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“I do not understand why God’s world contains such deep suffering, nor why shared suffering often brings the deepest community and such inspiring goodness. Unbroken Faith names both the darkness and light in ways that will comfort, challenge, and re-awaken the ache of hope.”


—John Ortberg, senior pastor of Menlo Church, Menlo Park, CA, and author of I’d Like You More If You Were More Like Me


“With raw authenticity and sensitivity, Diane helps me understand the unspoken cries of a special-needs parent, and offers guidance on how to love, support—and most importantly—do life together.”


—Kathi Lipp, speaker and best-selling author of The Husband Project, Overwhelmed, and Clutter Free


“Unbroken Faith exceeds my expectations. What Diane has discovered through this journey of disability is a valuable lesson for us all.”


—Kara Ferris, Executive Director, iamviable.org


“With authenticity and deep understanding, Diane writes from her heart to ours. The special-needs journey from broken hearts to unbroken faith, from vague diagnosis to victorious living, from demolition to renovation, from failed hopes of the ideal to the reality of the real…. she covers it all and brings us the hope we seek!”


—Dr. Joe and Cindi Ferrini, authors of Unexpected Journey: When Special Needs Change Our Course


“Diane Dokko Kim wrote the book she wished had been available to her family when she and her husband first learned their son has an autism spectrum disorder. She effectively uses Scripture to help families understand more about God and how His character and purposes are revealed through their experience with disability.”


—Stephen Grcevich M.D., president and founder of Key Ministry, Chagrin Falls, OH


“Unbroken Faith is a must read for every parent of a child with special needs. This is my new number one resource to give to every newly diagnosed family with special needs in our ministry!”


—Stephen “Doc” Hunsley, M.D., pastor of Grace Church, Overland Park, KS, SOAR Special-Needs Ministry Director, and special-needs parent


“Diane is a gifted communicator who has an amazing passion to see families find true rest and fellowship in the Church through Jesus. God will use Unbroken Faith to empower, equip, and comfort families who are hurting, and teach the larger church body how to be the hands and feet of Jesus in real and meaningful ways.”


—Rebecca Barnett, Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA), Special-Needs Ministry Coordinator, Menlo Church, Menlo Park, CA


“In Unbroken Faith, you will find a candid yet compassionate guide who will lead you from feeling overwhelmed, discouraged, and inadequate to living with renewed belief, courage, and hope.”


—Cheri Gregory, co-author of Overwhelmed, co-host of Grit ‘n’ Grace, and co-leader of Sensitive and Strong


“Diane’s book is a much needed tool for any parent in the trenches of raising a child with disabilities. Bravo, Diane, and thank you.”


—Jami Amerine, author of Stolen Jesus: An Unconventional Search for the Real Savior


“Unbroken Faith meets a profound need. Scripturally sound, it is a fantastic tool to help facilitate validation, emotional healing, and most importantly, spiritual growth. I am thrilled and proud to recommend this resource to churches who want to help special-needs parents grow in a relationship with Jesus Christ.”


—Amy Fenton Lee, author of Leading a Special-Needs Ministry: A Practical Guide to Including Children and Loving Families and blogger at theinclusivechurch.com


“In Unbroken Faith, Diane Dokko Kim is unflinchingly honest about the spiritual battles she fought as the mother of a child with special needs. She traces the path through the Word that erased her doubts and led her to solid ground again. Best of all, she fills Unbroken Faith with promises from Scripture to encourage and equip other parents coming to terms with God’s plans for their children. If you are one such parent, you need to read this book.”


—Jolene Philo, author of Different Dream Parenting: A Practical Guide to Raising a Child with Special Needs, and special-needs parent


“Diane Dokko Kim shares with great transparency her journey of faith as the parent of a son with autism. Beautifully written and theologically sound, Unbroken Faith offers powerful encouragement and spiritual sustenance by helping parents understand that they are not alone.”


—Lorna Bradley D. Min., author of Special-Needs Parenting: From Coping to Thriving


“I wish I had this book years ago. If you find yourself in the unique, scary, exhausting, unknown world of special-needs parenting, I encourage you to run—not walk—to get Unbroken Faith.”


—Shelly L. Welsh, M.A., LMFT, former disability ministry director, and special-needs parent


“When faced with the unimaginable—like a special-needs diagnosis for your child—the world suddenly feels lonely and your faith fragile. What you need most in this undone place is a tender soul who gets it and a guide to help you navigate every hard step of the way. This book is that guide and Diane Dokko Kim that soul. You are not alone, friend.”


—Michele Cushatt, author of Undone: A Story of Making Peace with an Unexpected Life


“Reading Unbroken Faith is rather like sitting down for coffee with a wise and wonderful friend. Diane fully captures the experience of raising a child with special needs—the grief, trauma, exhaustion, and the unparalleled joy as well.”


—Katie Wetherbee, M.A., learning specialist at Notre Dame College and author of Every Child Welcome: A Ministry Handbook for Including Kids with Special Needs


“Diane writes with a vulnerable, almost painful, transparency regarding the journey of a special-needs parent. Her raw emotions give permission to other parents to grieve, argue, question, and doubt. Diane does not merely share her angst. Instead, she reveals how her angst points her to God in new way. It reminds her of complete dependence upon him and of just how true all of the promises of the Bible are. Be blessed and encouraged and filled with hope as you read this book over and over again.”


—Mike Dobes, Joni and Friends Church Relations Manager


“Parents who are navigating the world of disability with their children desperately need this book. Diane asks the hard questions many are afraid to ask and answers with faith-filled honesty and humor.”


—Debbie Lillo, co-author of Doing Life Together: Building Community for Families Affected by Disability, Joni and Friends Church Relations Manager


“Unbroken Faith offers hope to parents as they cling to Jesus through the daily challenges of raising a child with special needs, and an authentic glimpse into the heart of a mom whose faith and love for her child is unwavering. I would recommend this book, not only to families affected by disabilities, but to those who care about them as well, or to anyone who needs a reminder that Jesus understands our deepest hurts and can do incredible things in them.”


—Jeanette Hanscome, author of Suddenly Single Mom: 52 Messages of Hope, Grace, and Promise


“As a professional, having dedicated a better part of eighteen years to the special-needs population, this book is exactly what I have been looking for. As a mother of a child with special needs, I truly appreciate Diane’s honesty and her ability to explain, to the core, what it’s like to be the forever caretaker of another human being. This book is beautifully done.”


—Dr. Julie H. Lee, Licensed Marriage Family Therapist (LMFT), founding intervention specialist at the Intellectual Virtues Academy, lecturer at California State University, Fullerton, and special-needs mother


“Unbroken Faith is wisdom not just for the parent of the special-needs child, but for all of us who have faced brokenness in ourselves or our loved ones. I give Unbroken Faith my highest endorsement. I thank Jesus for the refining and transformational work He is doing in Diane Dokko Kim, and for those who are brave enough to pick up this book in search of deeper understanding.”


—Cynthia Zierhut, Ph.D. Clinical Psychologist, former Research Psychologist at UC Davis MIND Institute, Champions Director at Capital Christian Center, owner of Early Days Autism Center


“Unbroken Faith is not just for special needs parents, but anyone devastated by loss or crushing disappointment. A masterful journey through processing grief, it moved me to tears about my own suffering, limitations, and ‘repurposed pain.’”


—Anna LeBaron, author of The Polygamist’s Daughter
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To my enduring husband, Eddie
To our boys, Jeremy and Justin
And to my ever-supportive parents
There is no this without your sacrifice.
Thank you.
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FOREWORD
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By Joni Eareckson Tada
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BEFORE YOU BEGIN …


As our Joni and Friends’ teams serve special-needs parents around the world, we’ve found a common thread: parents feel isolated and exhausted. When the shocking diagnosis comes—during pregnancy, at birth, in childhood, or after an illness or accident—these parents are hit with sorrow and deep disappointment. Their hopes for the future are shattered and their dreams are completely dismantled. Even the most stalwart Christians experience a crisis of faith. My friend Diane Dokko Kim is one.


Diane intimately understands the heart of a special-needs parent. When she and her husband, Eddie, were given a diagnosis of autism for their young son Jeremy, their world turned upside down. Although they had returned from the mission field and were deeply rooted in their church, their faith was rocked to the core. They questioned God’s kindness and struggled with the shame and guilt imposed by others. Sadly, they mistakenly thought their faith left no room for anger or doubt. It only made things worse.


I first got to know Diane and Eddie at Mission Springs Family Retreat, shortly after Ken and I wrote Joni and Ken: An Untold Love Story. In it, we share the heartbreaking struggles that come with disability in a marriage. Diane resonated with that transparency. The Kims yearned to understand how my marriage to Ken had withstood so many assaults. Diane wanted what she saw in our book—she longed to encourage others with what she was learning as a mother and wife.


And she has done just that. Diane is a gifted speaker and writer—her blog is widely followed by parents and church leaders across the country. Her gift? She’s authentic. Although she deeply loves her children, Diane shares a raw response to the pain she’s experienced. Her reflections are mixed with humor and sobriety, and she helps readers laugh at their own circumstances. Diane has looked God in the eye and confessed her inability at times to trust Him: “God, are You really ‘close to the brokenhearted,’ as You tell me in Psalm 34:18?”


When parents hear Diane speak, or when they read her articles and blog, they find someone who gets it, someone who understands. Often for the first time since the diagnosis of their child’s disability, they can say, “Finally! I’ve found another parent who truly resonates with my struggles!”


Unbroken Faith is offered as medicine for a hurting heart. Diane pulls back the curtain on some of the toughest faith questions asked by parents of children with special needs. She points you to the Word of God in hopes that you will experience heaven-sent comfort and compassion. She will help you grasp how God understands your pain and how He suffers with you. In this extraordinary book, Diane reassures you of God’s goodness, reminding you that it’s okay to grieve … weep … doubt … and to ask the hardest of questions.


Diane’s book is an excellent resource for support groups or Bible studies. It is a valuable tool for any church leader, friend, or family member who wants to better nurture the hearts of special-needs parents. Whether you are a pastor or a family counselor, Unbroken Faith will enlighten you to the hidden challenges every parent of a disabled child faces.


Bless her heart, Diane recently told me that she wished a book like Unbroken Faith would have been available during her darkest years—it would have been a great help, she said. It’s why my friend has written Unbroken Faith. Her insights on the following pages are her gift to you, and she earnestly prays it’ll be a balm to your soul. Be ready to have your heart stirred … as you read the precious book you hold in your hands, be ready to be transformed!


Joni Eareckson Tada
Joni and Friends International
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The world breaks everyone and afterward some are strong at the broken places.


Ernest Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms
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Introduction


[image: Image]


“JUST A PIECE OF PAPER”
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For the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.


Hebrews 4:12 NIV84
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It was just a piece of paper, weighing less than an ounce. But it was the heaviest burden I would ever hold. Some papers cut deeper than others: divorce papers, a Do Not Resuscitate form, or even a pink slip. Are they “just a piece of paper”? Hardly. From the moment of issue, each triggers cataclysmic changes for the recipient and ripples out from the epicenter to impact the lives of everyone surrounding.


On August 20, 2004, a four-by-six-inch piece of paper leveled my world, when a pediatric neurologist scribbled onto a prescription pad and slid it across his desk:


Patient meets diagnostic criterion 299.00 of the DSMIV. Moderate to severe autism. Severely disabled. Mentally retarded. Cognitively impaired. Non-verbal. Aggressive intervention of 40 weekly hours of applied behavioral analysis, speech therapy, occupational therapy, plus ancillary supports strongly advised. Prognosis unknown.


After months of speculation, evaluations, and dread, our firstborn was diagnosed with autism. Like BC and AD divide world history, autism would cleave my narrative into two distinct eras: Before and After.


Spiritual Code Blue


As I grieved the death of my idealized child, well-meaning church friends attempted to console with encouraging words and Bible verses.


“God won’t give you anything you can’t handle.”


“Special-needs children are a blessing!”


“Trust God. He is good!”


Just stop. Please. In the face of Severely disabled. Mentally retarded. Prognosis unknown, how is disability a blessing? How is God still good? Our son was cognitively disabled; and I was now spiritually crippled. That single piece of paper severed all existing connections between my head and heart. Any preexisting conditions, convictions, and even feelings went numb as disillusionment and spiritual death hovered near. My faith was flatlining. We both required urgent and intensive intervention.


“God Understands”?


Spiritual surgery is not without pain. Pat Sunday-school answers are as helpful as a Band-Aid plastered hastily over a stab wound. Superficial solutions don’t stick. Shallow treatment doesn’t mend torn tissue or flush out the emotional pus festering deep within. Sometimes you have to cut deep to really deal with what’s going on inside.


“For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin. Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need” (Hebrews 4:15–16 Niv84).


But what does the Bible have to do with the modern-day, gritty realities of raising a child with a disability? How is this antique, archaic book relevant? What does God know about special needs parenting? His Child was perfect, wasn’t He? An impenetrable, omnipotent Being didn’t have to contend with chronic fatigue, isolation, or a lack of resources and support. After all, He has all the power of the universe at His disposal. What does God really understand about this?


Consider this: In Genesis, He knows the joyful anticipation of beloved children. He prepared lavishly for their arrival, too, just like every eager parent. He also understands the heartache when those children don’t turn out as expected, despite having done everything right to guarantee they do. And His heart was filled with pain.


In Isaiah, He’s the Father of a wounded Son who was bullied, misunderstood, rejected, and scorned. He shares my outrage, feral protectiveness, and demand for justice. He advocates for us. Oh, how He fights for us! He knows when we are unable to fend for ourselves. His strength is perfect in our moments of abject weakness. He vindicates to make our righteousness shine like the noonday sun.


At Gethsemane, He felt completely alone, carrying a burden no one could understand. He experienced utter disappointment when trusted people weren’t there for Him at His time of need. He cried out prayers in blood, sweat, and tears … that were met with silence. He, too, pleaded for deliverance but received the answer no. He even uttered the same words I’ve cried out in times of darkness and despair: “My God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34).


At the cross of Calvary, for all His power and authority—being in very nature God—He demonstrated submission to “not my will, but thine” (Luke 22:42 KJV). He proved “my grace is sufficient for thee” (2 Corinthians 12:9 KJV). Ultimately, He demonstrated His power over death and despair. He proved that what the enemy intended for evil, God can redeem for good (Genesis 45:5). He proved that He is a redeeming God, the only kind of God He knows how to be.


Faith Rehabilitated


What I thought guaranteed certain death became the primary vehicle for proving God’s goodness and the relevance of His Word. The Word of God suddenly became absolutely relevant to the struggles and doubts of a special-needs parent. Knowing that the God of the universe understands how I feel, and hurts as I hurt, somehow makes a difference. He gets it. He gets me.


Astonishing.


The Word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. For those willing to submit to its scalpel, it wields supernatural skill to sear through the scar tissue of cynicism, cauterize a hemorrhaging heart, and flush out the toxic bile of bitterness. It has power to bind up and heal that which is broken.


The Bible is no ordinary, historical piece of literature. It isn’t just a thick compilation of paper. It is the very Words of Life, able to defibrillate a dying faith and infuse it with new resilience and vitality. If a single piece of paper could wreck my life in an instant, then over one thousand divinely inspired pages wields infinite power and authority to resurrect, redeem, and repurpose.


The Word of God has transformed my life. I pray it transforms yours.




CHAPTER 1
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“Do Not Be Afraid!”
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GOOD NEWS, GREAT FEAR
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And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby,


keeping watch over their flocks at night. And angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that will cause great joy for all the people.”


Luke 2:8–10
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A phone call in the middle of the night, or from our child’s school in the middle of the day: both flood a parent’s heart with instant dread. Before a single word is spoken, our hearts brace for impact our ears have yet to receive. For years after our son’s diagnosis and enrollment in special-education classes, his teacher prefaced every midday call home with, “Hi. Don’t worry. Everything’s fine. We just need _______.”


Sometimes it was a missing permission slip. Other times it was to notify us of a mild bump or bruise he’d sustained on the playground. And of course, there were the “difficult” days, when an uptick in behaviors or ill health necessitated a call home.


As a veteran special-education professional experienced in interfacing with anxious parents, she anticipated the pre-elevated stress of a special-needs parent. She preemptively sought to assuage it. No matter how severe or mundane the reason, every call came preceded by “Don’t worry …” because she knew we’d worry.


Of course we’d worry. Special-needs parents are people forever changed by unexpected news.


Good News, Great Fear


“Fear not” is one of the most oft repeated exhortations in the Bible. Within the first two chapters of Luke, an angel of the Lord disseminated good news to three parties whose fates were intertwined: Zechariah, a priest tending to his temple duties when startled and gripped with fear (1:11–13); a betrothed young maiden, Mary, greatly troubled, wondering what kind of greeting this might be (1:28–31); and shepherds tending to their flock, when accosted by heavenly hosts in the dead of night (2:9–10).


Each had been faithfully tending to their God-given responsibilities when interrupted. They could not have prepared for the news they were about to receive. The bewildering message and the shocking manner of delivery were frightful enough. To a geriatric Zechariah: “Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to call him John” (Luke 1:13). To a young virgin: “You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus” (Luke 1:31). To the shepherds who hastened to Bethlehem: “You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger” (Luke 2:12).


“Good news of great joy” was met by great fear. Zechariah wondered in his heart, How can I be sure of this? and Mary in hers, How will this be? What normal person wouldn’t be terrified? It would have been abnormal not to be afraid. “Good news that will cause great joy for all the people” (Luke 2:10) was stunning and exhilarating at best, alarming and dreadful at worst. Yet each responded to the confounding favor of God with a faith that defied their incredulity.


How Is This Good News?


Your child has autism. He’ll need at least forty hours of intensive therapy a week. He may not learn to speak, function, or live independently. He’ll likely not go to college, marry, or have his own family. You’ll have to abort your plans and rearrange your lives to care for him full time. His prognosis? Unknown. You’ll have to just wait and see.
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