Practical Wisdom
From Adversity

By Dr Mark Crosweller AFSM

Reframing adversity

Human life is shaped by a series of encounters with adversity—moments that unsettle our certainties, test
our resilience, and compel us to reconsider who we are and who we hope to become. Adversity is never just
an external event, but an experience interpreted, absorbed, and carried in the deeper recesses of our inner
world. Trauma often manifests not as the event itself but as a pathologised image in the mind, a memory or
emotional impression that becomes intolerable over time. Its grip tightens not because of what happened, but
because of how we continue to make sense of what happened. The heart of healing, then, lies not in erasing
the past but in re-imagining it—reframing its meaning, transforming its emotional weight, and integrating

it into a broader understanding of life. Through this process, adversity becomes a crucible of meaning,

reshaping our narrative and opening the way for wisdom, purpose, and growth.

Meaning making

Meaning-making is not a passive endeavour. It unfolds through reflective interpretation, through the stories
we tell ourselves about why something happened and what it reveals about our nature, our values, and our
potential. Our understanding of adversity is never static. As time passes and our perspective matures, the
stories we tell ourselves shift; new insights emerge that were once invisible. In this way, narrative collapses
past, present, and future into a single productive moment, continually reworking the significance of our
experiences. What once appeared as senseless pain may later appear as a turning point, a catalyst for growth,
or a moment that awakened previously hidden virtues. As our interpretations evolve, the emotional intensity
of trauma softens, making space for hope and new possibilities. Meaning-making thus becomes an ongoing

spiritual and psychological practice through which suffering is gradually transformed.

Making sense of loss

Loss often serves as one of life’s most powerful turning points. When relationships end, loved ones die, or
cherished identities fall away, we are confronted with the fragile and impermanent nature of existence. Such
losses reorder priorities, unsettle assumptions, and shift the foundation of our worldview. In moments of

profound disruption, people frequently ask questions they had previously postponed: What matters most?
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Who am I becoming? What is worth giving my life to? Though suffering should never be romanticised,
we should recognise that adversity often reveals capacities that might otherwise have remained dormant.
Nietzsche’s often-quoted claim—that what does not kill us makes us stronger—captures only a fraction of
the insight. The deeper truth is not that adversity automatically strengthens us, but that it invites us into a

process through which strength, compassion, patience, and courage may grow.

The paradox of suffering

This insight leads to a profound paradox: our experiences of suffering are entirely unique, yet universally
understood. Each encounter with hardship is shaped by the specific circumstances of our lives—our
relationships, histories, beliefs, and vulnerabilities. These details form a constellation of experience that

has never before existed in time and space. And yet, the emotional essence of suffering—grief, fear,
disorientation, longing, hope—is shared across humanity. It is described in ancient epics, reflected in spiritual
teachings, expressed through music and poetry, and depicted in art. The world’s great bodies of knowledge
echo the inner movements of our hearts, offering language, metaphors, and wisdom that help us situate our
personal suffering within the larger human story. In this way, adversity becomes not an isolating experience
but a bridge between us and the collective. Recognising this universality deepens empathy and reminds us

that we are never alone in our pain.

Awakening virtue through transformation

Against this background, suffering becomes transformative when it awakens virtue. As we confront hardship,
we often discover within ourselves capacities for compassion, integrity, patience, truthfulness, and moral
courage that had previously lain dormant. These virtues are not abstract ideals but lived expressions of human
character shaped through experience. Transformation, however, is neither easy nor linear. It is physically,
emotionally, and spiritually demanding. When undergoing profound change we need kindness, stability,

and supportive relationships. Suftering requires both vulnerability and courage—the willingness to sit with
discomfort, to surrender outdated beliefs, to soften where one has previously hardened, and to admit that life

as it was once understood is no longer sufficient.

The wisdom of the sages

A key part of transformation is the deliberate search for knowledge that speaks to experience. Turning
toward philosophy, theology, psychology, mythology, poetry, and art—disciplines that offer insights into
suffering, identity, meaning, and human potential ought to be encouraged. Such wisdom traditions provide
maps for navigating life’s darker terrains, illuminating paths that others have walked before. They help us
recognise patterns in our own narratives, question assumptions, and uncover deeper truths about our lives.
To embark on a journey of transformation requires not only self-reflection but also an openness to new
perspectives that challenge, inspire, and expand our understanding. It requires letting go of fixed ideas that

no longer align with our well-being and allowing wisdom to reshape identity.

Evolving identity

Identity itself evolves through adversity. Suffering may be viewed as a spiritual process through which we

discover our deeper nature and understand who we are becoming. Adversity acts as a mirror, revealing
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both the fragility and the resilience within. It exposes fears, desires, attachments, and possibilities. More
importantly, it shows what we are capable of when we rise to the demands of difficult circumstances with
compassion and insight. This process of becoming is slow, organic, and often painful. Yet through it, we come
to recognise our potential for wisdom and goodness and to see ourselves as part of a broader human story of

growth, suffering, and renewal.

Implications for leaders

These insights carry significant implications for leadership. As leaders, we must reflect continually on the
formative events of our lives: the gifts from childhood that shaped our early identity, the moments of
hardship that revealed new capacities, the virtues developed over time, and the unfolding narrative that
connects these experiences. Through this reflective practice, we gain practical wisdom—an embodied
understanding of how to act ethically and compassionately in complex situations. Leadership grounded in
lived experience becomes more humane, relational, and ethically attuned. When we understand our own
suffering we are more capable of recognising the suffering of others and responding with empathy, humility,
and moral clarity.

These insights also allow us to consider the legacy we will leave. We understand that wisdom is not a static
attribute but a lifelong practice shaped through reflection, adversity, and engagement with the world. We
recognise that meaning-making is not only a personal endeavour but also a relational responsibility. The way
we make sense of our own experiences influences the way we support, mentor, and guide others. By narrating
our journey honestly—its trials, lessons, and transformations—we offer others permission to explore their

own stories with similar courage.

Important questions

These existential questions—Who am I? What matters> What have I learned? What am I becoming?
—require time, patience, and a willingness to dwell in uncertainty. They are not resolved all at once but
continue to evolve as we move through different stages of life. What is essential is the ongoing commitment
to inquiry, compassion, and reflection. This commitment deepens self-understanding and enriches leadership
with a quality of presence that is grounded, wise, and responsive.

Moving forward, mindfulness is the next step in this journey. Mindfulness becomes the practice that
stabilises awareness, strengthens emotional insight, and anchors us in the present moment. It enables

us to observe our thoughts, feelings, and reactions without judgement, creating space for wiser, more
compassionate responses. Mindfulness provides the ground upon which wisdom and meaning-making can

continue to grow.

Adversity as a teacher

In the end, we have the opportunity to view adversity as both a challenge and a teacher. Through the
interpretive power of narrative, the universality of human suffering, the awakening of virtue, and the search
for wisdom, adversity becomes a transformative force that shapes identity and enriches leadership. It reveals
the contours of our humanity and illuminates the path toward a wiser, more compassionate way of being in
the world.
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Five Lessons for Leaders

1. Adversity Becomes a Source of Wisdom Only When Leaders Reflect on Its Meaning: Adversity does not
automatically strengthen us—its transformative power emerges only when leaders engage in deliberate
meaning-making. Through reflection, reframing, and interpretation, leaders can turn hardship into
insight, purpose, and moral clarity. Without reflection, adversity risks becoming unresolved trauma that
hardens behaviour rather than deepens wisdom.

2. Meaning-Making Is a Lifelong Practice That Shapes Leadership Identity: Leaders must continuously revisit
and reinterpret their experiences, recognising that meaning evolves over time. Narrative becomes a tool
for integration—connecting past, present, and emerging identity. By understanding how their life stories
shape values, fears, strengths, and blind spots, leaders become more grounded, mature, and attuned to

others.

QL

Suffering Reveals Both Fragility and Capacity—Creating Opportunities for Virtue: Adversity exposes
elements of the self that comfort cannot reach: fear, attachment, compassion, moral courage, patience,
and integrity. When leaders engage with suftering consciously, these experiences awaken virtues that
become essential to ethical leadership. Avoiding suffering, by contrast, restricts growth and disconnects
leaders from the humanity of those they serve.

4. Personal Suffering Becomes a Bridge to Universal Human Experience: Adversity highlights a profound
paradox: suffering is deeply personal yet universally understood. Recognising this universality strengthens
empathy, humility, and relational depth. Leaders who appreciate that others’ suftfering mirrors their own

are better able to support people with dignity and connection rather than judgment or distance.

5. Wisdom Emerges Through Openness—To Vulnerability, Knowledge, and New Perspectives: Transformation
requires not only self-reflection but also an openness to wisdom traditions, philosophy, psychology,
mythology, and spiritual teachings. Leaders grow wiser when they challenge fixed assumptions, integrate
diverse perspectives, and allow adversity to reshape identity. This openness fosters leadership that is more

humane, compassionate, and ethically responsive.
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