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			With love and joy, I dedicate this book to 

			W. Earl Clopton 

			and

			Quentin C. Clopton

			(Soulmate and Sonshine)

			You’re safely home. I’m still on the road.
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			Preface

			The introduction to the fifth book I wrote ended with my declaration that “I will write until I die”—which happened to be the name of that book. I completed the manuscript for book six, and as I awaited its release and publication (which can take a while), I struggled to begin writing book seven. I’d begun to think perhaps my bold declaration that I would “write until I die” might have been an overstatement. For whatever reason the Holy Spirit Muse and I were out of sync. Eventually, I felt I was being led to explore a format different than the writing I had done to date. Daily, I am awed by the grace God shows me, the favor He bestows, the unexpected joys that dot the landscape of my life, and the continual growth of my faith. Usually, these divine experiences fall within my ordinary comings and goings. They are typically unexpected, inspiring, mundane, sometimes comical, often convicting, and always point to God’s sovereignty in some form or fashion. Because a day seldom passes without my awareness of His revealed Presence, I decided to chronicle these incidents or happenings with the intention of showcasing how God is indeed ever present in our lives, from the mundane to the sublime; that it is often in the ordinary rhythms of life that we encounter the gift of extraordinary divinity.

		

	
		
			

			Prelude

			“We can see God in exceptional things, but it requires the culture of spiritual discipline to see God in every detail. Never allow that the haphazard is anything less than God’s appointed order and be ready to discover the Devine designs anywhere.”

			~Oswald Chambers

			My Utmost for His Highest

			As stated, the ensuing chapters are written in a slightly different format than my usual devotional commentaries. Learning to see and sense God everywhere and all the time requires looking at life in a new way. Each encounter with one another or within the routines of daily living presents us with an opportunity to bask in the presence of the Lord and find reasons to rejoice, to smile, to laugh aloud, to shake our heads in amazement and say, “Look at God!” or “There He goes again, displaying His faithfulness and giving joy!” Scripture comes to life, and we can proclaim with assurance that we “walk by faith, not by sight.” (2 Corinthians 5:7 NIV)

			May each chapter open your heart and mind to God’s extraordinary presence in the ordinary of your life’s journey.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			The Water Leak Mystery

			“Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.”

			~Proverbs 19:21 NIV

			To say the $356.21 water bill charge was a shock is an understatement. Expecting something in the usual range of about half that amount, it took a moment to process. The gardener had suggested a while back I might have a leak because of standing water, yet the previous bills were in normal range for summer water usage. But “money talks.” And herein begins the mystery. First up was the plumber. After doing whatever it is plumbers do, he announced he didn’t see a leak, but obviously I had one. And it was within the yard’s irrigation system, so I needed an irrigation company. Within a few days, said irrigation expert arrived and went about his inspection. After an hour or so of doing whatever irrigation experts do, he proclaimed he could not locate the leak and that I needed a leak detection company to identify its location with equipment that only they use. They would place a flag on the leak spot so the irrigation company would know where to dig. (Yes, there is such an entity as a leak detection industry.) Thinking that finally we were on the right track to resolve the issue, I was overjoyed when in just a few more days, the leak detection serviceman arrived right on time for the appointment. After listening to my review of matters to date, he went about his work with me shouting, “I’m leaving you in the Lord’s hands to get this done,” offered as encouragement. Sadly, his efforts were fruitless. Over an hour later he came back to the door to admit he was stumped. His equipment could not locate a leak, though the standing water was a normal sign there was one. He offered to schedule another appointment and bring a colleague along for a second opinion. I agreed. Interestingly, none of the three service repairmen charged me for their efforts or time, saying they had not made a repair so there was no fee. Divine favor at work, surely.

			As I now await next week’s second opinion appointment, I’m reminded that situations like this one have the potential to test one’s faith. When our carefully crafted plans go awry, frustration can have a field day. Disappointment destroys peace. Pity parties turn to anger. It’s vital that when times of stress dot our horizon we soak in the suds of God’s words. Jesus tells us in John 16:33 that “In this world you will have trouble,” but we are to rejoice anyway because He has overcome the world. As His followers, we refute trouble’s efforts to drive us to unwholesome and ungodly responses. We recall that nothing is too hard for God, and that as Philippians 4:13 NIV proclaims, “We can do all things through Christ who gives us strength.” That includes waiting on His answers to a water leak mystery.

			Now, I’m a big fan of mysteries; trying to figure how the story will end using the clues sprinkled throughout the tale as it unfolds. It’s a temptation when I can’t wait for the ending to flip to the last chapter and read the ending. But these real-life mysteries we face don’t offer that opportunity. We must stay the course of trusting God and waiting on His timing to resolve these conundrums according to His purpose. Doesn’t Proverbs 16:9 remind us that though we make our plans, it is God who determines our steps? My understanding of those words has matured since I asked Him to be the “Boss” of me.

			I made the second opinion appointment to resolve the leak issue, but the mystery of whether there is one or not, and how to address it remains. The resolution of the situation falls within the scope of issues handled by the Boss. My sense of joy is untarnished. I am at peace.

			Postscript: When you’re the Boss, you make sure all the bases are covered. During this adventure, God has done just that so far by sending rain three times to keep the lawn green and the flowers from completely fading. Say “Amen” somebody.

			

			Faith Footprint: Have you recently been confronted by an issue that had you scratching your head as you attempted to deal with it? Did your faith manifest itself as you waited?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Do You Drive?

			“They will still bear fruit in old age, they will stay fresh and green, proclaiming, ‘The Lord is my Rock, and there is no wickedness in him.”

			~Psalm 92: 14, 15 NIV

			These verses from Psalm 92 are highlighted in my Bible. This passage and others that speak to the latter years of life are uplifting. Caleb at eighty-five was, as he proclaims in Joshua 14:10–12, still strong and vigorous; more than able to continue in the Lord’s service. As a fledging octogenarian myself, I am comfortable as a widowed head of household. God has yet to tap me on the shoulder and tell me my work here is done. So you can imagine my surprise when a young sister, a stranger, asked me if I was driving.

			I had gone to the nearest Dollar Store wearing my Dollar Store tee whose front reads “No matter how bad things get, I’m always rich at the Dollar Store.” In the greeting cards aisle, I cheerfully made my selections to send to family and friends. Just as I finished, two young women, both of whom were half my age at the most, joined me. One of them announced they were there to buy a card for a 75th birthday for a family member.

			Without thinking I repeated, “75th birthday.”

			She looked at me and asked, “you’re 75?”

			“No, I’m 81,” I replied.

			The look on both their faces was incredulous. “81!” They echoed one another. They continued with the typical comments I’ve grown accustomed to hearing when I announce my age.

			

			As I turned to leave, the older of them looked at me and asked, “Do you drive?”

			That stopped me. “Of course, I drive,” I answered. “How else would I get where I’m going?”

			“We took my mom’s keys when she was 85,” one of them stated.

			I thought of a dear friend who at age 95 still drives within her immediate neighborhood. I couldn’t stop myself from sharing that with the quip, “When I grow up, I’m going to be like my 95-year-old friend who still drives.”

			As I left them with looks of amazement still plastered on their faces one said, “We’re going to be like you when we grow up!”

			That made me chuckle. 

			The incident was humorous to say the least, but it also prompted me to reflect upon several realities related to age. Throughout the history of our Judeo-Christian faith, age, (declared by my seven-year-old grandson when I was seventy-four to be “nothing but a number”) has never precluded God’s people from serving Him and carrying out His will.

			We are familiar with the stories sprinkled throughout the Bible of God ignoring age to achieve His plans. Years didn’t seem to matter when we consider the call of Noah, Abraham and Sarah, Moses, the prophetess Anna, and so many others well beyond their septuagenarian years. I recall fondly the ninety-year-olds, and some nearing the centennial mark who were still vibrant members of my church family. Parking oneself in a rocker on the front porch to wither and watch the word go by when one has reached a certain age is in my opinion akin to telling God, “No thank you. Shower your grace on the young.”

			What nonsense! In fact, Proverbs 20:29 instructs us that the mark of our aging, our gray hair, is our splendor. What better way to walk in that splendor than imitating, as the Lord allows, the lifestyle of an elder like Ms. Opal Lee of Texas. At 96 years and counting, she uses the gifts and abilities God gives her to actively pursue issues of justice. No watching the world go by for her; she’s helping to shape it. Kinda reminds you of those elder biblical ancestors whose grey locks did not deter them.

			

			Faith Footprint: If you’ve reached the “three score and ten” mark and are still counting, the question is not “why,” but rather “what?” What should I be doing during these senior years to walk in the Lord’s purposes for my life? Does my living reflect my faith or am I prone to falter when age-related issues spring up? What can you do to ensure that the degree of your faith equals or exceeds the length of your years?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Nugget of Gold

			“I cried out to God for help; I cried out to God to hear me.”

			~Psalm 77:1 NIV

			God is “the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort who comforts us in all of our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.” (~2 Corinthians 1:4 NIV)

			An anonymous quote I read in a devotional classic hurled me back in time some fifteen years ago. It was a Sunday afternoon. Earl and I had visited a new church for services that morning, and my Sunday short ribs dinner with all the trimmings lay comfortably on our tummies as we simultaneously napped and watched TV in the family room. Life was good. Settled in our dream home close enough to our son and his family so that we could see our grandkids was icing on the retirement cake. We looked forward to the next twenty years or so with serenity and contentment.

			Nothing portended that in the twinkle of an eye, and without a word of warning, trouble was about to wreak havoc on our little domestic scene. Few words can describe my fear and desolation as I watched with no ability to turn the tide as my beloved spouse’s body was wracked by seizures and convulsions. Between cries to him to “stay with me,” and prayers to God to save him, I waited for the EMT to arrive. As the ambulance raced ahead of me to the hospital, I prayed as did the psalmist in the verse quoted above. All to no avail. Grief had crouched in the corner and when I dissolved in tears in the emergency room, it stood and claimed the moment. Little did I know in that instance that even though trouble comes, knowingly or unknowingly, it “brings a nugget of gold in its hand.” (Anonymous quote, Streams in the Desert) 

			Time and space lost their meaning in the days that followed. Eventually, I recognized that I had ventured into a place folks called Grief City. Talk about the proverbial “babe in the woods.” That was me. Officially an orphan, having already lost both sets of parents, death was no stranger; but this was different. Part of me was missing. I’d been chopped in half, and frankly I hadn’t been prepared for the emptiness of that nor the “what now” or what I eventually termed the “business of death.” I’m not proud to say that Bible study, church services, and prayer team ministry didn’t quite hit the spot. Honestly, my greatest solace came from my eldest brother’s whisper as we departed the cemetery to “Read the Book of Job one chapter a day for next 40 days,” and a 70-day devotional book my daughter-in-law gave me titled Grieving the Loss of Someone You Love. I maintained my sanity during that initial sojourn in Grief City by following their advice. Those two disciplines added to my exhortations in prayer for God to help me and to hear me led eventually to being able to find my way through those winding paths of grief. As I emerged from the blanket of numbness that had been my cover, I found my way to the church’s grief counseling sessions. There, the leader, and members who had been or were in the various stages of grieving became God’s angels to me. Their personal stories and words of encouragement and kindness pointed me to the path leading away from Grief City.

			But this was not the only “nugget of gold” inlaid in the trouble known as “grief.” No, the real golden nugget came to be the experiences I began to have in the years that followed as friends themselves wandered into Grief City, their spouses summoned home by the Lord. I was able with God’s guidance to offer comfort as God had offered it to me. My experiences and how I have come to know joy and peace as the result of the disciplines God offered me fifteen years and counting ago are glimmers of hope and light to many. My personal ministry of listening, praying, and suggesting what worked for me is the stamp of the nugget of gold my husband’s death brought. Unseen at the time, but revealed in God’s timing, this nugget defies the enemy’s power. I can say without hesitation, “Where, O Death, is your victory? Where, O Death is your sting?” (1 Corinthians 15:55 NRVS) Truly, life’s various trials are not random. Even the most difficult troubles have embedded purpose. Because we live by faith and not by what we perceive with the human eye, we expect at some point that the “nugget of gold” will manifest. 

			Faith Footprint: Is there a difficulty, niggling issue, or great tragedy now to which you can point and ask God to show you its “nugget of gold?”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Divine Negotiator 

			“Some trust in chariots and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the Lord.”

			~Psalm 20:7 NIV

			Since the tragedy of 911, I imagine many of you have evolved as I have into someone more aware of one’s surroundings. Add to that awareness the ubiquitous streaming by media of crime, reality, and documentary productions of society’s potential dangers and voila, your modern-day urban dweller emerges, some locked and loaded and others like me who take a less lethal approach to safety. That’s a wordy explanation of why I decided to become the owner of a spray can of mace and a stun gun. Yes, I’m back in Texas, but no, I’m not trying to be Annie Oakley. As a single person living alone, I just decided it made sense to be prepared, should some evil person(s) attempt to cause harm.

			I made the announcement of my purchases at a family gathering of some sort, expecting positive commentary, that my actions were wise, a great idea. Instead, the first response was general laughter, and a loudly uttered, “You bought what?” This was followed by “AB (short for Aunt Bev), “Do you even know how to hold a can of mace, let alone point it in the right direction? You’ll end up spraying yourself!” Needless to say, the ribbing continued and became yet another future tale of the escapades of their oldest auntie. I got over myself quickly and soon enough joined in the laughter as they conjured scenarios of me bringing down the bad guy with my least lethal weapons.

			

			When the news broke of the war in Israel as the result of Hamas’ attack upon the country, I was stunned as I’m sure most were/are. And quirky that I am, I thought of my little arsenal a few days later, shaking my head at how ridiculous they would have been to the people upon whom the violence had been perpetrated; having such devices would not have spared them. Yesterday, the lyrics of a song popular during the Vietnam War began running through my mind. To paraphrase The Temptations, war is good for absolutely nothing.

			As we await what this latest “911” type event will portend for the Middle East, for this country, and the world at large, I am drawn as always to God’s word. In it He tells us we will never understand His ways nor His thoughts for they are not ours. (Isaiah 55:8 NIV) The words He has spoken—promises that He made and acts upon in His timing—will achieve His purpose and accomplish what He desires. (Isaiah 55:11 NIV) One thing I know with certainty. Manmade weapons of every description are not where we should place our trust, our hope of avoiding evil. Our hope for the resolution of this latest international conflict must be girded by our trust in God. At all levels the people of God are called to the level of trust spoken by our biblical ancestor King Jehoshaphat in 2 Chronicles 20:12; “…we don’t know what to do, but our eyes are on you.” In this nation, we struggle to know what to do, as we have struggled in the past during times that try our souls. We wonder what good can come from another war. Yet, we are a nation that identifies itself as Christian. The basis of our faith is our trust in God and His Son. The times are evil. The weapons built to deter that evil are themselves deadly. There is only one negotiator who can bring an end to this nightmare. He is Jehovah God. He alone knows the way to peace. May our eyes remain upon Him as He leads us toward it.

			Faith Footprint: On this October 11, 2023, our nation once again faces the possibility of engagement in a war far from our shores. Some of our fellow citizens are being held as hostages. What faith principles will you employ in the days to come to demonstrate you still trust in God in such unimaginable times? Is there a way you can make a difference? Will you commit to it?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			Mix Up

			“There is a time for everything, … a time to weep and a time to laugh.”

			~Ecclesiastes 3:1, 4 NIV

			Those scriptures capture this day for me. Checking my text messages following prayer time, I read that a “sister by another mother” notified us of her brother’s death at midnight. She and her last surviving sibling had arrived earlier this week to be with him. It was but a few months ago that another brother had passed, so they were still making their way through Grief City. My heart sank for a moment until I realized the gold nugget within this sorrow was the brief time of suffering and their presence. Still, sadness hovered. 

			Later in the day, I sat down to make the first of my Care Calls as a member of my church’s care ministry. Each month I receive a list of fifteen to twenty members who are marking the one month, three-month, six month or one year’s passing of a family member. It is an outreach to offer comfort, prayers or respond to specific requests during a season of grief. Some of the calls go to voicemail, and I leave a message of encouragement. The calls that are answered are the ones that tug at my heart the most, as their lingering pain seeps through their “thank you.” I frequently refer them to the devotional book I used many years ago during my personal sojourn in that place. The pall of death casts its shadow, nonetheless.
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