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      INTRODUCTION


      There are precise moments in life that leave us permanently altered. Moments that seal our hearts and our fates with the realization

         that whoever we were before is no longer sufficient, having been replaced by someone new.

      


      Becoming a mother was the chrysalis of my womanhood. It was there, in the physical act of labor and holding our son for the

         very first time, that I was permanently altered, a deep etch on my personal time line, marking very clearly—before and after.

         My heart existed, beating outside my own body, resting perfectly in the crook of my arm. Luke was living proof, delivered

         from God Himself, that I mattered, that I had a legacy worth passing down, and that things would be required of me that would

         take me beyond myself. Since that moment, and the subsequent addition of twin daughters, through the blur of newborns and

         toddlers, through the sweet haze of preschool, and into the snowballing elementary school years, I have discovered more about

         myself and my God in the pursuit of discovering my children.

      


      Since then I have had moments overflowing with peace and purpose, and other moments when I wonder how God could ever have

         entrusted me with an honor and a responsibility of this magnitude. There are moments when I know beyond the shadow of a doubt

         that God has used me to help hone my children’s characters, and there are moments of even greater clarity when I know that

         God is using them to hone mine.

      


      No one can make me laugh as easily, relax as fully, hope as grandly, love as deeply, fight as passionately, speak as clearly,

         work as diligently, give as freely, pray as intensely, think as seriously, or play as regularly as my children can.

      


      In raising them, I am being raised up.


      Motherhood has motivated me to scrutinize my character and take whatever steps are necessary to address areas of weakness.

         In the awareness of my frailties, I devour Scripture, experiencing a desire for and reliance on God, knowing that alone I

         am insufficient for this beautiful assignment. Of all the things in my life, this is one area I don’t want to mess up, a gift

         I don’t want to squander, a ball I don’t want to drop. Yet I know I sometimes will. It is only through an intimate, daily

         walk with God that I can summon the courage to even make the attempt. Maybe being a single mother highlights the importance

         of my Partner.

      


      So here it is, a year’s worth of walking. May we grow together, enjoy this adventure, relish this gift, savor this time, and

         emerge from this year as better mothers. May we learn to love as we have been loved.
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      “If you bungle raising your children, I don’t think that whatever else you do well matters much.”


      —JACQUELINE KENNEDY ONASSIS


   

      JANUARY 1


      The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.


      GALATIANS 5:6


      [image: art]


      There are a million ways to fall short, to miss the mark, to mess up, to handle it wrong, to miss the point. We can expend

         our energy in the pursuit of being the perfect mother and come up empty, or we can realize that the only pursuit worth the

         effort is the desire to be good enough. There are a million ways to be good enough, the first of which is to keep trying.

         And that’s what we’re here to do, together, recommitting ourselves each day to the heartfelt goal of doing the best we can

         with what we have in each moment, in the raising of our children.

      


      It’s clear we don’t always have what it takes to transition from moment to moment, challenge to challenge, with wisdom and

         grace. This is not to be taken negatively, but rather as a relief—we simply can’t do it on our own; we must stay connected

         to the Source. He alone makes up for our shortcomings; He alone magnifies our efforts; He alone makes us sufficient. Our children

         need to see that we have a desperate need to remain joined with the Father. Only by seeing that in us will they learn to recognize

         and nourish that need in themselves.

      


      We are going to walk together for a whole year. We will emerge as better mothers, more faith-filled women. It isn’t as overwhelming

         as it seems, if we can return to this verse again and again: The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love. That’s it. If we can hold fast to this foundation, the rest of the details will fall into place.

      


       


      JANUARY 2


      Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting

               shadows.


      JAMES 1:17
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      Where do we begin?


      We begin any task, any challenge, any new year, any worthwhile pursuit in one way—with gratitude. If we begin here, we acknowledge

         all that God has already done to take us this far. We praise Him for the gifts He has already given us, the ways He has already

         instructed us, and we reflect on the steadfastness of His promises that He has already revealed to us. In doing this, we align

         our hearts in the proper position to begin any journey. By thanking Him, we please Him, and our thankfulness serves as a reminder

         to ourselves of the countless ways He has already proven Himself faithful in our lives. We bolster our own faithfulness when

         we recall His unfailing faithfulness. We are refreshed and renewed by gratitude. It is a powerful force, able to transform

         any mood or circumstance.

      


      We approach a new task, or an old task on a new day, with the positive outlook that worship restores to our souls. Whatever

         you do today, big things and small things, thank God in them and for them. What He has already done, He will continue to do

         and more as He meets us where we are with exactly what we need—and the truth of His handiwork will manifest itself in our

         mothering.

      


       


      JANUARY 3


      Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves,

               but our competence comes from God.


      2 CORINTHIANS 3:4–5
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      I remember my first night home from the hospital, nursing Luke in the quiet of the middle of the night. I was tired, I was

         fearful, and I felt vulnerable and alone. It was as if the weight of the responsibility of this little life settled into my

         lap and looked up at me with round and trusting eyes. I wanted to panic, to cry out to God as the wave of hormones tossed

         my puny life raft on the high seas of my emotions. Who was I kidding? There was no way I could sustain this life, care for

         this baby, raise this child up into adulthood every single day from now on.

      


      You have to have a license to drive a car, fill out a mound of paperwork to adopt a pet from the shelter, study for years

         to be a doctor, pass the bar to become a lawyer, have credentials to teach, have a permit to set up a campsite, but a baby?

         The highest calling, the heaviest responsibility, the most timeless task, the ultimate investment can be yours without having

         to prove a thing.

      


      Is it any wonder we feel ill-equipped? If we feel insufficient, it’s because we are. Our competence comes from God.

      


      We have been blessed so that we may be a blessing.


       


      JANUARY 4


      Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.

               And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.


      PHILIPPIANS 4:6–7
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      Stop what you are doing.


      What do you need? Yes, you, right now. What are you anxious about today? What is the scratchy thing, rubbing a raw spot on

         the outskirts of your consciousness, breaking your peace? What thought are you holding on to, rolling it over in your mind

         again and again, like a small stone in your hand? What is stealing your joy, right now? Even if it’s vague and attempting

         to elude you, corner it and name it. Call it out of the shadows, grab it by the scruff of the neck, and take a good close

         look at it.

      


      And then thank God for bringing you understanding. With thanksgiving, praise Him for being mightier than any of our concerns.

         Confirm with Him that He is both the source and the solution and that you desire Him to reign in every circumstance and in

         every corner of your life and thought life. Pray your way through to peace. When our eyes are on God, we are forced to look

         up and over our circumstances. Like the static on the radio, everything fades when we tune in to the right channel.

      


      He tells us to not be anxious about anything. Are we listening?


       


      JANUARY 5


      But someone will say, “You have faith; I have deeds.” Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by what

               I do.


      JAMES 2:18
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      It is an important and beautiful thing to tell someone you love them. I tell my children I love them when I tuck them in at

         bedtime, when I kiss them and usher them out of the car at school every morning, when they leave to go on a trip with their

         dad, when we end a phone conversation. They will never long to hear those words from my lips. I will never regret not having

         said them.

      


      But sometimes words get only as far as our ears. Love demonstrated in action whispers directly to the heart. When I pack lunches

         and cut the crust off sandwiches; when I show up at the recital; when I respond to the feeble voice calling from the nurse’s

         office and clear my day to snuggle; when I practice a spelling list for the umpteenth time; when I ask for (and accept) forgiveness

         when I handle something poorly; when I cook a special meal to celebrate report cards; when I braid hair; when I repeat memories

         often enough to forge traditions; whenever I hug when I really feel like yelling… this is love in action.

      


      Love in action is making an offering of oneself. It is the parting of the sea, the closing of the mouths of lions, the feeding

         of the thousands, the turning of water to wine, the healing of the leper, the suffering of the Cross. Love in action accomplishes

         mighty things. Love in action changes the world, one heart at a time.

      


       


      JANUARY 6


      Gather the pieces that are left over. Let nothing be wasted.


      JOHN 6:12
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      Do you ever feel utterly spent? Like you are trying to make it across the finish line of bathtime and bedtime so that you

         can crawl into bed and collapse? Do you ever read the same page of the same book every night, only to fall asleep mid-paragraph?

         I remember when my twins were new and I was trying to nurse them on the same schedule, what began as such tender handling

         of these precious five-pound darlings was reduced to pajama-scruff-grabbing survival mode, just to silence the squall of double

         wailing hunger. I, like all new moms, was exhausted, physically, mentally, and emotionally. And yet, somehow, I was able to

         do it. As new moms, we feed and change and burp and bathe and love. And we get up and do it again. And again.

      


      God takes our meager offerings, limited by our knowledge and our energy, and He multiplies them—just as He did with the loaves

         and the fishes. He takes the little that we have to offer and He makes it sufficient. With Him we are able to work and parent

         and maintain our households and our relationships. He takes our offerings and He picks up the pieces that are left over, the

         fragments of our time, our thoughts, our intentions, and He makes sure nothing is wasted. Just like the leftovers from the

         loaves and fishes feast (which began, remember, with five small barley loaves and two small fish) yielded twelve baskets of

         overflow, after He fed five thousand people. The point is that when God is in charge of the resources, there will always be more than enough

         to go around.

      


       


      JANUARY 7


      Jesus declared, “I who speak to you am he.”


      JOHN 4:26
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      If we want to hear what God has to say about the choices we make in our own lives, and the choices we make on behalf of our

         children, we have to be quiet and listen. God still speaks. I think we sometimes believe that because we haven’t personally

         heard the voice of God from a burning bush, or because an angel hasn’t visited us to proclaim the word of God, that God no

         longer speaks to our generation.

      


      He does speak; it’s just so loud down here that it’s hard to hear! We have so many things vying for our attention. Between

         the television, the magazines, the BlackBerry, the Internet, satellite radio, e-mail, the home phone, the cell phone, the

         iPhone… the din is deafening. And perhaps, with all the layers of sin between Moses’ generation and ours, we are separated

         from heaven by a lot these days. But in spite of all that, the Lord still speaks. The trick is to recognize His voice.

      


      The voice inside your head, the one you can hear when you are frightened or confused, the one that makes so much sense (or

         no sense at all) that you know it isn’t a thought of your own creation? That’s Jesus. Or the tug on the sleeve of your conscience,

         warning you to be careful or be silent? That’s the Holy Spirit. Or the slamming of every door of opportunity except for one?

         That’s God.

      


      When we don’t know what to do, we have to ask. Then we have to get very still, and very quiet, and prepare to be answered.


       


      JANUARY 8


      Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much.


      LUKE 16:10
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      There is nothing glamorous about mothering. With tasks like diaper changing, laundry folding, grocery shopping, errand running,

         lunch packing, dish washing, meal planning, homework checking, teacher conferencing, and carpool driving, we are constantly

         in the trenches. We wipe snotty noses, kiss teary faces, clean dirty hands, and hug away tantrums. We chase bad dreams, mark

         moments, and make memories. We are the historian, the nurse, the chef, the masseuse, the teacher’s aide, and the therapist.

         Often all in the same day. We endure toddler meltdowns, adolescent angst, and teenage eye rolls. We are often exhausted and

         underappreciated.

      


      But ladies, God sees us and knows our work. If we ever feel a sense of futility or frustration as we do the tiny tasks that

         make a home and grow a family, knowing all too well that they will soon be undone or need to be redone, we can find hope in

         the promise that our God is a God of details. The small things matter to Him. He is not simply entrusting to us the menial

         task of changing a diaper or filling a lunchbox; He has entrusted to us His most precious possessions. We are raising God’s

         children.

      


      When we can learn to consecrate our daily tasks, making them holy offerings to our Father in heaven, everything changes. We

         infuse love and meaning into each part of our day. We become more grateful and Spirit-filled. God will recognize the shift

         in the intention of our hearts, and, perhaps, our family will begin to more deeply feel the love behind the little things.

      


       


      JANUARY 9


      Their children will see it and be joyful; their hearts will rejoice in the LORD.


      ZECHARIAH 10:7
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      It isn’t enough to take our children to church and show them a Sunday God. The God that means “Put on clean clothes, hurry

         up, get ready, we’re going to be late, sit up straight, shush now, don’t touch your sister, no talking, stand up when everyone

         stands up, fold your hands, stop fidgeting, no we can’t leave yet.”

      


      This is not the “it” this verse is referring to. The “it” refers to a faith-filled heart. “Their hearts will rejoice,” the

         verse says, and “Their children will see it.” If our children cannot see our peace and joy that come from our faith in the

         Lord, then how can we ever expect them to grow up to have hearts that rejoice in the Lord? Our greatest task as mothers is

         to show our children the love of Christ. When my children grow up and reflect on their childhood, I want them to remember

         a mom who was full of love and laughter, a mom who was strong enough to handle things yet also soft enough to adapt, ask for

         forgiveness, grieve openly, experience loss, and demonstrate compassion. I want them to see in me a joy that is independent

         of circumstances, because it resides in my faith.

      


      Our children need to see us not just as having religion or incorporating faith, but really, truly, deeply, joyfully, loving

         God and living a life centered in His teachings.

      


      They might hear our words, but they are always watching how we live.


       


      JANUARY 10


      Get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.


      ACTS 9:6
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      Notice Jesus did not tell Saul (at mid-conversion from Saul the persecutor to Paul the believer) to sit and wait for further

         instruction. Even though Saul was struck down and struck blind for three days, he kept moving, even though he had no idea

         what was happening to him or what he would be asked to do. Talk about blind faith!

      


      In our own ways, each of us can be rendered immobile by the magnitude of what lies ahead each day. It can be tempting to contemplate

         crumbling as an option, or hover in a holding pattern. But that is not the way it works for believers. We get up and get moving,

         and the Lord always meets us where we are and points us in the direction we should go. He supplies our energy and sets our

         course, but the initial steps to gain momentum are our choice. We have to desire to be useful for His purposes.

      


      This is a decision best made early in the morning, right after our hand fumbles for the Snooze button and we stretch out in

         bed and make that usual groaning sound. Right there. That’s the decision point. Before one word is said, one foot hits the

         floor, or we have one sip of coffee. While our pajamas are twisted, our teeth are fuzzy, and our hair is messed up, we make

         the choice. Let’s choose wisely.

      


       


      JANUARY 11


      I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.


      ROMANS 7:18
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      I want to be the kind of mother who:


      • Offers only healthy, organic snacks and home-cooked meals.

      


      • Sees and listens to each child, actively respecting their individuality.

      


      • Is accessible and approachable to her children, regardless of subject or situation.

      


      • Accepts responsibility for shortcomings, asks for forgiveness, and seeks to make amends.

      


      • Equips and empowers her children to do their best, in order to honor God with their abilities.

      


      • Is structured enough to provide stability, but spontaneous and free enough to play.

      


      • Illustrates compassion for others with actions above words.

      


      • Asks questions instead of yells.

      


      • Yields to joy, not frustration.

      


      • Raises great and grateful children without taking blame or credit.

      


      Yes, I want to be all these things, and more. I don’t always do everything right, but I can do more things right today than I did yesterday when I lean on Him. What keeps me from losing heart is knowing where my heart is, which is with God.

      


       


      JANUARY 12


      May my meditation be pleasing to him, as I rejoice in the Lord.


      PSALM 104:34
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      God-focused parenting can run counter to the current of our society. Worldly messages can tell us that our children must do

         this or do that, or be involved here, or go to school here, or read this, or have this. In fact, we can be so bombarded by

         the messages of the world that the messages of God are reduced to a soft whisper, barely discernible amid the chaos of everyday

         life.

      


      Is it really important that our children be at piano or swim team practice in the evenings—or is it more important to guard

         the dinner hour and eat together as a family? Is it more important to go to every single birthday party than it is to keep

         Sunday reserved for family? To me the essential differences lie in intent and impact.

      


      Our intentions are tied directly to our hearts, regardless of what our actions are. Only we know (of course God knows, too)

         if what we are doing is based in an intention to please God. And the impact of our actions typically follows our intention.

         If our intention is to quietly do the right thing and to glorify God with our choices—the impact is enormous. We don’t set

         out with the goal of impressing people, but there is truly nothing more impressive than those who humbly step up and do what

         needs to be done, or quietly live good lives in the pursuit of holiness. When God is pleased, others are positively influenced.

      


       


      JANUARY 13


      God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline.


      2 TIMOTHY 1:7
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      Do you have certain relationships that bring you down? Do you have certain “friends” or family members who can drop your level

         of peace, confidence, or enthusiasm in the matter of a sentence? Do these people make you doubt your intentions, your parenting

         choices, or your direction for your life?

      


      If you know people like this, or if you know people who are currently wilting under people like this, copy this verse on a

         card and put it in plain sight for as long as it takes to build a wall of courage. Because this wall of courage, fortified

         brick by brick with the promises of Scripture, is going to become part of the boundary that protects our hearts from the forces

         set on destroying it. We may not be timid women, but there may be certain people by whom we are tricked into temporarily thinking

         we are.

      


      Then the power of this verse is unleashed in our lives. We soak it in and realize that we already have what it takes. We are

         brave, powerful, loving, and self-disciplined. We can set very clear limits about what is, and is not, appropriate when it

         comes to the treatment we will accept. We define ourselves when we have good boundaries, and our good boundaries help refine

         those around us. Good boundaries are essential to clean, loving, mutually respectful relationships with our children—now and

         as they grow.

      


       


      JANUARY 14


      God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be…. If one part suffers, every part

               suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.


      1 CORINTHIANS 12:18, 26
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      My dad always says, “You are only as happy as your unhappiest child.” I wholeheartedly agree. When one of my kids is down,

         struggling, or has hurt feelings, I cannot feel free and happy; our hearts are tied in certain ways forever.

      


      This Scripture is a perfect illustration of God’s church and how we all are interconnected. But the metaphor applies equally

         to a family. We each are a different part, no one more essential than the other, but we serve different purposes that work

         together. Think about it, have you ever tried to function with a massive headache? How about a toothache or an earache? Try

         doing other things when it hurts to think, swallow, chew, talk, or walk. Every part has to be in decent working order to enable

         us to function properly as a whole.

      


      Our family is exactly like that. When one person is broken, the whole unit is brought down. I remember when my brother got

         into an accident and our whole family was in a tailspin. Or if someone’s grades are faltering, the television goes off across

         the house while we refocus. If someone aces a test, we all go out to a fun dinner. Everything goes into priority lockdown

         when someone is in danger—hurt, ill, or struggling. Equally, when one person rejoices, everyone wants to celebrate. If we

         are really lucky, we have the kind of family that divides the burdens and multiplies the joy.

      


       


      JANUARY 15


      “Where is your faith?” he asked his disciples.


      LUKE 8:25
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      My purse is a large, bottomless cavern, holding the contents of a full and varied life… my wallet, checkbook, lip gloss, tampons,

         keys, camera, children’s books, sunscreen, Band-Aids, my running watch, ponytail holders, some pens, my journal, a cell phone.

         When I need to locate something in a hurry, I dig around furiously. “Hold on a sec; I know it’s in here someplace.” If I’m

         not careful, my purse could become a metaphor for my life. I love to be well-prepared, for me and for my children, but if

         I’m so abundantly prepared that I can’t find anything—am I really prepared at all? I need to pare down and prioritize, in my life and in my heart, putting the most essential items

         within easy reach. When Jesus asks me, “Where is your faith?” I want to be able to say, “Here it is. I’m standing in it.”

      


      I keep this quote from Jon Kabat-Zinn in my calendar: “Voluntary simplicity means going fewer places in one day rather than

         more, seeing less so I can see more, doing less so I can do more, acquiring less so I can have more.”

      


       


      JANUARY 16


      Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.


      PSALM 51:10
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      “Mom, can I start over?”


      These words melt me no matter how annoyed I am with my kids. If there is arguing, teasing, disobedience, or overall bedlam,

         these words quench my flagging spirit like nothing else. All my irritation evaporates when I hear the intention of my child’s

         heart. No one, child or adult, means to mess up. Yet we all do it. We drive one another crazy on a regular basis. One of the

         sweetest gifts from a forgiving heart is the chance for a do-over. I am always happy to offer one, and I’m getting better

         about asking my children for one myself sometimes.

      


      It’s hard to know how to negotiate a comeback after a mood swing, an unkind outburst, or a bad choice. Think about it: How

         do we feel when we do that? We slink around, too, feeling shame and remorse. When you love someone, there really is no response

         to this question other than a smile, a yes, a hug, and a fresh start.

      


      I go to God this way: “Father, can I start over?” The intention of my heart is the same: “Can I have a fresh start, another

         opportunity to do things Your way, a chance to make You proud?” The desire for a pure heart and a renewed spirit is a sign

         of humility. It’s an indicator to God that we know the right way, His way, even if we don’t always choose it. I like to think

         that God’s frustration with me melts away with my repentance, just the way it happens for me with my children.

      


       


      JANUARY 17


      Do not be quick with your mouth, do not be hasty in your heart.


      ECCLESIASTES 5:2
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      I’ll admit that I can have a fiery tongue. I’ve had to keep ice handy for most of my life. I have said things I regret on

         occasion, and the cleanup afterward was often unpleasant. This is a terrible feeling when it’s between adults, but it’s brutally

         painful when words hit a soft spot in a child’s heart. There is no place for angry sarcasm or punitive statements in the raising

         of children. Belittling them or crushing their spirits has lasting effects. These kinds of remarks are not what I want my

         children replaying with their therapist from the archives in their minds. I want my words to heal, to help.

      


      So knowing that my filter runs thin when I’m stressed or tired, I have to buy myself some time. I have developed some tactics

         to create some space to cool off. In the car I sometimes turn up the radio and sing (albeit badly). At home I might disappear

         into the shower for a respite, hoping to freshen myself up on the inside as well. Sometimes I retreat to my office, or my

         bathroom, or sit on my yoga mat for a few minutes. Or I do something relaxing like knit or bake. Or I stand at my kitchen

         sink and reread the Scripture I have taped to the backsplash. In my mini-escape, I go to God. He brings me back to myself

         and helps me remember who I want to be.

      


       


      JANUARY 18


      LORD, who may dwell in your sanctuary?… [He] who keeps his oath even when it hurts.


      PSALM 15:1, 4


      [image: art]


      Love transcends time and supersedes emotion.


      Just as a good marriage will at times involve a stronger sense of commitment than of love, there are times when parenting

         is more pain than it is pleasure. Disciplining a child is not fun, but it’s entirely necessary. Sacrificing a selfish desire

         for the good of the family might come with a pang. Keeping a promise to love someone else more than yourself is sometimes

         as easy as breathing, other times it feels more like asthma.

      


      Keeping an oath (a promise, a covenant) is an essential part of lasting love. We don’t always feel like being generous, being

         forgiving, or being accountable. Shoot, we don’t always feel like thinking about what to make for dinner. But love is forged

         in moments like this. Don’t we want to know that our spouses will choose us even when we feel least worthy? Don’t we want

         our children to know that they are our priorities, even if we feel unappreciated?

      


      God keeps his promises to us… even when we reject Him, even when we choose other things before Him, even when we depart from

         Him through the shadowy walk of sin. He kept His oath to us, even at the expense of His own Son. Jesus kept His oath through

         the pain and rejection of the Cross.

      


      We can’t just talk about virtues like this, things like selflessness, loyalty, and commitment. We have to live these attributes

         out here in the light, where our children can see us. By seeing us love beyond ourselves, they will be given a glimpse of

         the goodness of God.

      


       


      JANUARY 19


      “Restrain your voice from weeping and your eyes from tears, for your work will be rewarded,” declares the LORD.


      JEREMIAH 31:16
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      As mothers, much of our work is unseen. We do the things that are most noticeable when they are left undone. We do the things

         that usually need to be done again immediately upon completion. We cook, we clean, we pack lunches, we make plans and provisions,

         we change diapers, we treat illness, we chase bad dreams, we oversee homework, we host playdates, we wash clothes, we unload

         dishwashers, we tie shoes, we calm meltdowns, we bandage scrapes, we chauffeur between activities, we remember everything

         and everyone.

      


      Sometimes we go long stretches of time between substantial expressions of gratitude. It can be lonely or frustrating to feel

         like the invisible servant, with no needs of our own. Sometimes all it takes to keep us going is a moment of truly “being

         seen” for who we are and what we do.

      


      I had a moment like this one day when I was unloading suitcases and children from the back of my father’s car as he dropped

         us off at the airport when the kids and I were leaving on a trip. “Honey,” my dad said to my frazzled self. “I see you,” he

         said. “I really do.” My eyes brimmed with tears (happy ones), and I felt totally renewed. I had a lightness in my heart and

         renewed energy for our journey. All I needed was to feel seen and understood for what I was trying to do. We have a heavenly

         Father who sees our efforts and recognizes the extent of our sacrifices and the depth of our love. Our work will be rewarded, in this lifetime and the next.

      


       


      JANUARY 20


      We love because he first loved us.


      1 JOHN 4:19
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      I had a call from the mother of one of Grace’s friends, the good kind of call that every parent hopes to get.


      She wanted me to know that her daughter came home upset about an incident on the playground where another child was excluding

         her. Her little girl was hurt by this, as you would expect, but she said that she ended up feeling better because Grace stuck

         up for her. My eyes teared up as I heard this story, thinking of the courage it takes to go against the crowd, especially

         when they have turned on someone. Later, I asked Grace to tell me about what happened, she shared the same story, and I told

         her that I might be more proud of her for this than for all her good grades. Using the mind God gave you is important, but

         cultivating a godly heart is the ultimate. I hugged her tight and told her that she was just the kind of person I would want

         as a friend. “I am your friend like that, Mommy,” she said.

      


      God has done everything to demonstrate His love for me. Because I am filled in this way, I go to great lengths to convey this

         kind of love and devotion to my children, in words and in action. I love them the way I have been loved, and they are showing

         signs of growing into the kind of people who love as they have been loved. When we are rooted and established in God’s love,

         our legacy of love grows forever.

      


       


      JANUARY 21


      Dear lady, I am not writing you a new command but one we have had from the beginning. I ask that we love one another.


      2 JOHN 5
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      Want to know something that breaks my heart? Literally squeezes the life out of me, ruffles my feathers, and makes me pit

         out and want to shout out whenever I hear about it?

      


      It’s the jealousy, competition, and pettiness that separate women when we so badly need one another. We were not meant to

         do this mothering gig on our own, people. Our husbands are not enough; in fact, pushing things on them as our sole emotional

         support is damaging to a marriage. We need the good company of women to keep our sanity, our perspective, and our sense of

         humor. We have to get our acts together and stick together. As Jesus stated in His greatest commandment, we have to love one another.

      


      The only way to counteract this pervasive undercurrent between women is to actively take a stand against it. Be the one who

         is bold enough to change the course of a conversation. Offer a positive alternative to gossip. Find the courage to have that

         difficult conversation that is causing separation. Cheer for someone else. Have a zero tolerance policy for mean-girl behavior,

         and make your rules known by what you say, how you say it, and what you do.

      


      This is a gift to yourself, a great stride forward for all womankind, and a priceless lesson to live out in front of your

         children. When our daughters see us treat one another with love and respect, they will grow to do likewise, setting similarly

         high standards for the kinds of friendships they will invest in.

      


       


      JANUARY 22


      Sometimes when I come across a particularly awesome passage of Scripture, I write it out on a card and insert names to personalize

         it as a prayer. Then I put the card in my kitchen window and use it as my meditation when I am cooking and washing dishes.

         This card has been in my kitchen for more than a year now. Change my children’s names to your child/children’s names and make

         it yours. There is no more beautiful gift than personalizing and praying Scripture over our children. As we well know, the

         heart of a mother for her child is a force to be reckoned with. When we focus that power in prayer, things happen. Don’t mark

         my words, mark His….

      


      [image: art]


      For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. I pray that

               out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you, [Luke, Grace, and Bella] with power through his Spirit in your inner being,

               so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.


      And I pray that you, [Luke, Grace, and Bella] being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the

               saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that

               you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.


      Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to the power that is at work within us,

               to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations forever and ever! Amen.


      EPHESIANS 3:14–21

      


       


      JANUARY 23


      Don’t be afraid of [the enemy]. Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome, and fight for your brothers, your sons and your

               daughters, your wives and your homes.


      NEHEMIAH 4:14
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      I am normally a fairly levelheaded, mild-mannered person. I don’t like to make a scene if I can help it. I would prefer to

         keep the peace when I can. But there are moments that require us to step out of our shyness and be bold on behalf of our children

         and to protect our family life.

      


      My mom has always said, “If you aren’t an advocate for your child, who will be?” This might mean that we have to speak our

         truth to a teacher, a coach, or another parent. It isn’t always comfortable to make waves or question those in positions of

         authority. But we know our children best, and our commitment after God is to our families. God tells us in this verse to be

         strong and fight for our families.

      


      Sometimes fighting for our families means taking a stand against the ways our culture tries to drain family life. Too much

         homework, overscheduling of activities, television, Internet, video games, iPods, cell phones, and closed doors alienate us

         from connecting with one another. It isn’t easy to turn and go against the current, mandating time together and honoring the

         sacredness of sharing meals, but it is more than worth it to guard the life within our own walls.

      


      How will our children ever learn to later build and protect their own families’ lives if we don’t show them?


       


      JANUARY 24


      In six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.


      EXODUS 20:11
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      When we lived in France and Spain I noticed that the fourth commandment was an unquestionable part of life. You have no choice

         but to honor the recommended rest of the Sabbath when every business is closed and everyone is spending the day with their

         families. A large meal is shared at midday, and families linger together at the table, relaxing and sharing conversation.

         There is no time frame, rush, or hustle between other activities—this is the activity of the day.

      


      Here, Sundays are often plagued with birthday parties, sports, or errands to prepare for the week ahead. We are not honoring

         the Sabbath day when we fall into bed Sunday night, utterly spent from the weekend’s activities.

      


      This past year I have tried to instill a new tradition with my kids. Sundays are our family days. We go on an “adventure”

         every Sunday afternoon—a picnic, a hike, or a trip to the dog park with our dogs. We go to early evening mass and tuck into

         our usual row beside my parents and my brother, and my parents take our whole motley crew out to dinner afterward. My dad

         says it’s the highlight of his week and his favorite tradition. For me and my kids, it is a ritual that has become a touchstone,

         a week that simultaneously ends and begins with God and family.

      


       


      JANUARY 25


      Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the LORD your God will be with you wherever you go.


      JOSHUA 1:9
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      I can’t write a devotional without including the above Scripture. This verse became my spear in a very dark and fearful time

         of my life. I love that it is a command, not a suggestion or recommendation, to be strong and courageous.

      


      As a single mother, I am the one to search the house (okay, with the dog) if one of us accidently left the door open while

         we were gone. I have to get the creepy bug in the corner and flush it. I have to quiet the chaos and be the voice of calm

         in stressful or dangerous situations. I have three sets of eyes looking at me to lead. (And that fact alone is sometimes terrifying.)

      


      By embracing this Scripture as my mantra, I can model courage for my children. When the moment is right for each of them,

         I plan to teach them the power of this verse and what it has meant to me. I hope they will make it their own. As much as it

         pains me to think about it, I won’t always be able to be there for them in a crisis. They will have to face peril and heartache,

         battle fear, and react quickly in the moments that will ultimately define their lives and their characters. I want them to

         be ready.

      


      I want them to know that the Lord, their God, is with them wherever they go.


       


      JANUARY 26


      Give me wisdom and knowledge, that I may lead this people, for who is able to govern this great people of yours?


      2 CHRONICLES 1:10
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      What would you say if God came to you right now and asked you to tell Him the desire of your heart? What if He went so far

         as to say, “Ask for whatever you want Me to give you.” What then?

      


      Solomon, King David’s son, had this moment with the Master and did not blow it. God was so pleased with his answer that He

         gave him a wise and discerning heart, and added a whole load of treats like riches and honor and a long life for good measure.

         The things to remember are that Solomon (1) asked for exactly what he needed (not merely what he wanted); and (2) he asked

         for the thing that would equip him to serve others. The desires of Solomon’s heart stretched well beyond himself.

      


      When we are confronted or conflicted by the demands of mothering, we would do well to follow Solomon’s example. We can ask

         God for wisdom and knowledge, which is ultimately much larger, deeper, and more useful than asking for an answer or a solution.

         Constantly humbling ourselves, admitting our weakness or confusion, and asking for wisdom means that not only will we be equipped,

         but we will stay equipped. God gave us these children as a reward. Of course He wants to help us raise them! We are asking

         for something He has already made clear that He wants to give. God loves His children, all of us, and wants us to lead our

         children wisely.

      


       


      JANUARY 27


      Contend, O LORD, with those who contend with me.


      PSALM 35:1
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      I don’t know about you, but when someone messes with one of my kids, there is a mama bear inside me that rears her ugly head.

         I remember when my girls were little toddlers and a nasty little boy on the playground shoved one of them into the wooden

         play equipment. As her busted lip bled onto my shirt, I held her and looked everywhere for that little creep. The anger that

         rose inside me was immediate and profound. I found the boy’s mother, and she just smirked at me like my bleeding baby daughter

         had brought this on herself. I had to leave before I lost my filter and my cool.

      


      This kind of pain is nothing compared to bullying boys and mean-girl backstabbing on the playground and in childhood social

         circles. I have to remind myself to breathe when my child recounts an unpleasant incident involving hurt feelings. I want

         to head up to the playground myself and say the words that I lacked the confidence to say when I was the kid getting picked

         on.

      


      But it doesn’t work that way. These are not my rites of passage. I have to pray for my children in this regard, and this verse

         from Psalms is short, sweet, and gets the job done. Children can memorize this verse and call upon it themselves in their

         moments of hurt or anger. In order for our children to form prayer as their automatic response, they have to watch us call

         upon Him in our own distress or on their behalf. God will contend with the situation—after all, He wants to build their faith

         even more than we do.

      


       


      JANUARY 28


      Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy

               Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me.


      PSALM 51:10–12
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      Our God is the God of second chances. Thanks to Jesus, we all can approach God and ask for mercy rather than bracing ourselves

         for what we really deserve. How blessed are we to have such a God!

      


      I was vividly reminded of the gift of repentance as my son, Luke, made his first confession. In the Catholic Church, we make

         our first confession prior to receiving the sacrament of First Communion. We make ourselves free of sin in order to receive

         the body and blood of Christ. Repentance is a big lesson for second graders; adults even have a hard time asking for and receiving

         the gift of forgiveness.

      


      Luke was so nervous before he went into the confessional that I passed him a note on a scrap of paper. It said, “God loves

         you and so do I. There is nothing to fear.” I saw him take his note out, unfold it, and reread it several times. I watched

         him go inside and I went limp, suddenly realizing that he had his very own relationship with God. He was growing up. As I

         was kneeling and praying for him, he slid into the seat next to me with a shy smile on his face.

      


      “How do you feel?” I asked.


      “Clean,” he whispered and knelt beside me. And I knew he understood.


      Sin makes us miserable; praise God, we have a way to move on.


       


      JANUARY 29


      The LORD delights in those who fear him, who put their hope in his unfailing love.


      PSALM 147:11
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      There seem to be two camps on the subject of fearing God. One camp claims that God is love and there is no fear in love, so

         don’t fear God. Another camp is more hard-core about the fear of God, and every accident or tragedy can be traced back to

         the wrath of God’s displeasure. I grew up in a blended household of Catholic and Lutheran backgrounds, so I have a pretty

         balanced foundation concerning fearing God. It goes like this:

      


      1. Make no mistake about it; God loves you.


      2. Make no mistake about it; God is just, so watch your step.


      I am lucky in that my earthly father has always loved my brother and me in a similar combination of love and discipline. He

         loves us without fail, but there have always been limits on what behavior is acceptable. If we misbehaved, we owned and served

         the consequences, while the love remained steady.

      


      I think the verse that says God disciplines those He loves (Heb. 12:6) is the key to understanding the fear of God. It does

         not please Him to punish us, but He disciplines us for our own growth and refinement, out of love. If we can parent our children

         in this way, it will be an easier transition to unlock the mystery of a healthy fear of God.

      


       


      JANUARY 30


      By wisdom a house is built, and through understanding it is established; through knowledge its rooms are filled with rare

               and beautiful treasures.


      PROVERBS 24:3–4
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      When I had an opportunity for a do-over in my life, I wanted to rebuild a life with God at the center. I wanted this for myself,

         but I was even more motivated to make things right for my children. The rare and beautiful treasures that fill the rooms of

         a faithful house are things like peace, joy, acceptance, levity, humor, openness, supportiveness, warmth, generosity, protection,

         rest, nourishment, and contentment.

      


      The initial wisdom imparted by God is what inspires us to build a godly household. But the establishment of that household

         takes a long time. We deepen our understanding of God as we spend time in His fine company. It’s like the difference between

         the immediacy of being saved and the journey of walking out our sanctification. Or the difference between planning a wedding

         and sustaining a marriage. Oswald Chambers said that endurance is a sustained effort over time. Establishing our house as

         a house of God takes endurance. It takes commitment, a dedicated pursuit that goes beyond the initial rush of emotion.

      


      I want to establish a house like this for Luke, Grace, and Bella. I want the rooms to be filled with the rare and beautiful

         treasures I mentioned above. I want them to be fortified by what they receive at home so that they are able to depart freely

         and confidently, but that the love and comfort found here also create a timeless desire to return.

      


       


      JANUARY 31


      As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.


      PROVERBS 27:17
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      I speak often and reverently about my girlfriends. These are the women I run with, do weekly Bible study with, and raise my

         children with. We are a community for one another.

      


      They help me keep my perspective, my sense of humor, and sometimes my sanity. They crack up at my children when they are frustrating

         to me and I have misplaced my joy. They keep me accountable when I state a parenting goal, a new idea to try, or a direction

         I want to go with my mothering. They ask me the hard questions and wait through my stammering and shuffling for the real answer.

         They let me know if I seem distracted, out of balance, or hazy in my priorities. They know me well enough to realize when

         my actions and words are not in alignment with my values. They appreciate my snarky sense of humor when I have PMS. They see

         my children each as individuals and know their strengths, weaknesses, preferences, and quirks. My children seek them out in

         social situations and hug them in the hallways at school.

      


      I would not be the mother I am today without their good company. Each of them has different talents and perspectives that

         add to my overall breadth of experience. We share ideas that worked or didn’t work; we grieve the defeats and celebrate the

         victories that mark the milestones of motherhood. I would not consider facing my next season of trial without them. We pray

         for one another in ordinary times, and surround one another like a fortress when crisis hits. When the ache of disappointment

         or loss is greater than words, we sit quietly together and wait for God.

      


       


      FEBRUARY 1


      The living, the living—they praise you, as I am doing today; fathers tell their children about your faithfulness.


      ISAIAH 38:19
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      I am sure he meant mothers, too. Mothers, tell your children about God’s faithfulness.


      It is imperative that we do not hide our faith from our children. I am not suggesting that we do this on purpose, of course

         not, but we might make assumptions that our children know the depth of our dependence on God without explaining our rituals

         or including them in our journey. My kids know that I get up early and sit with my Bible and a cup of coffee on the sofa and

         pray. But I am not sure that they know I am specifically taking my questions and concerns to God and hearing His direction

         when I read His Word or wait on the instruction of His Holy Spirit.

      


      I need to be better about walking this process out with them. I want them to see me struggle, and I want them to hear the

         words I use when I pray. I want them to know the level of intimacy I have when I approach the Lord, that I am not lofty or

         expert, just myself.

      


      Then I need to be specific about letting them know exactly how I heard back from God on the matter. Was it a nudge in my conscience

         that provoked action? Was I directed to a specific passage of Scripture? And then I need to explain how the resolution came

         about. I need to include them when I return to praise our Father for His faithfulness.

      


      How will our children learn about the journey of faith if we don’t walk it out as living examples?


       


      FEBRUARY 2


      Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?

               I am making a way in the desert and streams in the wasteland.


      ISAIAH 43:18–19
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      When I learn something new and my former methods are revealed as glaringly incorrect or insufficient, my tendency is to want

         to flog myself for it. As I grow and look back at how I handled things in the past—what I said, how I treated someone—I often

         cringe. The last thing in the world I want to do is mess up with my kids, say or do things that leave a mark on their innocence

         or diminish their confidence. I joke sometimes, “Well now, that will definitely require some therapy later.” But it isn’t funny; I just crack bad jokes at my own expense whenever I want

         to delay processing the truth. And the truth is that we are going to mess up with our kids; it’s inevitable. We are going

         to say and do things that we don’t mean and wish we could undo. We are going to fall short of our good intentions and fail

         them.

      


      Yuck.


      Thankfully we have a redeeming God. The more quickly we can recover from a mistake, own it before God and our children, confess

         it, accept forgiveness, and get back on track, the less ground we lose. Our children learn from our mistakes and our humility,

         too. As we learn to go to God in new and specific ways with our mothering, becoming more knowledgeable and diligent we might

         regret our former ways. But this verse is key: “Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past.” We have to let it go

         and move forward, making the best use of what we know now.

      


       


      FEBRUARY 3


      Shake off your dust; rise up, sit enthroned, O Jerusalem. Free yourself from the chains on your neck, O captive Daughter of

               Zion.


      ISAIAH 52:2
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      Having children may be the finest motivation to get right with God. It is impossible to raise children to inhabit their freedom

         in Christ if we are still living in bondage. Every area has to be redeemed and restored, because if it isn’t, it will surely

         be brought into the light. And it will likely be brought into the light at the precise moment we need to teach a lesson on

         the subject, leaving us feeling empty and fraudulent. Raising children requires all we have and all we are. We have to clean

         house in a spiritual sense in order to be prepared.

      


      Unconfessed sin, unspoken but necessary conversations, undone deeds, unhealed addictions, unfulfilled promises, or unmade

         changes—all these things chain us to the past and prohibit our freedom. The door to the prison is open, but we just sit inside

         the cell. I do not want any barred territory or off-limits conversations when it comes to my children. I want to live in the

         light with them. I want to be able to answer their questions and share examples from my journey without shame or hesitation.

         Even difficult subjects can be explored when Jesus has healed us in that area. We can leave a legacy of freedom for our children

         and for generations to come, but first we must be truly free ourselves.

      


      Galatians 5:1 says it is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened

         again by a yoke of slavery.

      


       


      FEBRUARY 4


      Let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.


      MATTHEW 5:16
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      A lighthouse sits high upon a cliff, well out of reach of the crashing sea below. It is always illuminated from within, and

         regardless of the weather conditions, its light beckons and guides sailors safely home. It would be impossible to navigate

         the rocky coastline without a steady beacon on which to fix their course. It would be ludicrous to attempt to make the narrow

         passage that leads to the harbor in complete darkness.
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