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praise for Sister Freaks


“I totally love this book. These true stories—of young women who are sold out to God and willing to take on whatever He calls them to—just blew me away. Besides actually making me cry, they also challenged me to look more deeply into my own life and calling. I seriously recommend this book to anyone who truly wants to serve God. Really, Sister Freaks is awesome!”


—Melody Carlson, author of Diary of a Teenage Girl and the True Colors series for teens


“Each person is asked to sacrifice something in life. Sister Freaks is full of inspiring stories of both modern and biblical women who took courage and lived for what they believed. Rebecca St. James does an excellent job encouraging women to embrace the calling that God has on each of their lives, no matter what the sacrifice may be. This is imperative in seeing our younger generation, especially women, raised up to be the world-changing leaders they are destined to be. I highly recommend this book!”


—Ron Luce, author of Battle Cry for a Generation and president, Teen Mania Ministries



This book is dedicated to all the young women who have given it all to the Lord Jesus. We’ll see you in His presence!



introduction


I grew up in Australia. Australians love hot tea. We have morning tea, afternoon tea, late-afternoon tea, and post-dinner tea. Some night owls like me might regularly enjoy a midnight decaf. Many Australians bring out the Old English teacups for their “cuppa.” The younger set might sport a funky mug. But generally, the Australian tea break is a mild, sedate affair.


Watchman Nee once said, “Everywhere Jesus went, there was revolution. Everywhere I go, they serve tea.”


I can relate. Sometimes it seems like everyone around me is nice and quiet and sedate—like we’re all having a cup of tea. There’s nothing wrong with that, of course. We all love Jesus; I just wonder sometimes if we’re accomplishing something great for His kingdom.


If you’re like me, you probably long to find those few who are different-the ones who are willing to take a strong stand for Jesus. It’s not easy. I admire the bold women, the ones who stand up for something, the sisters strong enough to be considered “freaks” for the cause of Christ.


When you look at history, it’s pretty clear that nobody was bolder than Jesus. He came down here to earth, even though He didn’t have to, and sacrificed His life for each one of us. In doing that, He set an example of boldness. The Lord was so different from everyone else that the world couldn’t help but notice Him. Two thousand years later, He is still the central figure in all history. I’m drawn to Him and His sacrifice and His example. The more I get to know Jesus, the more I want to be like Him.


But it’s dangerous to live like the Lord. When He showed up, the world put Him to death. So we can’t expect they’re going to embrace us when we take a stand for God. In fact, we can expect to suffer, since great faith makes people uncomfortable. And that leads me to ask you: what sort of a stand do you want to take? What do you want to be known for?


Have you ever struggled with the sense that you’re not strong enough, that you haven’t done enough, or have your heart set on the wrong things? I have. But no matter how much I fail, I know God is right there, ready to strengthen me and help me become someone who is willing to take a stand. That’s why I love these stories. Each one is about a young woman who took a great stand for God. Some of them are famous historical figures like Mary and Joan of Arc. Others are contemporary women you’ve probably never heard of. Each one has made an effort to change the world, even if it’s in a small way. But every one held true to God, and they all inspire me to live a bigger, greater life.


If you use this book in your devotional reading, you’ll find twelve weeks of stories—five per week—with a page for reflection at the end of each week, so you can explore what the Lord’s leading is for your own life. As you read through these, I pray you’ll see the world through His eyes and look for ways you can change it through His power.


One last word: the stories in this book have been crafted by several women writers who are themselves strong sisters in Christ. I want to thank them for helping put this project together, and I want to say a special “thank you” to all those who shared their stories with us. If I have to be considered a “Sister Freak” to stand with them, so be it. This is for all the Sister Freaks in the world who want more out of life than a cup of tea.


~Rebecca St. James



week one
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karen watson


No Regrets


Karen Watson entered a war zone because she loved Jesus. She knew the risks. News reports in early 2004 were riddled with American casualties in recently liberated Iraq. Car bombs blew up convoy trucks. Suicide bombers targeted civilians. Ambushes occurred weekly.


But a Scripture burned on Karen’s heart—one that propelled her to Iraq: “Then I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, ‘Whom shall I send, and who will go for Us?’” Her answer echoed Isaiah’s: “Then I said, ‘Here am I. Send me!’” (Isa. 6:8 NASB).


Karen had accepted Christ after experiencing severe grief as a teen. Her fiancé, her father, and her grandmother all died within a two-year period, and her pain had driven her into the arms of Jesus. Soon after, Karen took part in short-term mission trips, flying from Bakersfield, California, to El Salvador, Macedonia, Kosovo, and Greece. After those excursions, Karen knew she wanted to be a full-time missionary, despite the world climate.


Once accepted by the IMB (International Mission Board, a Southern Baptist missionary organization), she sold her home and car and submitted her resignation to the Kern County Sheriff’s Department, where she had worked for eight years as a detention officer.


The IMB immediately sent Karen to Jordan to coordinate refugee relief during the war in Iraq. When the expected influx of refugees did not arrive, she was reassigned to Iraq. Then the UN building was bombed there, killing several civilians. Karen called home to California to say she was okay. She frequented the UN building but had not been inside the day of the bombing. After that day, however, she made it a point to call her family and supporters after every act of violence, just to assure them she was all right.


On March 15, 2004, Karen, along with several other missionaries, headed to Mosul, Iraq’s third largest city. They were involved in humanitarian aid, developing a water purification system for the area. Partway through the missionaries’ journey, Iraqi militants in a passing car assaulted them with automatic weapons and rocket-powered grenades.


When friends at home heard about the violent car ambush, they expected another satellite phone call. But this time Karen didn’t call. She had died instantly, a casualty of bullet and shell fragment wounds.


Before she left for Iraq, Karen had discussed the risks with Roger Spradlin, one of her pastors from Valley Baptist Church in Bakersfield, California. “She was very, very brave, and she knew the risk of being in that part of the world,” he says. “But she weighed that risk against the people’s need for the gospel.”


One of her friends related, “Karen was a real soldier in God’s army and she will be greatly missed, but we know that she is now celebrating and worshiping the God she served.”


Another friend noted, “Karen was the type who would stand up for the Lord anywhere in the world. She felt the Lord Jesus was worth it.”


After her death was confirmed, another pastor, Phil Neighbors, opened a letter she had written before she left for Iraq—to be opened if she were killed. It read:


March 7, 2003


Dear Pastor Phil and Pastor Roger,


You should only be opening this letter in the event of [my] death. When God calls there are no regrets. I tried to share my heart with you, my heart for the Nations. I wasn’t called to a place. I was called to Him. To obey was my objective, to suffer was expected, His glory was my reward, His glory is my reward.


One of the most important things to remember right now is to preserve the work. I am writing this as if I am still working [in the mission field].


I thank you all so much for your prayers and support. Surely your reward in Heaven will be great. Thank you for investing in my life and spiritual well being. Keep sending missionaries out. Keep raising up fine pastors.


In regards to any service, keep it small and simple. Yes, simple. Just preach the gospel. If Jason Buss is available or his dad, have them sing a pretty song. Be bold and preach the life saving, life changing, forever eternal GOSPEL. Give glory and honor to our Father.


I once read in The Missionary Heart:


Care more than some think is wise.


Risk more than some think is safe.


Dream more than some think is practical.


Expect more than some think is possible.


I was called not to comfort or success but to obedience.


There is no joy outside of knowing Jesus and serving Him. I love you two and my church family.


In His care, 
Karen


Karen Watson spent her life for the cause of Jesus Christ among the nations, particularly one that appeared to be an enemy. People from that country took her life, yet her life continues on—as an ongoing testimony that God will expand His kingdom through those who dare to step outside of their comfort zones for His renown.


No one knows what Karen thought when she felt the bullets tear through her and the life drain from her body. But she lived her life without regret. Perhaps, as she grew closer to seeing Jesus’ face, she recounted one of her favorite Psalms:


Though a host encamp against me,


My heart will not fear;


Though war arise against me,


In spite of this, I shall be confident.


One thing I have asked from the LORD, that I shall seek:


That I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life,


To behold the beauty of the LORD and to meditate in His temple.


(Psalm 27:3-4NASB)
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joan of arc


The Brave Soldier


She rivals mythic characters such as Robin Hood and King Arthur, yet she was a real girl in history. Joan of Arc was born in Domrémy, a village in Lorraine, France, in January 1412. She was a common girl whose mother, Isabelle, trained her for the traditional female tasks of her day: cooking, cleaning, and tending sheep. She also learned her prayers from her mother, who nurtured her spiritually. Joan was particularly skilled in sewing and spinning.


Yet her life was to be lived out on a battlefield.


England had invaded northern France in 1417, and Joan experienced the devastation of the Hundred Years’ War. Then, when this daughter of a peasant was about twelve years old, she began to hear a voice telling her she must save France from the English. If you’ve already heard this story, this news might not seem like very much. But consider this: a soldier in the fifteenth century protected the innocent; girls needed protection. A soldier wore armor; girls wore frilly dresses and bonnets. So for Joan to dream of taking part in anything other than the usual female tasks of the day was a huge contradiction.


The amazing thing is that Joan’s father, Jacques d’Arc, once had a dream that his daughter was traveling with an army. Disturbed by such images, he told Joan’s brothers but not his daughter. He was fearful of what the dream might mean, and he vowed to drown her if she ever became a soldier. Such a thing would disgrace the family.


Joan doesn’t seem to have had a great attachment to her family. When the voice she heard intensified, she decided to leave her domestic life, pretending to go help her cousin, who was expecting a child. Her visions of Saints Catherine and Margaret, two early Christian martyrs, and Saint Michael the archangel, evoked her strong conviction that God was calling her to carry out a mission. After she left home, she never spoke to her family again.


Joan’s behavior was radical and unacceptable. Why would a girl who had never traveled ten miles from her home leave it? Yet it is known that she asserted, “Since God commanded it, had I had a hundred fathers and a hundred mothers, had I been born a king’s daughter, I should have departed.”


 Naturally, her claims caused great speculation. Though during this time mysticism was popular in the church, it was still questionable for someone to claim to “hear voices.” But her passion was sincere; even though Joan never experienced peace in her homeland, she longed for France to be restored and a king to be crowned to lead her country. However far-fetched her desires seemed, she followed them because she believed them to be of God.


At the age of seventeen, Joan boldly approached Robert de Baudricourt, the lord of her local district, as if she were his equal and asked for her own army. At first Baudricourt was skeptical, but her persistence impressed him, and he finally believed that God had sent her. He granted her stunning request.


Soon Joan found herself on a journey to meet Charles, the son of Charles VI, who she believed would be the next king. Mysteriously, Charles gave her his favor and support, but he knew that in the current political climate, and with Joan claiming a calling from God, Joan would also need the support of the church. So he arranged for the doctors and archbishops of the church to interrogate Joan. They found nothing heretical about her visions and respected her simplicity and honesty. She passed their examination.


Joan was given a suit of armor made just for her. There she was, a domesticated peasant girl adorned in clothes of war. She was about to be a commander over men. A white linen banner was given to her with an image of the Trinity and two angels, which would become the sign by which Joan would be recognized. The banner read “Of the Party of the King of Heaven.” This was her public declaration of her divine calling to save her beloved country.


Then, with her four thousand men Joan faced the English in Orleans. The first night in the field, she lay weary and bruised from the weight of her heavy armor. One can only imagine how she felt, knowing she was finally fulfilling God’s call on her life.


Naïve, but full of determination, Joan soon found herself fighting battles within the ranks of her own army. Many of the men did not take her seriously and saw her more as a mascot than a military leader. But Joan knew she was much more than an ornament of war. Being a female did not limit what she believed God would accomplish through her. Despite internal strife and Joan’s naïveté, the French were able to conquer the English at Orleans, and Charles was crowned king. It seemed God’s grace was working on their behalf.


Because of Joan’s unconquerable spirit and ability to face the impossible, her men were strengthened and inspired. Her mission had been successful. Joan could then have returned home to live in peace, but she continued to choose the life of a soldier.


Despite all Joan’s victories in the field, as she worked to recapture Paris, English soldiers captured her in 1430 and she was tried by bribed officials as a heretic. They condemned her claims to have heard from God as demonic. Enduring eight months in prison, she was taunted by English soldiers, chained to her bed, and forbidden to take Communion. She was found guilty of idolatry both for hearing voices and for wearing men’s clothing.


On May 30, 1431, at Rouen, she walked in chains, silenced by the jeering, savage crowds who wanted to witness her death. Joan requested that a crucifix be placed in front of her as she was tied to a stake. Repeatedly she cried out, “Jesus!” Her passing was slow and agonizing, as executioners had been instructed to keep her at a distance from the flames to torture her. Focusing on the cross, Joan resigned herself to death.


Joan’s partly charred body was shown to the crowd in order to prove that she was indeed a woman. Then the body was completely burned. Heretics at the time could not receive a Christian burial, and Joan’s remains were cast into the Seine River.


The brave soldier died alone at nineteen. Legends soon followed. Some said they saw a dove swoop down over her at the stake. Others said her heart would not burn and remained in the ashes. Whatever legends continue to surround Joan of Arc’s controversial life, her single-minded devotion to her calling was clear.


In the Middle Ages, it was unheard of for a woman to mark history outside of her traditional role. Women were viewed as objects of men’s desires, not as vessels the Lord might use to change history. Yet indeed, Joan of Arc did change history, despite the odds.


For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.


(Ephesians 6:12)
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anna mikelson


A Smooth and Steady Pace


Olympic silver medalist Anna Mikelson had long envisioned herself competing in the world’s most famous games—but not on the water, and not with a team of seven other female athletes. Anna began running track when she was five years old, and she imagined crossing the Olympic finish line among other runners. God had other ideas.


Raised in the Seattle, Washington, area, Anna competed in track, cross-country, and basketball in high school. Her father, brother, and sister-in-law all ran for the University of Washington Huskies, and Anna hoped to follow in their footsteps. There was just one problem: every track and field coach who looked at her height, weight, and race times believed that she had maxed out in her sport. Although her times were good, they weren’t certain to improve a great deal.


But Anna’s high-school cross-country coach knew the rowing coach at the University of Washington, and Anna was invited to join the crew. The coaches at Washington took one look at her tall, athletic build and said, “You would be really good at this.” Wanting to believe in what the Huskies envisioned for her, Anna walked onto a national powerhouse rowing team, earning a scholarship the next year. “They sought me out and taught me what to do with a big oar,” she says simply.


Anna proved to be a quick study in her new sport. A four-time NCAA national champion rower, two-time College Rowing Coaches Association academic All-American, and three-time Pacific-10 academic All-American, she was the recipient of both NCAA and Pacific-10 postgraduate scholarships. As a collegian she rowed on the “women’s eight” national teams in 2001 and 2002, placing fourth and first respectively in the world championships, and graduated from the University of Washington in 2002 with a degree in communications and a 3.6 GPA.


In August of 2004, Anna and her teammates rowed to a second-place finish in the Olympic Games in Athens, Greece. In their qualifying heat, the women set a new world record of 5:56 for the women’s eight—a two-thousand-meter race with an eight-woman crew. In the final, they battled two-time reigning Olympic champions from Romania and were well pleased with the first medal for the United States in that event in twenty years.


Today Anna divides her time between continuing to train on the water in Seattle and working for the University of Washington Athletic Department and the National Rowing Association. She also speaks to corporate executives and students of all ages about team building and motivation. “We use our boat as an example for teamwork,” she says, “and we encourage younger kids just to have fun and be healthy.” She hopes one day to work in athletic administration, but whatever the future holds, it is sure to include a constant that she has pursued with a passion equal to her sport: building relationships to share the love of Christ.


“In high school I was discipled by a woman in my church who worked with our youth group,” says Anna. “She really made a difference in my life and is still a significant person to me today. Her example caused me to want to do for others what she has done for me.” As a sophomore at Washington, Anna was living in a Christian house, but God was growing in her a love for her rowing teammates. “I wanted to reach out to them, but it’s really hard to apply your faith in all areas of your life—to have it fully integrated into your world and not compartmentalized into one tiny little section.”


Soon she started attending meetings of Athletes in Action (AIA), a ministry of Campus Crusade that was active on the U of W campus. Together with an AIA staff person, she started a Bible study. She continued to nurture small groups as an intern and later a volunteer for Campus Crusade at Princeton University.


“So much of my sport and my life are about relationships,” she says. “I’ve loved rowing with these seven women. We’re not just fellow athletes who train and compete together. We’re women who can also pray for each other and share life together.”


Anna is currently discipling two other rowers, a process she admits is time intensive and deeply relational. “There’s a fine balance of feeling each person out and determining what level of communication and interaction she is open to,” she says. “I want everyone to know the great joy in Christ—but the privilege of sharing that comes over time by caring about people no matter where they’re at, asking questions to know them better, and whenever possible, using Christ as an example.”


Anna’s message is simple, and it’s straight from the pages of her own life: God has a plan for you. “I have always thought the pop culture ideal has a quick appeal,” she says. “I wanted to have a made-for-TV life, but I guess I always knew it wasn’t that easy. I understood that the things I focused on—sports, school, family, and friends—were the foundation for a great life if Christ was my center. He made them have a deeper meaning, and now I would say that my life is like the perfect movie because God is my Director.”


Even though she may not line up exactly with the world’s standard for feminine appeal, Anna’s comfortable with being “a tall, strong woman.” She explains, “The world tells us that our performance, plus what others think about us, equals who we are. But that’s not true. We are who God says we are. He establishes our identity, and out of that will flow our performance and our relationships, not the other way around.”


Refusing to be satisfied with her present set of skills, Anna is adding another challenge to her agenda: she is learning to row sculls instead of shells and becoming adept with two oars instead of just one. With those added abilities, she’ll be able to compete for any rowing spot on the 2008 Olympic team.


But her focus is flexible. “We’ll see what happens,” she says cheerfully. “God may have other plans. It’s like the verse says: ‘“For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans for welfare and not for calamity to give you a future and a hope”’ [Jer. 29:11 NASB]. I’m taking it one day at a time, one year at a time. We’ll see what He has in store. I don’t view life as a series of big moments—even moments like winning an Olympic medal. It’s more about the process for me.”


For Anna, it’s one long, smooth, and steady race. She’s rowing strong, and she’s sure to finish well.


Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize.


(1 Corinthians 9:24)
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shannon wright


A Change of Plans


Shannon Wright jokingly confesses that growing up as a Southern Baptist in Texas, she wasn’t sure Presbyterians were even Christians. Today twenty-seven-year-old Shannon serves as a deacon in her inner-city, evangelical Presbyterian church. And although she planned to move away from her home state of Texas after graduation from Wellesley, she’s returned there to pursue a calling that wasn’t quite what she had in mind either.


Shannon’s dream was the excitement and prestige of a literary career. “At seventeen,” she says, “I imagined myself at twenty-seven as a writer in New York, wearing a little black dress and dropping witty one-liners to the worshipful crowd.”


But after her sophomore year in college, as she was pursuing her carefully mapped-out plan of becoming a journalist, Shannon’s direction changed. The newspaper summer job that she had lined up fell through, and instead Shannon found herself answering the call of a homeless shelter to run a summer program for kids. She calls the job a “baptism by fire” introduction to issues of race and social justice that she’d only read about before: “For the first time I saw how crushing poverty can be to the spirit, and how ugly the physical manifestations of racism are. But at the same time, I was introduced to children who were bright and resilient and funny and savvy in the face of it all, who demonstrated unshakable faith and irrepressible spirits.”


It was also the first time Shannon learned how it felt to be in the minority, where her hair and skin color were the exception and where she had to acclimate to someone else’s culture. The hard questions she began to ask about where her life might be heading were uncomfortable, but she says they were unmistakably “the probing of the Spirit, leading me slowly off the road I had been groomed for.” Instead of worldly success and respect and influence—“the kind of stuff your dad can brag about on the golf course”—Shannon felt a pull toward something she knew would “challenge me every day, show up every weakness I had, play on all my vulnerabilities, invest me with responsibility which I don’t always discharge well, and put me right in the midst of the salvation drama.”


While she’d planned on garnering publishing successes and accolades, Shannon now recounts a different kind of reality: she deals each day with AIDS babies, people struggling with drug relapses, abused children, and the overt racism frequently directed at them. And for inspiration, she reads Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Saint Francis of Assisi, Martin Luther King and Dorothy Day.


Instead of writing scintillating pieces for the mass market, she writes letters to a drug-addicted mother who has lost her children and is dying herself of AIDS, to say: “You are loved. You have a Shepherd. Your life is not a waste. Your children will be cared for. You are a daughter of the King, and He is present in your suffering and He thinks you are beautiful, and He can still redeem you and bring you to glory.”


This young woman who imagined herself as a media mover and shaker is these days growing into “an imperfect vessel that gets to be a conduit of perfect grace.” And Shannon says it’s the reason she shows up every day. “You get to stand with them in the trenches,” she says. “You tell the stories of the miracles because we know they do happen, and you don’t pretend it doesn’t break your heart, because some days, it does.”


In spring of 2004, Shannon received an unexpected invitation to be the commencement speaker for a small Christian high school in another state. She spent a lot of time thinking about what to say to young people who were just a few years younger than herself—what sorts of words might ring true to eager eighteen-year-olds going off in pursuit of their dreams. Her audience received her words with more than a little discomfort. Her speech’s frankness and honesty were stripped of the usual “the world is your oyster” platitudes. But within a few days it was making its way across the Internet to a broader audience than she ever imagined.


What did she say that caused such a stir? “Fear not.” She urged the graduating class of 2004 not to be afraid of failing, of disappointing people, or of their own unique callings and paths.


“Don’t be afraid of the world,” she told them. “You have nothing to fear from the world. Christ has already told you He has overcome it. Engage it. Understand it. Know why people think the way they think, what they care about, what they’re afraid of, what makes them laugh, and what keeps them up at three in the morning. Remember the first Bible verse you ever learned: ‘For God so loved the world.’ God does love the world, and the sign of a God-lover is to love the things He loves.”


She also implored them not to be afraid of the church, in what she described as “all of its multi-hued, chaotic, messy glory.” She assured them that as they came to know more believers of other stripes, “there will be days when you think, God has no standards and no taste. Other days, of course, this is what gives you hope for yourself.” Instead of being fenced in behind denominational boundaries and caught up in theological squabbles, Shannon asked her audience not to be afraid of other worship styles or different denominational norms.


So, while she’s not communicating in quite the way she might have planned at seventeen, this young writer/social activist/church leader is finding her voice and helping others find theirs. And she’s not so worried anymore about what others might think: “It can be the most liberating thing in the world to refuse to be held hostage by the expectations of others, even when those others are incredibly loving and well-meaning people,” Shannon says. “Ultimately, the call of Christ is one that only you can discern. So go ahead and disappoint some people and show yourself that it won’t kill you.


“I’m still standing. Disappointment hasn’t made me wither up and die. I stay as close to the call of Christ as I can, I start over when I mess up, and I get over it when people aren’t happy with me. And I’m a bit freer than I was at seventeen—not all the way there, to be sure, but a little farther down the road.”


Always give yourself fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain.


(1 Corinthians 15:58)
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danielle, tara, crystal, and kimberly


A House of Hope


When thirteen-year-old Danielle stepped into the spotlight at a national women’s conference in San Antonio, Texas, it was probably a good thing she couldn’t see the ten thousand or so women in the Alamodome waiting to hear what she had to say. But her voice was calm and clear, and when she finished speaking, the auditorium erupted with applause and her audience stood to its feet.


This is what she told them: “Hi, my name is Danielle. I was born and raised in Orlando, Florida. I’ve been in House of Hope for nine months now. My life was pretty good until I was ten years old and my grandpa died. After that, my parents got divorced, and because of it I had to switch schools a lot. My grades dropped from A’s to F’s. Then, at the age of eleven, I started smoking marijuana, dating older guys, drinking, and going to clubs. Then, because I wanted to look like my friends, I started selling my body to buy new clothes. What I didn’t buy I shoplifted. I got involved in gangs, witchcraft, and pornography. I ran away several times and was arrested. Finally, I was brought to House of Hope.”


As Danielle spoke, the room was quieter than it had been all weekend. “Soon after I got to House of Hope, I accepted Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior. I was actually baptized in October. I am a ‘born-again virgin.’ My family is being restored, which I thought would never happen, and I learned that Jesus Christ is going to love, accept, and forgive me no matter what.


“I want to be brave and courageous like Queen Esther in the Bible. I am taking the chance of losing my popularity just as she did to help others, to help save my generation.” Danielle then asked her sisters in the Lord, “Would you please pray that I keep making good choices?” And she thanked them for listening to her story.


House of Hope was established in 1985 by Sara Trollinger, a former schoolteacher who believed God was leading her to begin a ministry to troubled teens. She felt she should provide a place where they could learn responsibility and respect for authority and experience the healing and restoring touch of God on their lives. Nearly twenty years later, House of Hope has been instrumental in changing thousands of lives. Sara’s goal is to have a House of Hope in every major city in America by 2010.


Young girls like Danielle are not just quitting drugs and learning to live sexually pure lives again. They’re finding Christ and finding their voices—and speaking boldly about how their lives have turned around.


Tara grew up with an alcoholic mother and a critical stepfather who was also physically abusive. When she was seven years old, she was molested by one of his friends—something both parents denied ever happened. By the time she was barely a teenager, Tara had begun to smoke, have sex, and poison her body with cocaine and other drugs.


“I began to fight with my mom over everything,” says Tara, “taking advantage of her when she was drunk and not listening to what she told me to do. I was a mess and she was a mess. I was confused and full of shame, and I hated myself for the mistakes I had made.”


At House of Hope, Tara met Christ, received counseling, and began to rebuild her relationship with her mom. She says simply, “House of Hope saved my life. My mom and I are getting the tools we need to survive in this world, and I’m keeping myself now for the man God has for me.” Tara’s favorite verse is Psalm 9:9: “The LORD is a refuge for the oppressed, / a stronghold in times of trouble.” And she hasn’t just memorized it, she’s living it: “Now I run to Jesus when I’m in trouble,” she says. “He is my stronghold.”


Crystal, too, found a refuge at House of Hope. She grew up in church, but by the time she was fourteen her life was slipping out of control. “My father was on drugs and was a very abusive man,” she explains. “My mother remarried a man who molested me when I was seven years old. Finally the anger inside of me began to explode.


“I started skipping school, got into the wrong crowd, and began sneaking out of the house. My grades went from B’s to F’s. One night when I was drinking I lost my virginity to a stranger. I was full of shame. I began taking Ecstasy, got alcohol poisoning, and was hospitalized. I was arrested for shoplifting, and that’s when my mom took me to House of Hope.”


What Crystal found there was Jesus. “I didn’t realize before who He really was,” she says. “At House of Hope I made the decision to dedicate my life to Him, and already I see changes. I’m still dealing with a lot, but I’m relying on God to help me get through it. I know He is changing me day by day. As the Bible says in Isaiah 54:4, I will not be put to shame, or humiliated or disgraced for the mistakes I made in my youth. God has erased them from my life and is making me into a new person. He won’t take me out of the temptations of this world, but He will protect me and work with me so I can make good choices. I know He’ll take care of me as long as I trust Him.”


Kimberly grew up a pastor’s daughter, and her parents were very strict. “I was not even allowed to wear jeans to youth group,” she says. “I felt like an oddball.” But when Kimberly was thirteen, her father left the church and her family has never returned. “My world fell apart,” she remembers. “It was hard to see God as a loving Father when my own father had let me down. So I started looking for the love I needed in all the wrong places: alcohol, drugs, and friends who pulled me down. That’s when I lost my virginity.”


Kimberly hit bottom when she was molested by a relative who warned that if she told anyone, he would kill her. Her mother took her to House of Hope to see if healing was possible. “There I found the real Jesus for myself,” Kimberly explains. “I like the verse in Isaiah that says God’s love has delivered my soul from the pit and He has cast all my sins behind His back [Isa. 38:17]. I have forgiven the people who hurt me. And God has blessed me with the talent to sing, so I want to use my voice to praise Jesus forever.”


Danielle, Tara, Crystal, and Kimberly have hope for the future. They are all grateful for the way God met them where they were and saved them just in time. And they want to tell their stories to other girls who may be wondering if God is big enough to save them.


They know He is.


Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!


(2 Corinthians 5:17)


WEEK ONE JOURNAL


•  In what ways is the mind-set of a servant different from the mind-set of the world?


•  Why do you think God designed us to live this way?


•  What kinds of challenges would you expect to face if servanthood became your lifestyle?


•  What would be some of the possible rewards?


•  What Bible verse or passage of Scripture has been most meaningful to you this week? Why?



week two
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crystal woodman


Get Me Out Alive


Crystal Woodman’s biggest concern that Tuesday morning was her physics test. She hadn’t studied, and she needed every free minute during the day to cram. When lunch period started, she convinced her friends, Seth and Sara, to come with her to the library instead of going off campus as they usually did.


She had been actively involved in church and youth group as a child, but in high school Crystal had turned away from God to get involved in the party scene. After a few years of trying to be “cool” by experimenting with drugs, alcohol, and boys, Crystal began to see how empty her life was and went back to church. Not entirely committed to either lifestyle, she swung back and forth between the party kids and the church kids, drawn to the deep relationships she saw in Christians like Seth and Sara but also craving the popularity of the “in” crowd.


The three friends pretended not to notice the librarian’s glare and chatted as they found an empty table. Instead of studying, they joked around with a camera for a few minutes, enjoying each other’s company and the memories of prom the weekend before.


Slowly, they began to notice sounds and movements outside the library. Seth looked out the window, but the stream of students leaving the school looked like the usual lunch crowd. No one seemed to be paying much attention until a teacher ran into the library, screaming, “There are boys outside with guns and bombs. They’re shooting students!”
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