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Abstract

This article examines the intersection of suffering, meaning, and faith as foundational
elements of psychological resilience and human flourishing. Building upon Viktor Frankl’s
logotherapy, the Dalai Lama’s philosophy of compassion, and contemporary research in
neuroscience and positive psychology, it argues that meaning is not a philosophical ideal
but a biological and spiritual necessity. Drawing from Self-Determination Theory and recent
findings in psychoneuroimmunology, the paper situates meaning as both an emotional and
physiological process that sustains health and hope. Through personal narratives, including
the story of a grieving father and a student who transformed trauma into purpose, the paper
illustrates how reframing suffering through faith and compassion can restore hope and
vitality. It calls for an integrative model of mental health - one that unites science and spirit,
intellect and empathy - to address the epidemic of despair affecting today’s generation. The
central thesis is simple yet profound: pain is not the end of meaning; it is the place where
meaning begins.
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Introduction: The Crisis of Meaning and the Opportunity Within Suffering

Despite unprecedented comfort and
connection, modern life has left many
people, especially young adults - feeling
lost, anxious, and disconnected. Rates of
depression, anxiety, and antidepressant
use are at record highs (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention [CDC],
2024; Chua et al., 2024). Social media,
once a tool for connection, now amplifies
comparison, envy, and loneliness (Holt-
Lunstad, 2023).

Viktor Frankl (2006) foresaw this
“existential vacuum” as a state where
people, stripped of meaning, try to fill the
void with pleasure or distraction. The Dalai
Lama (Dalai Lama & Cutler, 1998) echoed

this view, teaching that happiness cannot
be bought or achieved through status but
cultivated through compassion and
perspective. Both men - one a Holocaust
survivor, the other a spiritual leader exiled
from his homeland - discovered the same
truth from opposite ends of human
suffering: while we cannot control what
happens to us, we can control how we
respond.

Bad things will happen. They always have
and always will. Yet within that inevitability
lies achoice. We can let suffering break us
- or we can allow it to build us. Meaning,
faith, and compassion do not erase pain;
they transform it into purpose.

Freedom to Transform: Choosing Growth in the Face of Suffering

Frankl (2006) described the “space between stimulus and response” as the last of the
human freedoms - the ability to choose one’s attitude regardless of circumstance. In the
concentration camps, he observed that even when stripped of dignity, health, and

autonomy, some individuals still exercised the freedom to give: comfort, compassion, or
hope to others. This capacity for moral choice, even in the face of unimaginable suffering,

became the cornerstone of his philosophy of meaning.

Today, few people face such extreme deprivation, yet we encounter subtler constraints that

can be just as pervasive in shaping our sense of self. Many are not confined by physical
walls but by psychological ones - distraction, comparison, fear, and social pressure. For
some, these limitations may also be physical or systemic. While these challenges cannot

be compared to the atrocities endured by Holocaust survivors, they nonetheless test our

capacity for awareness and choice. In a culture driven by constant stimulation and
algorithmic influence, the boundaries of freedom often appear invisible, yet their effects

are deeply felt.
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Freedom, therefore, becomes a conscious act of resistance - a daily decision to live
intentionally rather than reactively. It is the willingness to pause, reflect, and act with
purpose even when convenience and conformity urge otherwise. As the Dalai Lama
teaches, freedom is not found in external conditions but within the mind itself; it is the
ability to direct one’s attention, attitude, and compassion regardless of what life demands
(Dalai Lama & Cutler, 1998).

Faith traditions across the world affirm this same truth. Christianity calls it free will - the
divine gift that allows humans to choose love over resentment. Buddhist philosophy
teaches mindfulness - the awareness that liberates the mind from being ruled by pain or
desire. In psychology, it is known as agency - the power to act with intention rather than
impulse. Though expressed differently, each tradition converges on the same insight:
between what happens to us and how we respond lies the space where transformation
begins.

Will to Meaning, Not Mere Self-Optimization

Frankl’s idea of the “will to meaning” challenges today’s culture of self-optimization.
Modern society pushes us to perfect every measurable part of life - career, fitness,
productivity - yet the constant pursuit of improvement often leaves people more anxious
and empty than fulfilled. Frankl (2006) warned that when pleasure, power, or status
become substitutes for meaning, the human spirit begins to starve.

Rather than asking, “What can I get from life?” he urged us to ask, “What s life asking of
me?” That shift - from self-absorption to responsibility - turns life from a quest for comfort
into a call to purpose. Meaning, in this sense, is not another form of achievement; it is the
antidote to achievement’s emptiness.

Contemporary psychology reinforces this truth. Edward Deci and Richard Ryan’s Self-
Determination Theory (2000) shows that well-being depends on the fulfillment of three
universal psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When we act
with autonomy, we live freely and authentically; when we build competence, we grow
through mastery; and when we cultivate relatedness, we find belonging and love. These
needs give direction and structure to Frankl’s “will to meaning.” Autonomy mirrors the
freedom to choose a meaningful path; competence reflects the drive to contribute and
improve; and relatedness embodies the connection that gives purpose its emotional
depth.
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Both frameworks reject the illusion that happiness comes from external success. Instead,
they affirm that meaning and motivation arise from within - from choosing to live in
alignment with values, service, and love. As Deci and Ryan demonstrated through decades
of research, intrinsic motivation, the drive that comes from purpose rather than pressure
leads to lasting satisfaction, better relationships, and stronger resilience.

This convergence between Frankl’s existential vision and Deci and Ryan’s empirical
findings bridges philosophy and science. It shows that meaning is not a mystical concept
but a measurable force that sustains human flourishing. The Dalai Lama (1998) echoes this
in his teaching on compassion: that real happiness begins not in self-improvement but in
helping others.

Purpose, then, gives suffering a reason and well-being a foundation. When we dedicate our
struggles to a cause greater than ourselves; raising a child, caring for others, creating
beauty, or rebuilding after loss - pain transforms into perseverance. Research across
cultures confirms that people who live with clear purpose and strong relationships
experience lower depression and higher life satisfaction. Meaning, autonomy, and
compassion are not luxuries - they are the architecture of a life that endures and inspires.

Finding Meaning Through Trauma

When life breaks us open through trauma, loss, or disappointment, we face a choice. We
can allow the pain to harden us, closing our hearts and narrowing our vision, or we can look
for what the pain has to teach us. Suffering can either consume us or refine us. It can leave
us bitter, or it can make us brave. Every moment of struggle we must ask ourselves this
question: Will this define me, or will | define what it means?

Some people say that when tragedy strikes, itis God’s will. Perhaps. But | believe that while
bad things happen to all of us - often without reason or fairness - it is not God’s will that we
suffer. Perhaps itis God’s will that we learn from our suffering, that we rediscover what truly
matters, and that we use our experience to help others find hope in their own darkness.
Pain itself may not be divine, but what we do with it can be sacred.

Meaning, then, cannot be prescribed; it must be discovered through how we live, love, and
respond to adversity. Frankl believed that life continually asks us questions, and we answer
them not through words but through our choices and attitudes. Meaning is therefore not
static but fluid, unfolding through daily experiences that reveal what truly matters.
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Frankl identified three pathways to meaning: creative values (what we contribute to the
world), experiential values (what we receive through relationships, love, and beauty), and
attitudinal values (the perspective we take toward suffering). While we may not be able to
avoid pain and suffering, we are still free to change the way we respond to them. This idea
connects powerfully with Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory, which identifies three
universal psychological needs - autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Together, these
frameworks explain why meaning is discovered rather than given. Autonomy enables us to
act with intention, competence allows us to grow through challenge, and relatedness
reminds us that meaning deepens through connection and compassion.

Buddhism teaches a similar truth through the concept of dukkha, the understanding that
suffering is an inevitable part of life. The Dalai Lama reminds us that painis not an
interruption to living but an invitation to awakening. Frankl expressed the same idea when
he wrote that “in some way, suffering ceases to be suffering at the momentitfinds a
meaning.” Both perspectives affirm that suffering, met with awareness, becomes a teacher
rather than a tormentor.

For educators, counselors, and leaders, this truth carries special weight. Meaning cannot
be given to another person; it must be evoked. When we help others reinterpret their pain,
not as punishment but as preparation, we guide them back to their own capacity for
resilience. A counselor may not remove a client’s suffering, but by helping them uncover
purpose within it, they can restore hope. A teacher may not erase a student’s hardship, but
by connecting learning to the student’s life story, they can spark motivation and direction.

Meaning, then, is not found by escaping suffering but by engaging with it. It lives in the quiet
decision to face what it is, to ask what it requires of us, and to respond with humility,
courage, and love. Proverbs 20:5 reminds us that “the purposes of a person’s heart are
deep waters, but one who has insight draws them out.” To discover meaning is to draw from
those deep waters - to turn pain into wisdom, endurance into empathy, and adversity into
growth.
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Suffering, Hope, and the Mind-Body Connection

Frankl observed during his imprisonment in the concentration camps that when prisoners
lost hope, death often followed soon after. Those who found meaning, whether through
faith, love, or an unfinished purpose, tended to endure longer (Frankl, 2006). In the camps,
prisoners were sometimes paid in cigarettes for a day’s labor which could be traded for
small portion of soup to survive. When a man instead began smoking his ration, Frankl
recognized it as a silent signal that he had given up. The cigarette, once a symbol of small
comfort, became a mark of surrender and death soon followed.

Hope, he realized, was not a luxury of optimism but a condition of survival. When the mind
surrenders its purpose, the body soon follows. Yet when meaning endures - when someone
clings to love, faith, or a goal not yet completed - the human spirit can defy even starvation
and despair.

Modern research confirms what Frankl witnessed. Studies in psychoneuroimmunology and
behavioral medicine show that despair and chronic stress can weaken the immune
system, increase inflammation, and raise the risk of heart disease (Segerstrom & Miller,
2004; Slavich & Irwin, 2014). Simply put, the body weakens when the spirit breaks.

| recently saw this truth firsthand through my neighbor and friend, Gary. Two years ago,
Gary and his wife Melissa lost their only son, a 19-year-old college student, in a tragic car
accident less than a mile from our street. His son had gone out for ice cream with his
girlfriend when a man driving a stolen car ran a red light and struck them. His son was killed
instantly; his girlfriend, though badly injured, survived. That night, Gary and his wife’s world
stopped. No words could touch the depth of their grief.

Yet Gary continued to live as best he could. He went to work, walked his son’s dog, and
greeted neighbors with his gentle smile. Every December, he decorated his home with an
outrageous display of Christmas lights and decorations that everyone could admire. He
even dressed as Santa Claus for the neighborhood children, handing out candy canes and
posing for photos. To outsiders, Gary seemed strong and admirable, but those closest to
him noticed that the light behind his eyes had faded. His laughter came quickly, but it never
lingered. Each holiday tradition had become both a memorial and a reminder.

Then, one quiet morning, Gary was gone. A heart attack, they said. He was only fifty-three.
To those who knew him, it was not his heart that failed - it was his hope.
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Gary’s story shows how emotional pain can become physical. The grief he carried never left
his body; it lived within him. Modern medicine calls this psychocardiology - the study of
how emotional stress affects the heart - but Frankl would have called it meaning unfulfilled.
When the “why” that sustains us disappears, life itself begins to lose its hold.

By contrast, those who can reframe their suffering, even slightly, often find renewed
strength. In the camps, Frankl noticed that prisoners who maintained a sense of purpose
were far more likely to survive. He himself endured by imagining that one day he would be
reunited with his wife and by visualizing himself lecturing in large halls, teaching others
what he had learned about finding meaning in the face of despair. He even viewed his own
agony as a kind of psychological experiment - an opportunity to prove that the human spirit
could rise above its circumstances.

The Dalai Lama teaches a similar truth in a different language: suffering becomes bearable
when it deepens our compassion. Pain, then, is not merely an affliction but also an
assignment - a call to awaken, to grow in empathy, and to serve others through the wisdom
our wounds have given us.

Gary’s story, though heartbreaking, teaches an essential truth: meaning is not a luxury for
the fortunate - it is a necessity for the human spirit. Studies in psychoneuroimmunology
and post-traumatic growth confirm that when people lose hope, both the heart and
immune system weaken (Segerstrom & Miller, 2004; Slavich & Irwin, 2014). Yet when
suffering is transformed into purpose — when loss is honored through service, love, or
compassion - the same body and spirit that once broke can grow stronger than before
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004; Fredrickson et al., 2013).

Hope, in this sense, is both medicine and meaning. It steadies the mind, sustains the body,
and restores the spirit. Hope does not erase pain, but it gives pain a place to belong.

Turning Suffering Into Strength: Stories of Meaning in Real Life

Suffering, when reframed, becomes one of life’s greatest teachers. It reveals strength we
did not know we had and shows that meaning often grows out of hardship. Frankl
understood this through his own survival, yet the same truth lives in the quiet resilience of
ordinary people who face extraordinary pain. Meaning does not erase suffering; it
transforms it.

A Student’s Story: From Trauma to Purpose
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Not too long ago, a student in my psychology class approached me after class with quiet
hesitation. She shared that she had been sexually abused as a child. The shame and guilt
from those experiences had followed her into adulthood, shaping how she saw herself. She
doubted her worth, avoided success, and often failed assignments - not because she
lacked ability, but because she believed she didn’t deserve to succeed.

During one of our discussions on Frankl’s work, we talked about reframing suffering, not as
weakness but as a source of potential strength. | asked her, “What if what you endured
could one day help someone else survive? What if your pain could become part of your
purpose?”

That moment became a turning point. She began writing about her experiences, using
reflection as a form of healing. Slowly, she started to imagine how she might use her story
to help others who had suffered similar trauma. By the end of the semester, she was one of
my top students. Later she told me, “l would never wish what happened to me on anyone,
but | also wouldn’t erase it, because now | see how it gave me purpose.”

Her transformation captures the essence of Frankl’s message: that meaning can redeem
suffering. The Dalai Lama echoes this through compassion - when we turn pain into
empathy, we create something sacred from what once seemed unbearable.

The Contrast of Meaning Lost and Meaning Found

The two stories I’ve shared remind us that hope is not only emotional but essential to
survival. Gary’s loss of his son stands in painful contrast to my student who endured
childhood sexual abuse. Both faced unimaginable suffering, yet their paths diverged: one
could notfind a reason to go on, while the other found new life by transforming pain into
purpose. Their stories are not opposites but reflections of the same truth - the presence or
absence of meaning can shape our will to live.

The Universal Lesson

These stories, one of recovery and one of heartbreak, remind us that suffering itself is not
what destroys us; it is meaninglessness that does. Faith, philosophy, and psychology all
affirm the same truth: when we give pain a purpose, we reclaim our humanity. The Apostle
Paul wrote, “Suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character,
hope.”

Suffering will visit everyone at some point. The question is not if we will suffer, but how we
will respond when we do. When we see pain not as punishment but as preparation, it
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becomes a teacher. Finding meaning in your trauma turns grief into guidance and wounds
into wisdom.

In this way, you can see that suffering becomes a sacred invitation - a call to rebuild, to
grow, and to give. When we use our pain to serve others, it becomes not only survivable but
transformative.

But for some, the pain is so unbearable that the only way to find solace is to turn to
something deeper - to faith, transcendence, and the quiet belief that life still holds purpose
beyond what we can see. Itis here, in that spiritual dimension, that the search for ultimate
meaning begins.

Faith, Transcendence, and the Search for Ultimate Meaning

When meaning seems unreachable and suffering feels senseless, many people turn to
faith - not always religious faith, but trust in something greater than themselves. Frankl
called this the noélogical dimension, the uniquely human capacity to rise above
circumstance and connect with a higher purpose (Frankl, 1975). He believed that evenin
despair, a person could reach beyond self-interest toward something transcendent - a
truth, a mission, or a divine presence that gives suffering dignity.

Modern psychology echoes this idea. Research in the psychology of religion and spirituality
has shown that people who engage in prayer, meditation, or participation in faith
communities experience greater resilience, lower depression, and faster recovery from
trauma (Koenig, 2022). Neuroimaging studies even reveal that contemplative practices
activate regions of the brain linked to empathy, self-regulation, and moral reflection
(Newberg & Waldman, 2016). Faith, it seems, not only comforts the soul but also reshapes
the brain.

Faith traditions across the world affirm this same truth in their own language. In Judaism,
the concept of tikkun olam (repairing the world), calls each person to transform suffering
into compassion and service. In Islam, surrender to Allah’s will (tawakkul) teaches peace
through trust and patience during hardship. Christianity speaks of free will, the divine gift
that allows humans to choose love over fear and forgiveness over resentment. Buddhist
philosophy emphasizes mindfulness - the awareness that frees us from being ruled by pain
or desire. And in psychology, we call this same power agency — the ability to act
intentionally rather than react impulsively. Though their words differ, each path points
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toward the same insight: between what happens to us and how we respond lies the space
where transformation begins.

Across traditions and philosophies, faith is not blind belief but courageous trust. Whether
expressed through Frankl’s conviction in humanity’s capacity to find meaning, the Dalai
Lama’s teaching that spirituality begins with compassion, or the moral call to perseverance
found in sacred texts, the message is the same: true faith is lived, not merely professed. It
is the quiet confidence that life retains purpose even in suffering, and that pain is not
punishment but an opportunity to awaken.

For educators, counselors, and anyone guiding others through hardship, recognizing the
role of faith and spirituality means allowing people to explore what sustains them. It is not
our task to define meaning for someone else, but to help them rediscover the beliefs,
practices, or values that give their suffering purpose. Whether through prayer, meditation,
gratitude, or service, faith restores a sense of connection - between the self and others,
between pain and compassion, between the finite and the infinite.

Faith, in the end, is not opposed to reason; it completes it. When science explains how
hope affects the body, faith explains why hope matters to the soul. And when psychology
teaches us how to find meaning, faith teaches us to trust that meaning never fully
disappears - even in darkness, it waits to be rediscovered.

Toward an Integrative Psychology of Meaning and Happiness

Frankl, the Dalai Lama, and enduring faith traditions converge on several universal truths
that bridge the gap between science and spirit. Across culture, time, and belief, their
message is remarkably consistent: the path to happiness is not found in comfort, butin
connection - not in avoidance of pain, but in the discovery of purpose within it.

1. Suffering is unavoidable, but it can be transformative.
Every life will encounter pain, loss, and uncertainty. Yet suffering, when met with
meaning and compassion, ceases to destroy and begins to create. It becomes the
crucible in which strength, empathy, and wisdom are formed. Frankl (2006)
observed that those who found meaning in their suffering were not merely survivors
but contributors - they emerged with a deeper understanding of life’s worth.

2. Freedom exists in awareness.
Whether through conscious choice, mindfulness, or divine grace, human beings
always retain the ability to determine their inner response to life’s circumstances.
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Deci and Ryan’s research on autonomy (2000) affirms this psychological truth: the
freedom to act in alignment with one’s values fosters resilience and well-being. The
Dalai Lama echoes this insight through mindfulness, teaching that awareness
liberates the mind from fear and attachment, allowing compassion to guide action
rather than emotion.

3. Happiness follows purpose and faith.
Pleasure fades, but purpose endures. Modern research supports what ancient
traditions have long taught: moral courage, gratitude, and faith sustain the heart far
longer than achievement or status ever could (Steger, 2018; Koenig, 2022). True
happiness arises not from the pursuit of self-satisfaction, but from self-
transcendence - the act of serving something larger than oneself, whether that be
family, community, or a divine calling.

A complete model of human flourishing must therefore unite the psychological with the
spiritual - the measurable with the mysterious. Psychology gives us the tools to understand
the mind; spirituality gives us the strength to endure it. Together, they form a fuller map of
what it means to be human: rational yet emotional, temporal yet transcendent, finite yet
capable of infinite love.

For today’s generation, restless, overstimulated, and often spiritually adrift, this integration
may offer a path home. The return to meaning is not a regression into dogma, but an
evolution toward wholeness. When science learns to honor the soul and faith learns to
embrace reason, humanity rediscovers its center - the place where wisdom, compassion,
and courage meet.

As Nietzsche once wrote, in a line Frankl often quoted, “He who has a why to live can bear
almost any how.” The insight transcends philosophy; itis a blueprint for survival. Meaning
gives suffering direction, and faith gives it endurance.

Conclusion: The Redemptive Power of Suffering, Meaning, and Faith

Suffering is the one experience that binds all of humanity. No one escapes it - not the
powerful, the faithful, or the wise. Yet what distinguishes those who merely endure from
those who grow is not the absence of pain, but the presence of meaning. Frankl discovered
this truth in the camps, the Dalai Lama preaches it through compassion, and the stories of
our own lives affirm it daily: suffering, when understood, becomes sacred.
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We live in a world that tells us to avoid discomfort, to medicate pain, to chase pleasure as if
happiness were a possession. But real happiness - the kind that endures beyond
circumstance - arises only when life feels purposeful. The pursuit of pleasure gives relief;
the pursuit of meaning gives resilience. Meaning transforms suffering from something that
happens to us into something that happens through us.

This transformation is not abstract; it is deeply human. It is seen in the student who found
healing by helping others, in Gary’s bittersweet legacy of love that outlived him, and in
anyone who has ever stood in the ashes of loss and chosen to rebuild. Their stories remind
us that purpose is not reserved for the fortunate - it is forged in the fire of adversity.

Faith completes this circle of transformation. Whether rooted in religion, moral conviction,
or the quiet belief that life still matters, faith gives suffering direction. It turns despair into
endurance and endurance into hope. As the prophet Isaiah wrote, God grants “beauty for
ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, and a garment of praise for the spirit of despair” (Isaiah
61:3, New International Version). The ashes remain - but they are no longer wasted.

Frankl, the Dalai Lama, and centuries of wisdom converge on this single truth: while pain is
unavoidable, despair is optional. Between what we suffer and how we respond lies the
sacred freedom that defines us as human. Within that space, faith breathes, meaning
emerges, and love endures.

For educators, counselors, and anyone entrusted with the care of souls, this truth is both a
challenge and a calling. Our task is not merely to help others cope, but to help them see -
to recognize that within their suffering lies a seed of significance waiting to grow. When we
teach people to look for purpose instead of escape, we restore their power to heal
themselves.

The lesson of meaning is not confined to therapy rooms or sacred texts; it is the curriculum
of life itself. And perhaps, as Frankl suggested, life’s final exam is not whether we found
comfort, but whether we found courage - courage to believe that our suffering mattered,
that it refined us, and that, through it, we became capable of love.

When we finally accept that pain is not the enemy of happiness but its teacher, we begin to
live more deeply, love more fiercely, and hope more faithfully. In that awareness, life
becomes what it was always meant to be: a journey not away from suffering, but through it
- toward meaning, compassion, and the quiet miracle of faith.
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Author’s Note

Jeff Hastings, M.A., is a professor of psychology at Lone Star College and the president of
Ivy Consulting Group. A former business executive turned educator, Hastings draws from
over 30 years of leadership and life experience to help students and professionals connect
psychology with purpose. His work emphasizes meaning-centered learning, resilience, and
the integration of faith and science in understanding human potential. His teaching,
writing, and podcast Psychology for Students reflect a personal belief that suffering, when
reframed through compassion and faith, becomes the foundation of character, purpose,
and transformation.

If you are struggling with thoughts of hopelessness or suicide, please know that you are not alone, and help is
available right now. You do not have to face this pain by yourself. In the United States, you can call or text 988
to reach the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline, available 24 hours a day. If you are outside the U.S., you can find
international hotlines at findahelpline.com, which connects you to trained counselors in your region.

Reaching out for help is not a sign of weakness — it is an act of courage and a first step toward healing. Your
life has meaning, even if you can’t see it in this moment, and there are people ready to help you rediscover it.
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