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Resilience: How to Cope With Life's 
Pressures, Disappointments, or Losses
KEITH BARNEY
Campus Curriculum Development

When I was studying for my PhD at the University of Utah 
I met a professor who changed my perspective on my own 
life experience. I hope you have all met a professor who did 
that for you along the pathway of your educational journey.

When I met Glen Richardson, I had just been a 
competitor in the Paralympic games in Salt Lake City  
in 2002. I was on the US Disabled Ski Team and competed 
in cross country and biathlon in what’s called a “sit-ski.” 
That is a notable achievement for a young man that was 
injured in a hunting accident in 1974. I have been a daily 
wheelchair user since then due to the damage to my spinal 
cord and resulting paralysis. When I went home to Idaho 
Falls, following my rehabilitation at the University Of  
Utah Hospital, I languished and felt like all of the life 
interests I had cultivated in my short 14 years had been 
taken from me.

I had great church leaders and a wonderful family to 
rally around me and try to help me see a good future, but 
I was honestly blinded by my own lack of knowledge and 
exposure to the world of disability. Then in 1976, I was 
thrown a lifeline when I met Curt Brinkman from Shelley 

Idaho. He had been injured in an electrical accident and 
the injuries required both of his legs to be amputated. He 
used a wheelchair for his daily mobility as well, but he was 
doing all of the things that seemed so impossible in my 
adolescent mind. He was married, he had a son, he was 
graduating from BYU, had a job lined up with Merrill 
Lynch, and had just come back from the Paralympic Games 
in Montreal Canada with gold medals around his neck. He 
seemed to be living his life and I seemed to be searching 
for mine. My first thought was, “I want to be like that!” It 
also got me to thinking about the way we adapt and move 
forward as we face adversity in our lives.  

With a new attitude, and a faith in God, I set new goals 
and started to reach for them. With determination and the 
help of great mentors, my dreams all came true. One of 
them was to compete in the Paralympics—to be an athlete 
and to represent my country in world competition just 
like Curt Brinkman. Well, it took 26 years, but eventually, 
I made good on that little seed of hope that Curt had 
planted in my mind at a time when I saw so little of my 
own potential.



overpower our coping skills or “protective factors” that 
keep us in balance. And then we put our lives back together 
again, making choices that are sometimes negative or at 
the very least avoidance-based. Eventually, over time, most 
of us find our way back and even discover new growth. 
And then, we repeat the process and learn to navigate the 
problems faster, with greater understanding, and more 
hope that we will somehow become stronger each time. 

There are many theories and perspectives that try to 
explain where the resilient energy is located and how 
people access it. One of those explanations has to do 
with a belief in God or a spiritual source of strength. This 
belief can provide people with a “healing, driving, and 
motivating force” (Richardson, 2002, p. 316). I felt a real 
sense of validation when Dr. Richardson wrote that 
helping others liberate their resilient energy is best done 
by a person who is also striving to understand  
and develop resilience. Like many of you who write 
marginal notes as you read academic journal articles in 
your field, I scribbled a note in the margin of that page 
with a simple, “yahoo!” It was as if I had a new calling, and 
I felt ready to help others understand this critical pathway 
to recovery after traumatic injuries.

During continued talks with this new mentor in my 
life, I came to realize how perfectly these ideas overlap 
with Gospel principles. For example, one assertion is that 
you cannot liberate your resilient energy if you are in 
conflict with God. Many Christians seem to believe that 
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Figure 1. The Resiliency Model

After a mission, a marriage, a bachelor’s degree, and a 
brand new baby boy, I was pursuing a master’s degree in 
social work. I had decided that I wanted to work in the 
rehabilitation environment and help people who were 
floundering as I was after facing a new injury that had 
lifelong consequences.

In graduate school at Portland State University, I 
learned that there were people with “Survivor Personalities” 
(Siebert, 1993: Frankl, 1959). They 
seemed to handle life’s inevitable 
detours because they had an innate 
ability to see beyond the setbacks 
and bounce back more easily than 
others. I knew I was a survivor, but 
did I have the survivor personality? 
Was I born with the right mindset? 
I figured that my success in life and 
the past 14 years of coping with 
my disability was proof that I had 
awakened the survivor in me.

After many years I determined 
to get a PhD and become a college 
professor. Teaching as an adjunct 
faculty member at BYU was highly 
gratifying and I felt like my background in Therapeutic 
Recreation was a rich area of my life that had been largely 
untapped. At the University of Utah (this time as a student, 
not a patient) I met Dr. Glenn Richardson who was 
studying the related idea of resilience and asking the same 
question I asked myself a few years earlier. Is it something 
you are born with? How do we identify which people 
have it? More importantly, what about those who are not 
born with it? Are they relegated to a life characterized by 
struggle and loss, with no triumph?

Well, Dr. Richardson helped me understand that 
resilience is the “force that drives a person to grow through 
adversity and disruptions.” He clarified that resilience is 
a process that we all practice, learn, and master through 
many, many disruptions (see figure 1). A key element 
to understanding his paradigm is that disruptions are 
sometimes chosen, and at other times they are thrust upon 
us by the actions of others, the biology of having a body, 
or the decisions of agencies and organizations. No matter 
the pathway, they are all disruptions and that frequently 
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God should prevent terrible accidents from happening 
in their lives, or at the very least, provide a miraculous 
healing afterward to display the glory of God and the 
power of faith. In many cases, the miraculous healing does 
not occur, and people are left to doubt and question why. 
Some people feel abandoned by God or in conflict with 
God. Some perhaps even blame God, and thus they react 
from the standpoint of being a victim. These feelings of 
doubt about God or about one’s own faith may temporarily 
prevent a person from the growth that is illustrated in 
the model above. With this new understanding from 
an academic perspective, I felt more able to understand 
words I read in the scriptures that teach the same lesson. 
For example, Helaman 5:12 provides almost a subtitle for 
the resilience model.

And now, my sons, remember, remember that it is upon 

the rock of our Redeemer, who is Christ, the Son of  

God, that ye must build your foundation; that when the 

devil shall send forth his mighty winds, yea, his shafts 

in the whirlwind, yea, when all his hail and his mighty 

storm shall beat upon you, it shall have no power over 

you to drag you down to the gulf of misery and endless 

wo, because of the rock upon which ye are built, which 

is a sure foundation, a foundation whereon if men build 

they cannot fall.

Without a foundation of faith in Christ, we will be 
susceptible to the storms of life. They will potentially drag 
us down to negative outcomes that are not resilient. With a 
sure foundation, we can liberate the resilient energy, share 
our burdens with our spiritual source of strength, and 
then find the growth that was in God’s plan all along. Such 
growth cannot occur if we are in conflict with our spiritual 
foundations. The truths I had read many times suddenly 
had a visual graphic, almost a roadmap that I could 
print and laminate and carry in my wallet! It helps me 
remember that being resilient is a choice I make, and when 

I feel crushed, I need to reach out to my many sources of 
strength to bear me up and learn to endure it well.

Once I had been trained to see things from this 
perspective, I found the scriptures to be replete with 
references to help us learn it. Such as:

Alma 36:3 I do know that whosoever shall put their 

trust in God shall be supported in their trials, and their 

troubles, and their afflictions, and shall be lifted up at 

the last day.

Another academic researcher that helped me 
understand how people cope with and transcend difficult 
times is Elisabeth Kubler-Ross. She penned a beautiful 
illustration not of the process of being resilient, but of the 
outcomes for those who endure the knocks of life (Death: 
The Final Stage of Growth).

Being resilient is a choice I make, and when I feel crushed, 
I need to reach out to my many sources of strength to 
bear me up and learn to endure it well.



The most beautiful people we have known are those 

who have known defeat, known suffering, known 

struggle, known loss, and have found their way out 

of the depths. These persons have an appreciation, 

sensitivity, and an understanding of life that fills them 

with compassion, gentleness, and a deep loving 

concern. Beautiful people do not just happen (p. 96).

Of course, this explains why the Savior is able to succor 
his people. He is the ultimate example of rising from the 
depths. Naturally, He admonished Joseph Smith to learn 
the same principles in Doctrine and Covenants 122:7.

And if thou shouldst be cast into the pit, or into the 

hands of murderers, and the sentence of death passed 

upon thee; if thou be cast into the deep; if the billowing 

surge conspire against thee; if fierce winds become 

thine enemy; if the heavens gather blackness, and all 

the elements combine to hedge up the way; and above 

all, if the very jaws of hell shall gape open the mouth 

wide after thee, know thou, my son, that all these things 

shall give thee experience, and shall be for thy good.

I thank Dr. Glenn Richardson for helping the scriptures 
come alive with a principle that had been hiding right there 

in plain sight all along. He helped me apprehend  
and understand it. He gave me the visual that is now 
imprinted on my brain and steers me through difficult 
times. I teach and demonstrate these principles to others 
and try to offer an empathic connection as they are 
learning the same principles. 

Whether we choose the disruptions or they are thrust 
upon us by life, we can choose our response. That is the 
ultimate use of agency—to choose to become beautiful 
people that have His image in our countenance. For He 
truly said, “In the world ye shall have tribulation: but be  
of good cheer; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). 
With His help, I know I can find “beauty [from] ashes” 
(Isaiah 61:3).  t
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