motivation to focus on what truly matters
- to find joy and purpose in the here and now, rather than succumbing
to life’s miseries, being obsessed with “I’ll be happy when...”, or wast-
ing time arguing about ideologies with each other.

Because one day, all will pass.

One day, we will have to let go of all finite “forms”, and open our-
selves to something formless and boundless.

When you practice looking deeply, you see your true nature of no
birth, no death; no being, no non-being; no coming, no going; no
same, no different. When you see this, you are free from fear. You
are free from craving and jealousy. No fear is the ultimate joy.
When you have the insight of no fear, you are free. And like the
great beings, you ride serenely on the waves of birth and death.

Thich Nhat Hanh
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When the world outside is in chaos - when life is unstable - we need a
reliable inner compass. And that compass is what | call “virtue”.

In the midst of suffering, anchoring oneself in principles like compass-
ion, integrity, love, and honesty provides a sense of stability that no
external circumstance can take away.

When we are faced with countless confusing choices, all it takes to na-
vigate through the situation is to stop and ask ourselves one question:

“As a human being, what is the right thing for me to do?”

This question was what the late Japanese entrepreneur Kazuo Inamo-
ri - known for his unique business philosophy “Respect the Divine and
love people” (#1X%= A) - used to overcome his life’s troubles and
times of uncertainty. It helps see past the ego, fear, and greed, guiding
us to do what’s genuinely right.

Respect the Divine and Love People

Dr. Kazuo Inamori

Virtue is the force that allows us to make sense of our pain (despite
the absurdities) and resist the temptation to respond with bitterness
or cruelty.

It is what enables us to stop spreading suffering to others - whether
by complaining, badmouthing, harming people, or resorting to self-

79


https://global.kyocera.com/inamori/archive/lectures/philosophy.html
https://jonathanmpham.com/en/interpersonal/relationships/need-to-be-me/

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

4.1.13 PRACTICES FOR FINDING MEANING

destructive behaviors (e.g. withdrawing from social life, drinking,
nighttime entertainment, online gossiping, suicide, etc.).

Even in the face of seemingly unfair miseries (e.g. a mass shooting in-
cident), with virtue, one should be able to refrain from impulsive acts
- e.g. venting one’s anger onto those deemed as the cause of their suf-
fering, whether with bullets, harsh words, or satires.

Does it mean one should remain idle and take no action against injust-
ice? Quite the opposite, | dare to say.

We should speak out the truth - but with a little perspective and
compassion, knowing that what one does always impacts others, and
knowing that the “truth” is always subjective and therefore should
not be subject to generalization.

Hatred is not appeased by hatred in this world. By non-hatred
alone is hatred appeased.

Dhammapada
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We are permitted doubt. But we must move on. To choose doubt
as a philosophy of life is akin to choosing immobility as a means
of transportation.

Yann Martel, ‘Life of Pi’

Once suffering has shaken us from our slumber, we are called to move
forward. This means consciously choosing to embark on a new “ad-
venture” - not necessarily a trip to a faraway land, but the pursuit of a
purpose or a cause that is larger than our own pain.

Have you ever watched the movie “Up” by Pixar Animation? The story
revolves around a man named Carl. After his wife, Ellie, passes away,
Carl falls into a “coma” - he is left with a void in his soul that seeming-
ly cannot be filled, and has no clue about how to continue living. One
day, he - along with a boy named Russell - begins a journey of flying
his house to Paradise Falls, as a last attempt to fulfill an old promise
with Ellie. In other words, to retreat further into the past.

But the journey - along with his interaction with Russell - gradually
changes him. It pulls him back into the present moment - into life.

Then comes a turning point when Carl looks through Ellie’s “Adven-
ture Book.” Despite expecting to see a list of dreams she never got to
live, he instead finds it filled with pictures of their quiet, happy life
together. On the final page, Ellie has written a personal note to him:

“Thanks for the adventure - now go have a new one!”
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Carl then realizes the time he spent with her wasn’t a failure; it was a
success. He understands that the greatest tribute to their shared past
is not to be a prisoner of it, but to start a new chapter.

Life, as he finds out, is not about clinging to one single part, however
beautiful, but about embracing all of it.

You must understand the whole of life, not just one little part of
it. That is why you must read, that is why you must look at the
skies, that is why you must sing, and dance, and write poems,
and suffer, and understand, for all that is life.

Jiddu Krishnamurti

| once came across a moving tale that goes like this:

There is a woman whose only son had died. In her grief, she went to
the holy man and said, ‘What prayers, what magical incanta-
tions do you have to bring my son back to life?’
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Instead of sending her away or reasoning with her, he said to her,
‘Fetch me a mustard seed from a home that has never known sor-
row. We will use it to drive the sorrow out of your life.’

The woman set off at once in search of that magical mustard seed.
She came first to a splendid mansion, knocked at the door and
said, ‘l am looking for a home that has never known sorrow. Is this
such a place? It is very important to me.

They told her ‘You’ve certainly come to the wrong place,” and be-
gan to describe all tragic things that had recently befallen them.

The woman said to herself, ‘Who is better able to help these poor
unfortunate people than I, who have had misfortune of my own?’
She stayed to comfort them, then went on in her search for a home
that had never known sorrow.

But wherever she turned, hovels and in palaces, she found one tale
after another of sadness and misfortune.

Ultimately, she became so involved in ministering to other people’s
grief that she forgot about her quest for the magical mustard seed,
never realizing that it had in fact driven the sorrow out of her life.

A simple story, yet it conveys a timeless lesson: the most sustainable
way to heal our own suffering is to dedicate ourselves to alleviating
that of others.

The same principle applies to the quiet moments of one’s daily life.
Think of a father who comes home at the end of a long day, drained
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and exhausted by the pressures and monotony of his job - a form of
suffering itself. His energy is at zero. But then, his children run to the
door to greet him with pure, unreserved joy.

As the father hugs his kids and listens to them chatter about their day,
something remarkable happens. His exhaustion melts away, replaced
by a newfound sense of purpose.

He isn’t just a cog in a machine; he is a father, a protector, a source of
stability and love.

Meaning is found not in his own happiness, but in the happiness of
those he loves. He finds his strength by giving it away.
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Studies have shown that in times of crisis, people who are more
religious do better than those who are less religious, and report
greater meaning after traumatic events. While all religions pro-
vide a meaning system for understanding suffering and practices
for coping with it, they do this in a diversity of ways.

Dr. Elizabeth Hall

For many, suffering is the event that cracks open the door to a deeper
spiritual life - which, in its broadest sense, is about connecting with
something larger than the individual ego. It is the journey from see-
ing oneself as an isolated “part” to understanding one’s place in the
greater “whole.”

This doesn’t necessarily mean you must follow an organized religion -
though it’s true many find comfort and meaning within one. Whether
through nature, art, science, or contemplating the mystery of the cos-
mos, there are a variety of ways for one to practice spirituality.

A spiritual path, as | figure, serves two primary purposes. First, it acts
as an internal anchor, giving us the strength to endure the storms of
life - just like the character Pi Patel in Life of Pi. His faith in God -
expressed through multiple religions - did not change his horrific cir-
cumstances; however, it became a crucial coping mechanism. His con-
stant prayers and conversations with the divine gave him a source of
inner resilience to survive the unsurvivable.

At the same time, spirituality provides us with a new lens through
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which to see reality - by shifting the focus from the purely material to
the ideal. After all, no matter which life stance you take (materialism
or idealism), | do believe we can all agree that the evolution of our
spirit/ awareness is what everyone is heading for. What truly matters.

If we believe in how awareness has the capacity to shape reality, |
dare to say that we will begin to see it everywhere.

You must understand that seeing is believing, but also know that
believing is seeing.

Denis Waitley

What can you do to promote world peace? Go home and love your
family.

Mother Teresa

Suffering, as mentioned, has a tendency to isolate us, to make us be-
lieve that we are alone in our pain. And yet, we must never forget that
“suffering shared is suffering lightened”.

In offering our story to another - our family, closest friends, those in
our inner circles - we give them the opportunity to show us compass-
ion; and in listening to theirs, we present them the same gift. Itisin
this mutual exchange that the walls of loneliness begin to crumble.

And by consistently building trust and connection with one person -
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our child, partner, neighbor - we essentially create a ripple of peace.
This practice, repeated in millions of homes, is what truly changes the
world from the inside out.

That being said, such a commitment is not always gentle. Sometimes,
loving our family and sharing their suffering is not a quiet exchange.

Sometimes, it is the hardest choice we will ever have to make. It may
demand not just our time or empathy, but our very future.

Viktor Frankl was once faced with such a choice - one that would later
define his entire life.

Shortly before the United States entered World War Il, | received an
invitation to come to the American Consulate in Vienna to pick up
my immigration visa. My old parents were overjoyed because they
expected that | would soon be allowed to leave Austria. | suddenly
hesitated, however. The question beset me: could I really afford to
leave my parents alone to face their fate, to be sent, sooner or la-
ter, to a concentration camp, or even to a so-called extermination
camp? Where did my responsibility lie?

Should | foster my brain child, logotherapy, by emigrating to fertile
soil where I could write my books? Or should | concentrate on my
duties as a real child, the child of my parents who had to do whate-
ver he could to protect them?

| pondered the problem this way and that but could not arrive at a
solution; this was the type of dilemma that made one wish for “a
hint from Heaven,” as the phrase goes.
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It was then that | noticed a piece of marble lying on a table at
home. When | asked my father about it, he explained that he had
found it on the site where the National Socialists had burned down
the largest Viennese synagogue. He had taken the piece home be-
cause it was a part of the tablets on which the Ten Commandments
were inscribed. One gilded Hebrew letter was engraved on the
piece; my father explained that this letter stood for one of the Com-
mandments.

Eagerly | asked, “Which one is it?”

He answered, “Honor thy father and thy mother that thy days
may be long upon the land.”

At that moment | decided to stay with my father and my mother
upon the land, and to let the American visa lapse.

We cannot know if Frankl’s choice was the “correct” one from a utili-

tarian standpoint, but we do know it was a meaningful one. He found
his meaning not in escaping suffering, but in choosing to share it out

of love and responsibility.
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Sometimes you are angry with your father and you say, “I don’t
want anything to do with him!” What a declaration! You don’t
know that you and your father belong to the same reality; you
are his continuation, you are he. Look into whether you are the
same as your father or different from him. Our true nature is the
nature of not the same, not different. You and your father are not
the same; and you are not different.

Thich Nhat Hanh, ‘No Death No Fear’

| remember growing up in a conservative, closed-off neighborhood -
where virtually everyone shares the same beliefs (religious & world
views) and has little contact with the outside world. Most people
make a living by selling in the market (which, | suppose, is not a very
friendly place for spiritual growth & morality), and most of them re-
ceive little formal education. People engage in gossiping frequently,
and many demonstrate a strong aversion to anything that does not
conform to the “norms” (even just a little bit) - as well as anyone who
might be a little “different”.

As a child, I was bullied quite a lot by the kids at school (and even
some adults) - not physically, but psychologically. Probably because
of what they perceived as an anti-social sentiment (which, | believe, is
not quite true at all), or because of some kids’ jealousy towards me.

Whatever the cause was, for years, | carried the psychological scars of
the experience, seeing my bullies as “bad people.” But as | grew older,
| started to see the bigger picture: the environment they grew up in,
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the lack of exposure to different perspectives, the possible insecuri-
ties that fueled their actions.

If | had been subjected to the same conditions as they were, wouldn’t
| have acted in a similar manner?

This understanding didn’t excuse what they did, but it allowed me to
release my resentment. Now | can see them not as one-dimensional
“villains”, but as complex human beings who are also suffering in
their own way. And in that moment, the wound was mended.

If we practice looking deeply, we should be able to realize, as the Zen
Master Thich Nhat Hanh has taught, that “men are not our enemies.”
The real things to be addressed are ignorance, fear, and greed.

When we can see the suffering in our “enemy,” that is the culmination
of our life’s journey. What started as a personal quest to make sense of
everything now becomes the very tool for us to create a better world
for everyone.

When you call yourself an Indian or a Muslim or a Christian or a
European, or anything else, you are being violent. Do you see
why it is violent? Because you are separating yourself from the
rest of mankind. When you separate yourself by belief, by nation-
ality, by tradition, it breeds violence. So a man who is seeking to
understand violence does not belong to any country, to any reli-
gion, to any political party or partial system; he is concerned
with the total understanding of mankind.

Jiddu Krishnamurti
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When you begin to see that your enemy is suffering, that is the
beginning of insight. When you see in yourself the wish that the
other person stop suffering, that is a sign of real love.

Thich Nhat Hanh, ‘Peace is Every Step’

Once we begin to internalize our own suffering, it’s just natural for us
to reach out to others - seeing their pain not as something foreign or
frightening, but as a shared human experience. But this requires a de-
licate approach.

e Be present and patient

When someone we love is hurting, our first instinct is often to try and
fix it. We rush in with solutions, advice, and a desire to cheer them up.
We say, “Look on the bright side,” or “Everything happens for a rea-
son,” hoping to patch the wound.

But the greatest gift we can offer a person in pain is not a solution, but
our presence. Those who are suffering need someone who is willing
to hear them out and will not move away from them. They don’t need
a fixer; they need a witness.

This means having the courage to simply sit with them, without judg-
ment and without an agenda. In doing so, we create a safe space
where the person can begin to process their experience.

e Listendeeply

Often, a person processing a trauma needs to tell their story over and
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over again. This repetition is not a sign of being stuck; it is a vital part
of how the mind makes sense of a chaotic event. Our job is to listen
with fresh ears each time, letting them elaborate at their own pace.

e Water the seeds of happiness

We cannot take away a person’s pain, but we can help them connect
with the joy and meaning that already exists within them. One way to
doitis to recount joyful memories we shared with them in the past.

Let us reflect on the story below by the late Zen Master Thich Nhat
Hanh to better understand what it means, shall we?

In the early 1990s | was on my way to the Omega Institute in up-
state New York to lead a retreat when | learned that an old friend
of ours was dying in a hospital just north of New York City. His
name was Alfred Hassler. He had been director of the Fellowship of
Reconciliation.

When Sister Chan Khong and | arrived at the hospital, Alfred was
already in a coma. Dorothy, his wife, and Laura, his daughter, were
there with him.

When Dorothy and Laura saw us, they were very happy. Laura tried
her best to call Alfred back from his coma. “Daddy, Daddy, Thay is
here! Sister Chan Khong is here,” she said. But Alfred didn’t come
back; he was in a very deep coma.

| asked Sister Chan Khong to sing to him. A dying person has the
capacity to hear, even though we may not realize it. So Sister Chan
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Khong sang the song that begins, “This body is not me, | am not
caught in this body, I am life without boundaries, | have never been
born, I will never die.” She sang it a second time and again for a
third time. In the middle of the third time, Alfred awoke and open-
ed his eyes.

Laura was so happy. She said, “Daddy, do you know that Thay is
here? Do you know that Sister Chan Khong is here?” Alfred could
not say anything. Looking into his eyes, we felt that he knew we

were there.

Sister Chan Khong began to talk to him about the experiences we
had working together for peace in Vietnam: “Alfred, remember the
time you were in Saigon trying to see the monk Tri Quang? The U.S.
had decided to bomb Hanoi the day before, and the Venerable Tri
Quang was so angry that he vowed not to see any Westerners,
either doves or hawks.”

“When you arrived he refused to open the door. Alfred, do you
remember that you sat there and wrote a note that said, ‘I have
come as a friend to help stop the war in your country, and not as an
enemy. | will not eat anything or drink anything until you open the
door for me!’ You slipped the note under the door. You remem-

ber that?”

Sister Chan Khong continued to talk to him about the happiness we
experienced during the time we were working for peace. It had a
wonderful effect. She was watering the seeds of happiness in him.
Alfred’s happiness was made of his intention to serve peace and to
end suffering for others. When those seeds of happiness
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were watered, it restored a balance between the joy and the pain
in him. He suffered much less.

At that time | was massaging his feet. | was thinking that when a
person is dying he might not be very aware of his body because the
body is somehow numb. Laura asked, “Daddy, do you know that
Thay is massaging your feet?” He didn’t say anything but looking
into his eyes we were sure that he knew we were there.

Suddenly he opened his mouth and said, “Wonderful, wonderful!”
After that he sank into a coma again and never came back.

e Do notreprimand
Sometimes, a person’s suffering causes them to act out, or they are
stuck because of a limited perspective. Our role is not to judge or con-
demn them, but to guide them toward a wider view.
Hurt is hurt, and every time we honor our own struggle and the
struggles of others by responding with empathy and compassion,
the healing that results affects all of us.

Brené Brown

e Take care of yourself

To be a companion to the suffering requires immense emotional and
spiritual energy. We cannot pour from an empty cup. If we are not
grounded ourselves, it’s very likely for us to become overwhelmed by
the other person’s pain, leading to burnout and fatigue.
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e Take on a gatekeeper’srole

Ultimately, we must remember that we cannot walk another person’s
path for them. We are not saviors or fixers. Rather, our role can be
likened to that of a “gatekeeper” - one who accompanies those in
miseries as they approach a difficult turning point in their life, honor
their struggle, and offer our presence as they pass through their
suffering toward a new “dimension”.
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Real-life sharing on how
to confront, embrace &
find meaning in suffering.
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Originally published at Psychology Today
Credit: Ethan Remmel

It is strange, and a little scary, how quickly my physical, mental, and
emotional condition can change. My main physical variables are fa-
tigue and pain, and my emotional state tends to follow them.

Last weekend the pain was low but fatigue was high. | spent most of
the time sleeping, even though two of my best friends were visiting
from out of town and | desperately wanted to spend time with them.

This fatigue was different from the chemo fatigue | have felt before.
With the chemo fatigue, | felt like lying down, but | usually couldn't
sleep. With this new fatigue, | felt like lying down, but | usually did fall
asleep. I didn't feel like eating, and | lost some weight. | could feel my-
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self getting weaker. | felt like my body was shutting down. | felt like |
was close to death. And, truth be told, | was kind of looking forward to

dying.

| was tired of the constant struggle, tired of my life being dominated
by my medical condition, and tired of feeling sick all the time.

Try to imagine feeling sick every single day for a year - sometimes
more, sometimes less, but always sick, never well, never waking up
and feeling like getting out of bed. There is no way to know what that
feels like other than experiencing it.

That's what I didn't grasp when | was initially diagnosed. They tell you
that they can keep you alive for an average, in my case, of two years,
but they don't tell you that you may feel like crap most of that time.

When you understand that, it changes your thinking.

Tuesday was an interesting day. | taught my class at the university in
the morning, and then my partner Grace drove us down to Seattle for
two different medical appointments with very different purposes.

The first appointment was at the University of Washington Medical
Center, where | received a radiopharmaceutical injection intended to
decrease bone pain for several months, although it often increases
bone pain for a few days after the injection.

Unfortunately, although | had specifically requested a drug called
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samarium, the UW Medical Center, in their infinite wisdom, decided to
give me a different drug called strontium instead, and didn't mention
that until after the injection, when it was too late to do anything
about it. Strontium and samarium have similar efficacy, but samari-
um is supposed to harm blood cell production less.

Oh well. | felt like just another cog in the medical machine.

The second appointment was at the Seattle Cancer Care Alliance,
where | completed the process of getting and filling a prescription for
a lethal dose of medication under the provisions of Washington's
Death with Dignity Act. | feel very lucky to live in one of the only two
states that have passed such legislation (Oregon's Death with Dignity
Act passed in 1994 and Washington's in 2008). There are many safe-
guards on the use of the Act, and | respect those who choose not to
participate, but | respect even more those who enable terminally ill
people, such as me, to maintain some dignity and control at the end
of our lives. In that regard, the organization Compassion & Choices is
an invaluable resource.

So | have the medication now. It is safely locked up. | have not decid-
ed if or when | will use it, but it gives me great relief to know that |
have some control over my dying process. | do not think of using the
medication as suicide, and | don't think others should either.

It would be part of a dying process that has already begun, not of my
choice. It would be done in consultation with my family. It would be

done to spare myself and my loved ones unnecessary suffering.

| think it is important to talk about this because | think there is still
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some stigma associated with choosing to end one's life, even under
these circumstances. | think open discussion is necessary to over-
come this stigma, and avoid the unnecessary suffering that can result.

My bone pain increased dramatically after the injection, as expected,
but my fatigue decreased and my emotional state actually improved.
As I've said before, and | will keep saying because | know some people
around me still don't believe it, the fatigue makes me feel worse than
the pain does. The pain hurts physically, but not as much mentally
and emotionally. | feel like it scratches the surface of my psyche, but
doesn't penetrate it.

The fatigue doesn't hurt physically, but the mental and emotional toll
is much higher. When the fatigue is at its worst, | can't focus on any-
thing or enjoy anything. I'm too tired even to enjoy being around my
kids, normally my greatest sources of joy.
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I'm alive, but not really. | feel like I'm just taking up space, and that
makes me feel bad.

That said, the pain is no picnic either. As it increased, | had to increase
my use of painkillers, which made me constipated and mentally
loopy. | had trouble sleeping, despite taking so many painkillers that |
was literally babbling out loud. | don't know what | was saying, but
I'm sure it didn't make much sense.

This was the situation as my next class meeting approached on Thurs-
day morning. | was worried that | would not be able to monitor whe-
ther | was making sense in class. However, returning to teaching this
quarter has, so far, worked just as | hoped. It gives me some schedule
and sense of purpose. It makes me get up and get going and gets my
mind off my problems.

Pride (wanting to do a good job, not wanting to look foolish) and
adrenaline have carried me through the classes so far, even when |
felt bad going in.

On Thursday | felt better by the end of class and the pain had largely
receded. Hence | entered the third and best part of my confusing week
(from high fatigue/low pain to low fatigue/high pain to low
fatigue/low pain).

| had lunch with my best friend Eric and then took a walk with him
along Lake Whatcom. The sun came out and | mowed my yard. That

evening | went out with friends and watched basketball on TV.

Friday | worked most of the day in the office, taking a break at noon to
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play basketball. | played one game of half court and three games of
full court. | wasn't running up and down the court, just jogging, but
still, just two days after limping around in severe pain, | was out there.

That's an example of how quickly my condition can change.

With these quick changes, my time horizon whipsaws around in ways
that are confusing, for me and for others, particularly Grace. One day |
might feel terrible and be preparing to die soon. The next day | might
feel relatively OK and be making plans for months away.

| haven't figured out how to handle this constant uncertainty. Is prep-
aring to die soon overly pessimistic or responsible and realistic? Is
making plans for months away appropriately optimistic or irrespon-
sible and unrealistic?

| will say that | am happy with my decisions to resume working (as |
already discussed), stop chemo, and enter hospice care. Traditional
medical care treats illness as a battle. Living is winning; dying is los-
ing. But | find this battle metaphor unhelpful in dealing with terminal
illness like mine.

Living is not winning if the quality of life is low. And | don't accept that
dying is necessarily losing. | think it is possible to die well, and that
the inevitable end does not have to be considered defeat.

| much prefer the hospice care approach, with the focus on quality of
life. | am not trying to get better or live longer. Those things would be
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nice, but they're not my goal. My goal is to feel as good as possible as
long as possible.

One of the most helpful things I've read since | got sick is Frankl's
book "Man's Search for Meaning." Frankl was a psychiatrist who sur-
vived Nazi concentration camps in World War Il. He experienced and
observed suffering far, far greater than mine, but emerged with his
humanity intact.

He argues that people can endure immense suffering if they can find
meaning in their experience. He acknowledges that it can be hard to
find meaning in suffering when there is no hope of recovery or relief,
but suggests that sometimes the meaning is simply in how one bears
one's condition.

We cannot always control our circumstances, but we can control our

attitude toward them. We always have the choice to retain our
humanity, and that final freedom cannot be taken from us.

Living is not winning. And | don't accept that dying is necessarily
losing. | think it is possible to die well, and that the inevitable end
does not have to be considered defeat.

Ethan Remmel
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Transcript of a TED Talk session delivered by Miyako Yusa
Original title: SRIZZZUNEDIZE, BHET=-DHIZH B

| was born in Japan, but due to my father's work, | grew up in 4 differ-
ent countries across 3 continents. My first overseas experience was in
Athens, Greece.

Every time my family drove downtown, we would often stop at the
same intersection where a group of dark-skinned children sold flow-
ers. When the light turned red, they would approach the car, knock on
the window, and look at me with eyes that said, "Buy some flowers."

In that moment, separated only by a thin sheet of glass, | felt that my
world and theirs were completely different. | was overcome with a
complicated, hard-to-describe feeling - a mixture of guilt, pity, and
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helplessness. | wanted to say sorry, but | also wanted to hide.
It may have been the first time in my life | truly felt powerless.

This feeling of being an outsider continued when | returned to Japan
for junior high school. At the opening ceremony, there was a hair ins-
pection as we left the gymnasium. | couldn't understand the rules or
the community | was suddenly thrust into.

| felt a deep sense of loneliness, a feeling that | would experience time
and time again as | moved to new countries, studied English desper-
ately, and constantly tried to "blend in" just to survive.

Years later, | began my career in management consulting. The job was
about solving external problems. | would identify an issue, draw up a
prescription, and propose actions that should change the situation.

Later, as | shifted my career to human resources, | began to question
myself. Why, despite all our efforts to fix things on the outside, did
things seem so difficult to change?

It’s true that a focused action might improve things for a moment, but
a new problem would always arise later.

My interest soon expanded from organizations to larger social issues. |
saw countless people working to make the world a better place, dedi-
cating their lives to activism and change. Yet, true, lasting change
seemed to remain elusive. | felt that same sense of powerlessness |
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experienced as a child in Athens. And | began to despair.

It was then that | came across a new idea: our inner world is what
creates our outer world. | became determined to understand what
this meant. If so many external problems seemed unsolvable, perhaps
the key was to change something within.

| worked with them to discover what existed on the inside that was
creating the reality on the outside. Through this process, | arrived at a
conclusion: everyone has pain inside, and that pain is protected by
layers of emotion. We all carry a deep wound, and we spend our lives
trying desperately to avoid experiencing that pain again.
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The paradox is that the more we try to avoid the pain, the more we
reinforce the very reality we're trying to escape.

| call this the "Scarcity Model." It's a collection of core beliefs that we
hold deep within us: "The world lacks love," "l am not worthy of
love," "l have no value,”" or "l am all alone."

My core belief was "l am alone." | realized this belief was formed when
| was two years old. My mother had a near-miscarriage and | was sent
to live with my grandparents. Though | was still a kid, | knew that my
mother had, somehow, suddenly disappeared. To contain that over-
whelming sadness, | came up with the belief that "l am always alone."

Looking back, | can see how that belief has shaped my life. When | felt
lonely in high school, | told myself it was because of the environment.
But | now realize - it was | who created that experience of loneliness.

To avoid being abandoned, | would push people away first. | didn't
trust anyone because | believed they would eventually leave me. My
entire life was built around this single, false premise.

So, what kind of world did I truly want to create? | realized | wanted a
world where we all feel connected as one life, even if our physical
bodies seem separate.

A few years ago, | met a Native American elder who told me, "We, as
human beings, forget what is truly important when we are born. Our
life journey is about recalling it."
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5.2. WHAT YOU'RE LOOKING FOR IS WITHIN YOU

| began to experiment with a new way of living, based on a simple
principle: if you think something is missing from the world, it is
because you are here to express it from within yourself.

If you think there is no love in the world, express the love inside you.

If you think you are worthless, remember that every human being has
inherent value, regardless of what they can or cannot do.

If you feel inferior to others, remember that we are all flawed. We all
have strengths and weaknesses, and that is why we need each other.

If you think you are alone, remember that you are never truly alone.
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5.2. WHAT YOU'RE LOOKING FOR IS WITHIN YOU

For so long, we have operated from the perspective of the "Scarcity
Model". We believe that we are missing something; that’s why we
must grow more, get more, achieve more. But if our inner world is
built on the premise of "not enough," the outer world we create will
never feel truly fulfilling.

We don't need to change the entire world with grand gestures. We
only need to start with our own "5-meter radius." From the network
of people we cherish in our daily lives, we can begin to express what
we truly value.

This, | believe, is the hope for the future.
Life is a journey to remember who we truly are - by experiencing it

through this body. And from that place of inner fullness, we can create
a new reality together.

If you think something is missing from the world, it is because you
are here to express it from within yourself. If you think there is no
love in the world, express the love inside you.

Miyako Yusa
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A LITTLE DOSE
OF INSPIRATION

A collection of stories & words
to illuminate the path &
spark a light in the darkness!
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6.1. THE PHANTOM OF THE OPERA

A symbolic story about suffering & compassion by Jennifer Bassett

Background information: Set in the labyrinthine Paris Opera House,
"The Phantom of the Opera" follows Christine Daaé, a gifted young
soprano. Her sudden brilliance is the result of lessons from a mys-
terious teacher she calls the "Angel of Music." This 'Angel' is actually
Erik, the Phantom - a brilliant builder with a terrifying deformity who
lives in the secret cellars of the opera house.

When Christine falls in love with her childhood sweetheart, Raoul de
Chagny, Erik's obsessive love turns violent, culminating in her abduc-
tion. To save Raoul's life, Christine is forced to make an impossible
choice: agree to marry the Phantom, or watch her lover be tortured to
death.
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(Note: While the original story of "The Phantom of the Opera" comes
from Gaston Leroux's 1910 novel, the narrative presented here is a con-
densed version based on an adaptation by Jennifer Bassett. | chose this
telling because it distills the complex plot down to its essential, emot-
ional core: the suffering caused by rejection, and the courageous act of
compassion that breaks the cycle. For the full story in all its detail, |
highly recommend checking out the original Leroux novel!)

The Opera House in Paris is a very famous and beautiful building. It is

the biggest Opera House in the world. You can walk for hours and ne-
ver see daylight under the Paris Opera House.

And the Opera House has a ghost, a phantom, a man in black clothes.
He is a body without a head, or a head without a body. He has a yell-

ow face, he has no nose, he has black holes for eyes...

This is the story of the Phantom of the Opera.

It was the first week of work for the two new directors, Monsieur Ar-
mand Moncharmin and Monsieur Firmin Richard.

'What are we going to do about this letter, Armand?' Monsieur Firmin
looked at a letter on the table next to him.

'Do?' cried Monsieur Armand. 'Why, do nothing, of course! What can
we do?'

The two men read the letter again. It wasn't very long.
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To the new directors

Because you are new in the Opera House, | am writing to tell you some
important things. Never sell tickets for Box 5; that is my box for every
opera night. Madame Giry, the doorkeeper, knows all about it. Also, |
need money for my work in the Opera House. | am not expensive, and |
am happy to take only 20,000 francs a month. That s all. But please
remember, | can be a good friend, but a bad enemy.

0.G.

'Don't sell tickets for Box 5! 20,000 francs a month!' Monsieur Armand
was very angry again. 'That's the best box in the Opera House, and we
need the money, Firmin! And who is this O0.G., eh? Tell me that!"

'Opera ghost, of course,’ Monsieur Firmin said. 'But you're right, Ar-
mand. We can do nothing about this letter. It's a bad joke. Somebody
thinks we are fools, because we are new here. There are no ghosts in
the Opera House!'
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The two men then talked about the opera for that night. It was Faust,
and usually La Carlotta sang Margarita. La Carlotta was Spanish, and
the best singer in Paris. But today, La Carlotta wasiill.

'Everybody in Paris is going to be at the opera tonight,' said Monsieur
Armand, 'and our best singer is ill. Suddenly! She writes a letter to us

just this morning - sheis ill, she cannot sing tonight!"

'Don't get angry, Armand. We have Christine Daae, that young singer
from Norway. She can sing Margarita tonight. She has a good voice.'

'But she's so young, and nobody knows her! Nobody wants to listen to
a new singer.'

'Perhaps Daae can sing better than La Carlotta. Who knows?"

Monsieur Firmin was right. All Paris talked about the new Margarita in
Faust, the girl with the beautiful voice, the girl with the voice of an an-
gel. People loved her. They laughed and cried and called for more.
Daae was wonderful, the best singer in the world!
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Behind the stage Meg Giry looked at Annie Sorelli. 'Christine Daae
never sang like that before,' she said to Annie. 'Why was she so good
tonight?'

'Perhaps she's got a new music teacher,' Annie said.

In Box 14, Philippe, the Comte de Chagny, turned to his younger bro-
ther and smiled.

'Well, Raoul, what did you think of Daae tonight?'

Raoul, the Vicomte de Chagny, was twenty-one years old. He had blue
eyes and black hair, and a wonderful smile. The Chagny family was
old and rich, and many girls in Paris were in love with the young Vi-
comte. But Raoul was not interested in them.

He smiled back at his brother. 'What can | say? Christine is an angel,
that's all. I'm going to her dressing room to see her tonight.'

Philippe laughed. He was 20 years older than Raoul, and was more
like a father than a brother.

'Ah, | understand. You are in love! But this is your first night in Paris,
your first visit to the opera. How do you know Christine Daae?'

'You remember four years ago, when | was on holiday by the sea, in
Brittany?' Raoul said. 'Well, | met Christine there. | was in love with

her then, and I'm still in love with her today!"

The Comte de Chagny looked at his brother. 'Mmm, | see,' he said
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slowly. 'Well, Raoul, remember she is only an opera singer. We know
nothing about her family.'

But Raoul did not listen. To him, good families were not important,
and young men never listen to their older brothers.

There were many people in Christine Daae's dressing room that night.
But there was a doctor with Christine, and her beautiful face looked
white and ill. Raoul went quickly across the room and took her hand.

'Christine! What's the matter? Are you ill?' He went down on the floor
by her chair. 'Don't you remember me - Raoul de Chagny, in Brittany?'

Christine looked at him, and her blue eyes were afraid. She took her
hand away. 'No, | don't know you. Please go away. I'm not well.'

Raoul stood up, his face red. Before he could speak, her doctor said
quickly, 'Yes, yes, please go away. Everybody, please leave the room.
Mademoiselle Daae needs to be quiet. She is very tired.'

He moved to the door, and soon everybody left the room. Christine
Daae was alone in her dressing room.

Outside in the passage the young Vicomte was angry and unhappy.
How could Christine forget him? How could she say that to him? He
waited for some minutes, then, very quietly and carefully, he went
back to the door of her dressing room. But he did not open the door,
because just then he heard a man's voice in the room!

'Christine, you must love me!' the voice said.
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Then Raoul heard Christine's voice. 'How can you talk like that? When
| sing only for you ...? Tonight, | gave everything to you, everything.
And now I'm so tired.' Her voice was unhappy and afraid.

'You sang like an angel,' the man's voice said.

Raoul walked away. So that was the answer! Christine Daae had a
lover. But why was her voice so unhappy? He waited in the shadows
near her room. He wanted to see her lover - his enemy!

After about ten minutes Christine came out of her room, alone, and
walked away down the passage. Raoul waited, but no man came out
after her. There was nobody in the passage, so Raoul went quickly up
to the door of the dressing room, opened it and went in. He closed the
door quietly behind him, then called out:

'Where are you? | know you're in here! Come out!"
There was no answer. Raoul looked everywhere: under the chairs, be-

hind all the clothes, in all the dark corners of the room. There was no-
body there.
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On Wednesday morning Monsieur Armand and Monsieur Firmin were
happy men. Paris liked the new Margarita; everything in life was good.
The next opera night was Friday. It was Faust again, but this time with
La Carlotta singing Margarita.

By Wednesday afternoon they were not so happy. A second letter
arrived for them, from O.G.

Why don't you listen to me? | am getting angry. Leave Box 5 free for me.
And where are my 20,000 francs? On Friday Daae must sing Marga-

rita again. She is now the best singer in Paris. La Carlotta cannot sing;
she has a very ugly voice, like a toad.

Remember, | am a bad enemy. O.G.

'So, Firmin, is this still a joke?' Monsieur Armand shouted. 'What are
we going to do now, eh? Is O.G. the director here, or are we?"

'Don't shout, Armand, said Monsieur Firmin tiredly. 'l don't know the
answers. Let's talk to Madame Giry, the doorkeeper of Box 5. Perhaps
she can help us.'

But Madame Giry was not helpful. Madame Giry was not afraid of
ghosts, and she was not afraid of directors of Opera Houses.

'People say that you're a friend of the Opera ghost, Madame Giry,'
Monsieur Armand began. 'Tell us about him. Some people say he has
no head.'
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I

'And some people say he has no body, said Monsieur Firmin. 'What do
you say, Madame Giry?'

Madame Giry looked at the two men and laughed. 'l say that the dir-
ectors of the Opera House are fools!'

'What!' Monsieur Armand shouted. He stood up, and his face was red
and angry. 'Listen to me, woman—'

'Oh, sit down, Armand, and listen,' said Monsieur Firmin. '"Why do you
say that, Madame Giry?'

'Because, Monsieur, the Opera ghost is angry with you. When the
ghost wants something, he must have it. He is clever and dangerous,
this ghost. The old directors before you, they knew that, oh yes. At
first they tried to stop him. Then there were many accidents in the
Opera House, many strange accidents. And when did these accidents
happen? When the ghost was angry! So, the old directors learnt very
quickly. The ghost wants Box 57 He can have it every night. The ghost
wants money? Let's give the money to him at once. Oh yes, the old
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directors understood very well.

'But we are the directors, not the Opera ghost!' Monsieur Armand
shouted. He turned to Monsieur Firmin. 'This woman is mad. Why do
we listen to her? On Friday night La Carlotta is going to sing Margarita.
And you and I, Firmin, are going to watch the opera from Box 5.’

'Well, we can try that, Armand. But we don't want any accidents.'

Madame Giry came nearer to the two men. 'Listen to me,' she said qui-
etly. 'l tell you, the Opera ghost is a good friend, but a bad enemy.’

The two men stared at her. 'Those words,' Monsieur Firmin said
slowly, 'why did you say those words, Madame Giry?'

'Because the ghost says them to me. | never see him, but | often hear
him. He has a very nice voice; and he doesn't shout at people.'

That Wednesday a letter arrived for the young Vicomte de Chagny. He
opened it, saw the name at the bottom, and smiled.

Dear Raoul
Of course | remember you! How could | forget you? Meet me on Thurs-
day at three o'clock in the Tuileries Gardens. Don't be angry with me,

Raoul, please.

Christine Daae
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Raoul put the letter carefully into his pocket. Angry? How could he be
angry with an angel?

On Thursday he was in the Tuileries Gardens by two o'clock. At ten
past three he began to feel unhappy. At half past three he wanted to
die, or to kill somebody.

And then ... she came. She ran through the gardens to him,and in a
second she was in his arms.

'Oh, Christine!' he said, again and again. 'Oh Christine!'

They walked through the gardens together and talked for a long time.
They remembered their happy weeks in Brittany, four years ago.

'But why did you go away, Christine? Why didn't you write to me?’

For a minute or two Christine said nothing. Then she said slowly, 'We
were so young, you and I. | was just a poor singer from Norway, and
you ... you were the Vicomte de Chagny. | knew I could never be your
wife.'

'But I love you, Christine—'

'Listen to me, Raoul, please. | went home to Norway, and a year later,
my father died. | was very unhappy, but | came back to Paris. | worked
and worked at my singing, because | wanted to be an opera singer.

Not just a good singer, but the best opera singer in Paris.'

'And now you are, Raoul said. He smiled. 'All Paris is at your feet.'
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Christine turned her face away and said nothing.

'Christine, Raoul said quietly. 'l want to ask you a question. Who was
the man in your dressing room on Tuesday night? Tell me, please!’

Christine stopped and stared at him. Her face went white. 'What man?
There was no man in my dressing room on Tuesday night.

Raoul put his hand on her arm. 'l heard him,' he said. 'l listened out-
side the door and heard a man's voice. Who was he?'

'Don't ask me, Raoul! There was a man's voice, yes, but there was no
man in my room! It's true! Oh, Raoul, I'm so afraid. Sometimes | want
to die.

'Who is he? Tell me, Christine, please. I'm your friend, | can help you.
Tell me his name!'

'l cannot tell you his name. It's a secret. | never see him, | only hear his
voice. But he is everywhere! He sees everything, hears everything.
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That's why | didn't speak to you on Tuesday night. He is my music
teacher, Raoul. He's a wonderful singer. | sang so well on Tuesday
night because of him. | am famous because of him. He is my angel of
music! And he says he loves me. How can | leave him?'

On Friday morning La Cariotta had her breakfast in bed. She drank her
coffee and opened her morning letters. One letter had no name onit.
It was very short.

You are ill. You cannot sing Margarita tonight. Stay at home and don't
go to the Opera House. Accidents can happen. Do you want to lose your
voice, for ever?

La Carlotta was very, very angry. She got out of bed at once and did
not finish her breakfast.
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'This is from Christine Daae's friends,' she thought. 'They want her to
sing again tonight. That Daae girl is going to be sorry for this! I, La Car-
lotta, | am the best opera singer in Paris. And nothing is going to stop
me singing Margarita tonight!'

At seven o'clock that evening, Monsieur Armand and Monsieur Firmin
went into Box 5 and sat down. They were not afraid of ghosts.

La Carlotta did not sing for the first hour. There were no strange voices
in Box 5, and the two directors began to feel happier. Then La Carlotta
came out onto the stage, and Monsieur Firmin looked at Monsieur
Armand.

'Did you hear a voice just then?' he asked quietly.

'No!' Monsieur Armand said, but he looked behind him twice, then
three times, and suddenly felt cold.

La Carlotta sang and sang, and nothing happened. Then she began a
beautiful love song.

'My love begins to - Co-ack!"

Everybody stared. What was the matter with Carlotta's voice? What
was that strange noise Co-ack?

Carlotta stopped and began the song again.

'My love begins to - Co-ack!
| cannot forget my - Co-ack!'
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It was the noise of a toad! People began to talk and laugh. Monsieur
Firmin put his head in his hands. Then he felt Monsieur Armand's
hand on his arm. There was a voice in the box with them! A man's
voice, laughing!

Poor Carlotta tried again, and again.
'l cannot forget my - Co-ack!"

Then the two directors heard the voice again, behind them, in front of
them, everywhere. 'Her singing tonight is going to bring down the
chandelier!"

The two directors looked up at the top of the Opera House. Their faces
were white. The famous chandelier, with its thousand lights, broke
away from its ropes and crashed down on to the people below.

That was a terrible night for the Paris Opera House. One woman was
killed by the chandelier, and many people were hurt. The Opera
House closed for two weeks. And La Carlotta never sang again.
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For a week Raoul saw Christine every day. Some days Christine was
quiet and unhappy, some days she laughed and sang. She never want-
ed to talk about the Opera House, or her singing, or Raoul's love for
her. Raoul was very afraid for her. Who, or what, was this strange tea-
cher, this man's voice, her 'angel of music'?

Then one day there was no Christine. She was not at her home, not at

the Opera House, not at their meeting places. Raoul looked every-
where. Where was Christine Daae? But nobody knew.

Two days before the Opera House opened again, a letter arrived for
Raoul. It was from Christine.

Meet me in an hour at the top of the Opera House, on the tenth floor.

[...]

Raoul and Christine sat in a dark corner, and Raoul took Christine's
hands. Her face was white and tired.

'Listen, Raoul,' she said quietly. 'I'm going to tell you everything. But
this is our last meeting. | can never see you again.'

'No, Christine!' Raoul cried. | love you, and we—"'

'Shh! Quietly! Perhaps he can hear us. He's everywhere in the Opera
House, Raoul!'

'Who? What are you talking about, Christine?'
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'My angel of music. | couldn't meet you last Saturday because he
came for me, and took me away. | was in my dressing room in the
Opera House and suddenly, he was there in front of me! He wore black
evening clothes and a mask over his face. He took me through many
secret doors and passages, down, down under the Opera House.
There is a lake down there, a big lake; the waters are black and cold.
He took me across the lake in a boat to his house. He lives there,
Raoul, in a house on the lake, under the Opera House!'
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'It's true, Raoul, it's true! And he ... he is the Phantom of the Opera!
But he's not a ghost, he's not an angel of music, he's a man! His name
is Erik, and he loves me, he wants me to be his wife! No, Raoul, listen,
there is more. He told me all this in his house, in a beautiful room. He
said that no woman could ever love him, because of his face. He was
so unhappy! Then he took off his mask, and | saw his face.

She began to cry, and Raoul put his arms around her.

'Oh Raoul, he has the most terrible face! It is so ugly! | wanted to
scream and run away. But where could | run to? He has the face of a
dead man, Raoul, but he is not dead! He has no nose, just two black
holes in his yellow face. And his eyes! Sometimes they are black holes,
sometimes they have a terrible red light...
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She put her face in her hands for a second. Then she said, 'l stayed in
his house for five days. He was very good to me, and | felt sorry for
him, Raoul. He wants me to love him, and | told him ... I told him ...

'No, Christine, no! You're going to be my wife! Come away with me at
once, today! You can't go back to him.'

'But I must,' Christine said quietly. 'He knows about you, Raoul. He
knows about us. He says he's going to kill you. | must go back to him.'

'Never! | love you, Christine, and I'm going to kill this Erik!'

Erik... Erik ... Erik... Erik... The word whispered round the Opera
House. Raoul and Christine stared.

'What was that?' Raoul said, afraid. 'Was that ... his voice? Where did it
come from?'

'I'm afraid, Raoul,' Christine whispered. 'I'm singing Margarita again
on Saturday. What's going to happen?'

'This,' Raoul said. 'After the opera on Saturday night, you and | are
going away together. Come on, let's go down now.'

They went carefully along a dark passage to some stairs, then sudden-
ly stopped. There was a man in front of them, a tall man in a long dark
coat and a black hat. He turned and looked at them.

'No, not these stairs,' he said. 'Go to the stairs at the front. And go
quickly!
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'Who was that man?' he asked.
'It's the Persian,' Christine answered.
'But who is he? Why did he tell us to go to the front stairs?"

'Nobody knows his name. He's just the Persian. He's always in the
Opera House. | think he knows about Erik, but he never talks about
him. Perhaps he saw Erik on those stairs, and wanted to help us.'

Hand in hand, they ran quickly down the stairs, through passages,
then more stairs and more passages. At one of the little back doors to

the Opera House, they stopped.

'On Saturday night, then. After the opera,’ Raoul said. 'I'm going to
take you away, and marry you.'

Christine looked up into his face. 'Yes, Raoul.'
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On Saturday morning Comte Philippe looked across the breakfast ta-
ble at his brother.

'Don't do it, Raoul, please. All this talk about ghosts and phantoms. |
think the girl is mad.'

'She's not mad, and I'm going to marry her,’ Raoul said.

'She's only a little opera singer,' Philippe said unhappily. 'And she's
very young. Are you still going to love her in ten, or twenty, years'
time?'

Raoul drank his coffee and did not answer.

The evening began well. All Paris was in the Opera House. Everybody
wanted to hear Christine Daae's voice again. People also knew about
the love story between Christine Daae and the Vicomte de Chagny.
There are no love secrets in Paris! People watched the Comte and the
Vicomte in Box 14 with interest. Young men from families like de
Chagny do not marry opera singers.

When Christine came on to the stage, her face was white and she
looked afraid. But she sang like an angel. Ah, what a voice! All Paris
was in love with Christine Daae.

She began to sing the famous love song. Suddenly, every light in the
Opera House went out. For a second nobody moved or spoke. Then a
woman screamed, and all the lights came on again.
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But Christine Daae was no longer on the stage! She was not behind
the stage, she was not under the stage. Nobody could find her.

The Opera House went mad. Everybody ran here and there, shouted
and called. In the directors' office, people ran in and out. The police
came, and asked questions. But nobody could answer the questions.
Monsieur Armand got angry and shouted. Then Madame Giry arrived
in the office with her daughter Meg.

'Go away, woman!' Monsieur Armand shouted.

'Monsieur, there are three people missing now!' Madame Giry said.
'Meg, tell the directors your story.'

This was Meg's story.

'When the lights went out, we were just behind the stage. We heard a
scream; | think it was Christine Daae's voice. Then the lights came
back on, but Christine wasn't there! We were very afraid, and we be-
gan to run back to our dressing room. There were people running
everywhere! Then we saw the Vicomte de Chagny. His face was red
and he was very angry. "Where's Christine? Where's Christine?" he
shouted. Suddenly the Persian came up behind him and took his arm.
He said something to the Vicomte and they went into Christine Daae's
dressing room..."

'Yes? And then?' Monsieur Firmin said quickly. 'What happened next?'

'Nobody knows!' Meg's face was white. 'We looked into Christine
Daae's dressing room, but ... but there was nobody there!'
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When the lights came on, Raoul ran. He ran down stairs and along
passages, through the Opera House to the back of the stage. In the
passage outside Christine's dressing room, a hand took his arm.

'What's the matter, my young friend? Where are you running to?'

Raoul turned and saw the long face of the Persian under his black hat.
'Christine!"' Raoul said quickly. 'Erik's got her. Where is she? Help me!
How do | get to his house on the lake?'

'Come with me,' said the Persian. They went quickly into Christine's
dressing room. The Persian closed the door and went to the big mirror
on one wall.

'There's only one door into this room, Raoul began.

'Wait,' the Persian said. He put his hands on the big mirror, first here,
then there. For a minute nothing happened. Then the mirror began to
move and turn, and a big dark hole opened in it.
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'Quick! Come with me, but be careful,’' the Persian said. 'l know Erik. |
understand his secrets.'

They went down, down, down, under the Opera House. They went
through secret doors in the floors, along passages and down dark
stairs. The Persian listened carefully all the time for strange noises.

'We're not going by the lake. Erik watches it all the time. No, we go
round the lake and get into Erik's house from the back. | know some
secret doors.'

Soon they were there. In the dark, the Persian felt the wall carefully
with his hands. 'Ah, here it is, he whispered. The wall moved under
his hands and a small door opened. Very quietly, they went through,
and then the door closed behind them. They could not get out.

Inside the room it was very dark. They waited and listened. The Persi-
an put his hands on the wall.

'Oh no!' he whispered. 'lIt was the wrong door! This is Erik's torture
room: the room of mirrors! We are dead men, Vicomte de Chagny,
dead men!'

At first Raoul did not understand. But he soon learnt. The lights came
on, and they heard a man's laugh. Erik knew they were there.

The room was all mirrors: walls, floor, ceiling. There were pictures in
the mirrors of trees and flowers and rivers. The pictures moved and

danced in front of their eyes. And the room was hot. It got hotter and
hotter and hotter. Raoul was thirsty, hot and thirsty, and the rivers in
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the pictures danced and laughed at him. He closed his eyes, but the
rivers still danced. Water, he needed water, but the mirrors laughed at
him. Soon he could not move or speak, or open his eyes. He was not
thirsty now, just tired, so tired. 'Oh Christine, I'm sorry,' he thought. 'l

Through a mirror in the wall Christine watched her lover in the torture
room. Behind her Erik stood, with his hands on her arms.

'He's dying, Christine, dying. Watch him carefully. No, don't close your
eyes. Watch him!"

Christine could not speak. She wanted to scream, but no words came.
Then she found her voice again.

'How can you do this, Erik! Why don't you kill me?"

'Because | love you, Christine. Marry me, be my wife, and love me.
Then Raoul and the Persian can live.'
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Slowly, Christine turned. She looked into Erik's terrible ugly face, and
spoke again, very quietly.

'Yes, Erik. From this minute | am your wife.! She put her arms around
Erik's neck, and kissed him, slowly and lovingly on his ugly mouth.
Then she took her arms away and said slowly, 'Poor, unhappy Erik.'

Erik stared at her. 'You kissed me!' he whispered. 'l didn't ask you, but
you kissed me, freely! Oh Christine, my angel! That was my first kiss
from a woman. Even my mother never kissed me! She gave me my
first mask when | was two years old. She turned her face away from
me every time | came near her.'

Erik put his ugly face in his hands and cried. Then he went down on
the floor at Christine's feet. 'You are free, Christine! Go away and
marry your Raoul, and be happy. But remember Erik, sometimes. Go
now, quickly! Take Raoul and the Persian, and go!'
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Some weeks after that famous night Madame Giry went out one after-
noon to a house near the Rivoli Gardens. She went in and up the stairs
to some rooms at the top of the house. The Persian opened the door.

'Come in, the Persian said quietly.

They sat down on some chairs by the window, and looked out across
the Rivoli Gardens.

'Yes,' the Persian said slowly, 'The Phantom is dead now. He did not
want to live any longer. | saw his body three days ago, and because of
that, | can talk to you about him. He cannot kill me now.'

'So the Phantom was really a man?' Madame Giry asked.

'Yes, his name was Erik. He was born in France, but | knew him in Per-
sia. He was a famous builder and | worked with him there. For a time |
was his friend. When he came to Paris, | came after him. He was a very
clever, very dangerous man. He could be in two, or three, places at the
same time. He could be in one place, and his voice could come from
another place. He could do many clever things with ropes, and mir-
rors, and secret doors. You see, he helped to build the Opera House.
He built secret passages underground, and his secret house on the
lake. He could not live in the outside world, because of his terrible,
ugly face. Unhappy Erik! We can feel sorry for him, Madame Giry. He
was so clever ... and so ugly. People screamed when they saw his
face. And so he lived this strange life: half-man, half-phantom. But he
was a man, in the end. He wanted a woman's love ...
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He stopped, and Madame Giry asked quietly, 'And Christine Daae and
Vicomte Raoul? What happened to them?'

The Persian smiled. 'Ah yes! What happened to young Raoul and the
beautiful Christine ...? Who knows?'

—END OF THE STORY—

¢)C-IC-) COMMENTS

The story of The Phantom of the Opera is a great example of what it
means to confront suffering. The story's main characters, Erik the
Phantom, Christine Daaé, and Raoul de Chagny, each experienced
profound suffering, and their journeys highlight different ways one
might find (or fail) to find meaning in their pain.

e The Phantom's suffering

The Phantom's suffering was primarily rooted in his physical disfi-
gurement and the isolation it has caused him since birth. He was re-
jected by society and his own family, leading to a life of solitude and
emotional torment. His miseries were the source of both his immense
talent and monstrous cruelty.

One one hand, being socially isolated prompted the Phantom to pour
his heart into arts - which was the reason behind his musical genius
and architectural brilliance. However, it also gave rise to his thirst for
control and a violent possessiveness of Christine, whom he saw as his
only chance at love and acceptance.

Instead of transcending his pain, he became consumed by it, and his
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quest for love was corrupted by his own bitterness, ultimately leading
to a cycle of violence and despair.

e Christine's suffering

Christine's suffering was more internal and psychological. She got
caught between her love for Raoul and her fear of (and fascination
with) the Phantom. Her struggle was to find her own voice and identi-
ty amidst these conflicting pressures.

In the end, Christine found meaning in her suffering through an act of
compassion. Her decision to show the Phantom kindness, despite his
monstrous actions, not only allowed her to transcend her own fear
and pain; it also provided the Phantom with a moment of humanity
he'd never experienced (hence his redemption later).

e Raoul's suffering

Raoul's suffering was straightforward, as he was subjected to the fear
and heartbreak of nearly losing Christine. He was not driven by psych-
ological torment, but by a genuine, selfless love. His loyalty and cou-
rage was the reason behind his willingness to face the Phantom, and
even death, to save the woman he loved. As such, he is an example of
how one can endure pain and find meaning not in personal gain, but
in the protection and love of another.

While some characters, like the Phantom, were destroyed by their
suffering, others, like Christine and Raoul, were able to use it as a
catalyst for growth, compassion, and courage.
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In the face of miseries, we, as human beings, can either succumb to

darkness - or find a path toward meaning and redemption.

If | am the phantom, it is because man’s hatred has made me so.

If | am to be saved it is because your love redeems me.
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It’s a gift to exist, and with existence comes suffering.
There’s no escaping that.

Stephen Colbert

A bullet has no conscience; neither does a malignant tumor or an
automobile gone out of control. That is why good people get sick
and get hurt as much as anyone.

Harold S. Kushner

Pain is inevitable.
Suffering is optional.

Haruki Murakami

Fall down seven times,
stand up eight.

Japanese Proverb
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When a man has learned how to remain alone with his suffering,
how to overcome his longing to flee, then he has little left to learn.

Albert Camus

If | take death into my life, acknowledge it, and face it squarely, |
will free myself from the anxiety of death and the pettiness of life -
and only then will | be free to become myself.

Martin Heidegger

When we suffer we have made it into a personal affair.
We shut out all the suffering of mankind.

Jiddu Krishnamurti

We create our own unhappiness. The purpose of suffering is
to help us understand we are the ones who cause it.

Willie Nelson
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Life is difficult. This is a great truth, one of the greatest truths. Itis a
great truth because once we truly see this truth, we transcend it.

Morgan Scott Peck

I shall conquer untruth by truth. And in resisting untruth,
I shall put up with all suffering.

Mahatma Gandhi

He who has a “why” to live for
can bear almost any “how.”

Friedrich Nietzsche

Some day, even you will see that there’s sense in this.
Your suffering is never for nothing.

Elisabeth Elliot
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Do not apologize for crying. Without this emotion,
we are only robots.

Elizabeth Gilbert, ‘Eat, Pray, Love’

Things we lose have a way of coming back to us in the end,
if not always in the way we expect.

J. K. Rowling

What we once enjoyed and deeply loved we can never lose,
for all that we love deeply becomes a part of us.

Helen Keller

Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls;
the most massive characters are seared with scars.

Kahlil Gibran
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To love is to suffer and there can be no love otherwise.

Fyodor Dostoevsky

When you are not all absorbed in yourself, you can
feel the sadness of the world.

Timothy Keller

Fear is the path to the dark side. Fear leads to anger.
Anger leads to hate. Hate leads to suffering.

Yoda, ‘Star Wars’

If you want peace, you don’t talk to your friends.
You talk to your enemies.

Desmond Tutu
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When another person makes you suffer, it is because he suffers
deeply within himself, and his suffering is spilling over.
He does not need punishment; he needs help.

Thich Nhat Hanh

| have found the paradox, that if you love until it hurts,
there can be no more hurt, only more love.

Mother Teresa

All conditioned things are impermanent - when one sees this
with wisdom, one turns away from suffering.

Buddha

Suffering is a great favor. Remember that everything
soon comes to an end... and take courage.

Teresa of Avila
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Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the Earth.
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
for they will be filled.

Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.
Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Matthew 5:4-10
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A poem by the late Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh

Image source: Plum Village

(Background information: Thich Nhat Hanh wrote this poem in 1965 for
the young people in the School of Youth for Social Service who risked
their lives every day during the Vietham War, recommending them to
die without hatred. Some had already been killed violently, and he cau-
tioned the others against hating. He said, “Our enemy is our angetr,
hatred, greed, fanaticism, and discrimination against men. If you die
because of violence, you must meditate on compassion in order to for-
give those who kill you. When you die realizing this state of compassion,
you are truly a child of the Awakened One. Even if you are dying in op-
pression, shame, and violence, if you can smile with forgiveness, you
have great power.”)
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Promise me this day,
promise me now,

while the sun is overhead
exactly at the zenith,

Even as they strike you down
with a mountain of hatred and
violence;

even as they step on you and
crush you like a worm,

even as they dismember and
disembowel you,

remember brother, remember:
Man is not our enemy.

The only thing worthy of you is
compassion - invincible,
limitless, unconditional.
Hatred will never let you face
the beast in man.

One day, when you face this
beast alone

with your courage intact, your
eyes kind, untroubled

(even as no one sees them),
out of your smile

will bloom a flower.

And those who love you will
behold you

across ten thousand worlds of
birth and dying.

Alone again,

I will go on with bent head,
knowing that love has become
eternal.

On the long, rough road

the sun and moon will continue
to shine.

Our enemy wears the colors of an ideology.
Our enemy wears the label of liberty.
Our enemy carries a fancy appearance.
Our enemy carries a big basket full of words.
Our enemy is not men.

If we kill men, with whom shall we live?
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And here we are - the end. Thanks for having stayed with me
until now!

As you may see, if there is one core truth to take away from our
exploration so far, it is this: While we cannot choose whether or
not we will suffer in this life, we can always choose how we
respond.

Suffering is an inherent and crucial part of existence. Without it,
we can never mature and experience life to its fullest. While un-
comfortable, it is essential that we confront suffering head-on -
and start taking action, instead of just asking “Why”.

Finding meaning in suffering is, in the end, an act of courage. It
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is the refusal to give in to despair. To keep our hearts open when
they have every reason to close.

It is not an easy choice, but one that promises a great reward.
What is it, some may ask?

Simple: the realization of what it means to truly live as a human
being.

Until next time,

Jonathan M. Pham
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EPILOGUE
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It’s late already... Rest well!

Seita, Grave of the Fireflies
Credit: Ghibli Studio
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