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Dear Reader,

Let me invite you into a conversation between a mother and her daughter—my daughter, and my firstborn. Join us as we examine some of the real issues of life through the power of the fairy tale. Our hope is that you will discover what that master storyteller Hans Christian Andersen knew so long ago: “Every man’s life is a fairy tale written by God’s finger.”

Use these letters to help you learn to fly again, to discover the magic in living out the greatest story ever written. Discover anew that we can slay the giants in our lives, and we have been given the power to break the “spell” that has bewitched mankind.

So, before the fairy dust settles, may these letters remind you that you really are a princess—the daughter of the most high King.

Janet Parshall




We dedicate this book to our mothers and grandmothers, who have exemplified the attributes of perseverance, courage, and patience. In them we have seen the character of women who know what it means to love selflessly and unconditionally. To Margaret DiFrancesca and Barbara Combs, thank you for the immeasurable influence you have had on our hearts. You have created in us a hunger to be women of the Word, whose desire is to share it with the world.

We also dedicate this book to all women who have come to realize, and to those who have yet to discover, that following Jesus and living for Him is the most glorious of tales. It is the one story that does indeed allow us to live “happily ever after.”

We must finally dedicate this work to Craig Parshall, husband, father, and novelist extraordinaire. We thank you for your hours of work as our de facto editor and primary literary mentor. You have planted in both of us a love of the written word, as well as a desire to use its power to expand the kingdom of the one true Prince.




Introduction

Once Upon Our Time 

Once upon a time . . .”	   What magic is in those words! When we were young, stories that started out with this phrase filled us with images of kings and queens; they made us dream of fairies and dragons; we quaked at the tales of ugly witches and one-eyed giants. These words created in us an anticipation of the arrival of a handsome prince who would wake the sleeping princess and take her to live with him in the glorious castle on the hill. Without knowing all the details, we just knew they would live in splendor and immeasurable joy the rest of their lives. Who knows, we thought, maybe that princess is me. Perhaps a handsome prince will show up at my front door and I will ride off with him in his golden carriage—and I just might live happily ever after.

Then we grew up. Real life surrounded us like the brambles around Sleeping Beauty’s castle. Things didn’t happen the way they did in our storybooks. Maybe, traveling life’s highway, we saw a lot of toads who told us they were really princes, but there was no way we would ever kiss them, no matter how much they promised to change.

We came to realize that in real life, sometimes there really are wicked stepmothers and -fathers, and bosses, and friends, and coworkers. We waited for Tinkerbell to sprinkle us with fairy dust so we could fly away. But instead we found ourselves locked in bad rush-hour traffic. 

Fairy tales are the stuff of dreams, the promise that the best is yet to be. They plant in our hearts the longing for a great adventure and the desire to travel to faraway places. 

Everything seems to work out all right in a fairy tale. Good is always rewarded, and evil is constantly defeated. The little peasant is often, in the end, more powerful than the king. And nasty witches melt away.

But somehow, somewhere along the way, we lost the magic. The heavy boots of reality frequently trampled on our dreams. As grown women, we came to realize that we would never be princesses who lived on royal estates, somewhere on picturesque hills; we might have to settle for apartments. We would probably never own a goose that would lay a golden egg, and we couldn’t spin straw into gold, so we had to get jobs. We didn’t have three wishes granted to us, so we piled up debt on our credit cards and wished the balances weren’t so high.

But most painfully, we started to question whether anyone really lives “happily ever after.” What is the real power of the fairy tale? Why have these stories endured over hundreds of years? Why do we, as women, still feel pulled back to the magic and the message of these fables?

G. K. Chesterton described the power this way: “Fairy tales are more than true: not because they tell us that dragons exist, but because they tell us that dragons can be beaten.”

Fairy tales are, in truth, morality tales. They teach us something about life and how to respond to the challenges we all experience along the way to the proverbial happy ending. Greed, fear, lust, courage, strength, passion, and love are the elements not only of these stories but also of the human experience. How do we live rightly, then, and not fall prey to the giants and trolls of life? Is there some power available to us that doesn’t come from fairies and elves, but from a more magnificent and enduring source? Is it possible for someone to become “royalty” in a sense, even if she is not born into it?

Being in radio has given me (Janet) the opportunity to hear what is going on in the human heart. I listen to adults who miss the magic and have forgotten the myth. They no longer remember what it is like to feel the lightness of childhood. When Captain Hook asked Peter Pan, in J. M. Barrie’s classic Peter Pan, “Who and what art thou?” Peter responded, “I’m youth, I’m joy. I’m a little bird that has broken out of the egg.” Far too many of us have not broken out of the egg—we’re just scrambled!

I loved reading fairy tales to my children. They sat on the edge of the bed with wide eyes and slack mouths, mesmerized by the stories of flying carpets and animal musicians. I watched their eyes sparkle, knowing these myths were planting in their hearts the seeds of the greatest story of all—the one each of us has the opportunity not only to read but to live. It’s a story that has kings and princes, magnificent beasts of the ocean, and giants who are felled by a shepherd boy. It’s a story where an evil sorcerer works his magic until confronted by the miracles of a carpenter King. It is the Great Tale: where donkeys talk, oceans divide, and finally, death is conquered. 

What happens when real life crashes into the dreams of childhood? Can the fairy tales of childhood rekindle in us a sense of adventure? Are they still able to spur us on to a noble cause? Can they create in us the courage to begin a journey when its path lies through a dark and scary wood?

Let me invite you into a conversation between a mother and her daughter—my daughter, and my firstborn. Join us as we examine some of the real issues of life through the power of the fairy tale. Our hope is that you will discover what that master storyteller Hans Christian Andersen knew so long ago: “Every man’s life is a fairy tale written by God’s finger.”

Use these letters to help you learn to fly again, to discover the magic in living out the greatest story ever written. Discover anew that we can slay the giants in our lives, and we have been given the power to break the “spell” that has bewitched mankind.

So, before the fairy dust settles, may these letters remind you that you really are a princess, the daughter of the most high King.




Part 1

Beauty

The Body-Image Beast

“Fairyland is nothing but the sunny country of common sense.”

—G. K. CHESTERTON
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Beauty and the Modern Woman

Darling daughter:

Have I ever told you how beautiful you are? No, don’t roll your eyes like that. I mean it. This is not just your mother talking. You really are breathtaking. In fact, let me share a little secret with you.

One of the things I love to do when you and I walk into a room together is to enter just behind you. This way you can’t see that I am watching the reactions of other people as they look at you. Tall, thin, blonde, blue-eyed, dimpled . . . sounds like a description out of some women’s magazine. But there you are, in all your beauty.

I will never forget the day you were born. Daddy and I looked at each other just after you made your arrival and said, “Where did she get those looks? Are you sure we have the right baby?”

There is no question you have been blessed in the area of looks. And I do mean blessed. Some people have them, and some don’t. So let me ask you a question—heart to heart. Do you think that God does, in fact, bless some people with looks? Or is it all happenstance and genetic pooling? If God knows when every sparrow falls and can count the number of hairs on your head (and yes, you did get my thin hair, so I guess He has fewer hairs to count for both of us!), then does He purposely give some people good looks?

Think of all the people in Scripture who are defined by their looks: Rachel (“lovely in form, and beautiful”), Joseph (“well-built and handsome”), Bathsheba (“the woman was very beautiful”), Rebekah (“very beautiful”), Esther (“lovely in form and features”), and, of course, Sarah (her own husband said “what a beautiful woman you are”), just to name a few. Yet the most important person in Scripture, described in that verbal oil portrait found in Isaiah, “had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, / nothing in his appearance that we should desire him” (53:2).

Makes me wonder: how important are looks? Does God give them to certain people because that gift will be part of a bigger plan the Creator has designed just for them? Does He bestow beauty on some because they will have a public ministry and an attractive face will be a necessary tool? Or does He give His beautiful creation this gift so that the gifted can learn humility? 

But on occasion beauty can cause trouble, as some fairy tales tell us. I loved story time when you were little. And I loved the way you adored fairy tales. You and your sister loved to play princess, complete with blankets for capes and cardboard for crowns. The classics were your favorites, and “Snow White” was near the top of the list. 

When you think about it, this tale is more about pride and envy than it is about seven little people. Here was this beauty who was described as having skin as white as snow, lips as red as blood, and hair as black as ebony—a real medieval knockout.  

But she had this problem with her stepmother (it always goes back to the mother). The stepmom was also beautiful and couldn’t stand anyone challenging her in the area of looks, so she had this running dialogue with her mirror that could not tell a lie. She’d say, “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?”

And the mirror would reply, “Fair Queen, you are the fairest of them all.”

As long as the stepmother got the answer she wanted—“It’s you, baby, it’s all about you!” (that would be the modern translation)—then things were good in her world. Her beauty was what defined her and got her out of bed in the morning. 

But life is never that simple, even in fairy tales. Things change, especially looks. You know what happened. One day the queen started her daily ritual of mirror talking, and she got lip from the mirror: “Queen, you are very fair, ’tis true, but Snow White is a thousand times fairer than you.” 

Uh-oh. Things were going to get rough. Did he have to rub it in? Couldn’t the old looking glass just have said “more fair” or “a little fairer”? But that “thousand times” stuff. Really! 

You recall things went downhill from there. Fold in dwarfs, poison apples, a long sleep, a glass coffin, and, of course, a gorgeous prince (did you really expect this man to be homely?), and what happened? The story ends with the stepmom being so full of hate and jealousy that her heart burst—leaving Snow White and her prince to—here it comes—“live happily ever after.”

Beauty. In this story it was both a blessing and a curse. So now, my beauty, I want to hear your heart. Why do some people have it and some don’t? Does God ordain how we will look? Does He care if, unlike the rest of us, He looks also on the “inward appearance”?

I can’t wait to see how you reply. In the meantime, here is a little motherly advice: don’t take any apples from strangers.  

Love you!

Mom:

Once, when I was about twelve or so, I asked you, “What will I look like when I grow up?” You answered sweetly but honestly, “Like you do now, only bigger.” I was so disappointed! In my mind, I was waiting for the transformation.

Like Cinderella, the scullery maid who became a princess, I honestly believed there was a point in my life where I would wake up and find I had suddenly become the embodiment of Walt Disney beauty. From the ugly duckling to Beauty and the Beast to the frog prince, folklore is full of tales of the awkward and the ugly becoming elegant and striking. I was hoping the same thing would happen to the gawky preteen with the dirty-blonde hair. It never dawned on me that God might not have that kind of beauty in mind for me.

I blame it on fairy tales. Curse those cardboard crowns!

Even spectacular women struggle with their looks. Ah! But how much less they struggle! Take Gisele Bündchen (a supermodel—and I feel compelled to tell you that only because you don’t follow models like baseball players . . . the way I do), for example. I can’t imagine she gets up in the morning and bemoans her forty-eight-inch legs and flowing chestnut hair. But why is she beautiful? I’ve seen her parents. They’re nice, average-looking people—but not necessarily possessed of superior genetics themselves.

So, I figure it has to be God.

If it’s true that “[God] created my inmost being;  [He] knit me together in my mother’s womb” (Ps. 139:13), then He had to know what I was going to look like, and He had to have planned it that way. 

I don’t think anyone would debate that beauty is a gift. As it says in James, “Every good and perfect gift is from above” (1:17). Beauty seems pretty good and rather perfect, don’t you think? In fact, beauty is itself a very unique gift. Unlike talent, intellect, wealth, or status—which can, to some degree, be tweaked by our own efforts—beauty is a kind of reward “obvious” to everyone, making God the only logical source. 

Beauty is the “out there” gift. Sure, you can work at smoothing out the rough edges, but when it comes right down to it, you either have it or you don’t. 

So why would God give that kind of gift to some people and not to others? Especially when He knows it might cause pain and bitterness? Take Rachel and Leah, for example. “Leah had weak eyes, but Rachel was lovely in form, and beautiful” (Gen. 29:17). To make matters worse, Laban, the girls’ dad, decided he was going to pull the old switcheroo with the ugly one on Jacob’s wedding night—after Jacob had slaved for seven years to get the beautiful one. I bet that was the catfight heard round the world. 

When a gift like beauty is so obvious, so desired, so hotly contested, and so rare, God has to have a plan in mind when He gives it to one and not the other. (Otherwise,  He would simply be unfair!) Even with the Bible’s greatest lookers, their beauty wasn’t just a happy coincidence. There was always a goal of God’s behind it. Look at Esther. By making her the fairest in the land, God allowed King Xerxes to fall in love with her, dethrone Queen Vashti, and ultimately save the Jews from Haman’s vicious plot. 

I thought about this verse today: “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms” (1 Pet. 4:10). It seems to me that God’s gifts don’t really belong to us. They’re on loan, actually. And they’re all supposed to be put to use for the kingdom. The woman with riches contributes. The woman with leadership leads. The woman with mercy comforts.

And the beautiful woman?

Well, I think she does what the Lord leads her to do: speaking, singing, ministering, carpooling, or just doing the dishes. Because who knows? The Lord may just use that beauty to attract the lost or save a nation. 

But here’s my question: what happens when the beauty fades? 

“Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; / but a woman who fears the LORD is to be praised” (Prov. 31:30). While the Lord blesses some with beauty, He reinforces that it can never last—so, in a way, that beauty is both a blessing and a curse. 

If God’s plan is to give you the “curse” of beauty (oh, that we were all so fortunate!), what happens when the gift becomes more important than the Giver? How do you prevent the way you look from becoming the most important part of how you see yourself, especially when it’s often the most obvious quality about you?

Love, 

your five-foot, seven-inch-tall daughter with the strawberry birthmark, blue eyes, and straight, blonde hair

My beauty (for you are):

Thank you for thinking so deeply on the subject of our outward appearance. I think you are really asking two important questions. The first is whether or not beauty is as divinely predetermined as, say, what sex we will be. Second, since man does look so intently on the outside, and not on the heart, as our Father does, are we able to prevent our looks from becoming the ultimate self-definer in such an image-conscious world?

If you and I believe in the sovereignty of God in all things, then we must necessarily believe our physical appearance is equally predetermined. Whether or not we have blue eyes or black hair is either simply biology, or it is as much a part of the “knitting” together of who we are in our mothers’ wombs as any other part of us is.

I choose to believe He is Lord of all. It follows that my eyes, my nose, and my hair color (in my case, the color I was born with, as opposed to the one that comes in a box) were all decided way before I was even conceived. Don’t you love that thought? God loves us so much that He, and He alone, chose our original colors!

A while back, all of my friends were having their “colors” done. A person’s color was categorized as one of the seasons: I’m a “summer,” I’m a “fall,” and so on. Your color determined what sort of a wardrobe you should wear by predetermining what colors looked best on you. (For the record, my color is confused, because I just buy what’s on sale!)

But in truth, your colors have already been done. The Master, with one stroke of His brush, painted you just the way He wanted you. Some He paints as gorgeous portraits, others He designs as plainer pieces, but all of His creatures carry the touch of the Artist’s perfection. Why? Because we are designed in His image. When you think about it, that makes us all truly beautiful.

David said in one of his psalms that he wanted to “gaze upon the beauty of the LORD” (27:4). Since God is spirit and not in a physical form, what was David looking at? This goes to your second question. Where do we really find beauty: on the face or in the heart?

One of the master tellers of fairy tales was Hans Christian Andersen. He understood the power of myth to underscore a truth in life. 

He told the story of a little critter who struggled with his appearance. The other birds living around the pond shunned this ugly duckling. Andersen wrote:

 

Everyone was mean to the ugly duckling. Some ducks bit him. Some made fun of him. The chickens and geese teased him and bullied him. And the turkey cock, who acted as if he were king of the barnyard, said, “That duckling is so ugly I can’t bear to look at him.” Then he flew at the  duckling and scratched him with his claws.1

 

His siblings started to treat him unkindly, and so did an old tomcat and a prize hen. Sadly, this little one saw himself as others saw him—ugly. In fact, Andersen said the little duckling grew ashamed of his appearance. Like so many of us, this creature allowed others to define him as they saw him, not as he truly was.

As happens in fairy tales (and in real life), time passed, and things changed. Winter slowly turned into spring, and the little duckling’s real nature was revealed. He became a majestic swan—the most beautiful of all the barnyard creatures! Beneath what some thought was ugliness lay magnificent beauty.

Think of all the people who walk around in our lives that at first blush seem to be ugly ducklings. But their real characters are clothed in breathless beauty. Oh, that God would give us His eyes to see others (and ourselves) that way. We have all heard this story time and time again, but in these days of hyper body awareness, we have forgotten true beauty resides within and not without. My mother told me that, and now I’m telling you—again.

David wanted to spend time gazing at God because of God’s heart. God’s Spirit, by the way, is the only one of which it is said, “God is love.” The psalmist wanted to focus on God’s love because he saw himself being loved in return. That is the definition of beauty: not cosmetics, or fashion, or surgical alterations, but the condition of your heart.

Her face bore the marks of hard work, long hours, and brutal conditions. But the “untouchables” of Calcutta saw only true beauty when Mother Teresa held them in her arms. Her heart outdistanced her appearance.

His skin was like leather after years of working over the side of a boat in rough seas and salty air. But the One in whose heart he found favor loved Peter, the fisherman. This disciple was able to see the beauty of Christ in him because he learned the lessons of forgiveness and unconditional love.

Sometimes these life lessons are taught so often that we grow dull of hearing. But right now, while I can, let me tell you one more time: you are so beautiful. Yes, the Master has painted you with breathtaking colors—blonde hair, blue eyes, rosy dimples. It’s all perfectly put together because the God of perfection chose to design you that way.

But your true beauty is your heart—your desire to be like Him. Your gentle, loving, and forgiving spirit allows me to see Jesus in you. Even when your external beauty fades—and it will—you will still be beautiful. When your blue eyes grow dim and your blonde hair has turned gray, you will still be spectacular because you gaze upon the Lord, and His beauty is reflecting back on you.

I thank God for His beauty in you.

Mama
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Dress and Fashion

Dearest daughter:

As I write this to you, I am sitting in a café in Washington, D.C. It is morning. Rush-hour traffic has started to die down, and folks are coming up from the metro to walk to their jobs. It’s summer—and it’s hot and muggy. Remember, the nation’s capital was built on a swamp. 

Darling daughter, as I watch the people go by, particularly the women, I have to remind myself I am in a major metropolitan city and not at the beach. Hemlines up, necklines down, backs of blouses missing, see-through material. Men rush past, then turn around quickly for a second look. Is it just a look or the beginning of lust? Is the woman culpable here? Is she making a fashion statement or sending a signal?

I know my generation is older than yours, but some concepts transcend time. Maybe this one does. So I’d love your thoughts. You are, after all, a real princess, the daughter of the King of all kings.

As I’ve often told you, your name, Sarah, means “princess.” From the moment of your conception, we knew you would be our princess (or prince—no routine ultrasound pictures for Mom and Dad back then). But we purposely gave you the name of Abraham’s wife.

She was beautiful, just like you; in fact, she was so stunning that Abram (he hadn’t received his name change yet) took her to Egypt, and Pharaoh went gaga over her. Abram got sheep, cattle, donkeys, camels, and even servants because of Sarai (she hadn’t yet received her divinely transformed name yet either). To quote you, Sarai “rocked.”

I can hear you now: “Enough already with the Bible lesson—what’s the point?”

Here’s the point: how do you think Sarah adorned herself? You know, dressed herself, did her hair, pierced her ears (or nose)? Did she wear makeup? The best Elizabeth Arden (or would that be Elisabet Ardenai? ) of the day?

I don’t believe in majoring in the minors, but how do you think a woman after God’s own heart should adorn herself? What do our clothing choices say about who we are on the inside? In a sensate, postmodern, sex-saturated, sin-sick culture, are there right and wrong choices about dress and clothing styles?

Tell me your thoughts on adorning the modern female. Do you have a standard for your clothing decisions? Is there much discussion among your peers on this, or am I just an old fuddy-duddy whose age is showing?

Tell me, because I care what you have to say. 

Because I love you.

Mom

Mama:

I got your letter yesterday and laughed when you said it was hot and muggy. I know it all too well—I’m only a few hours north of you in Maryland, after all. I spend mornings like this one wondering what to wear so I can make it from my car to my office without breaking a sweat. So I thought about your question as I stared at my open closet this morning.

How does a woman after God’s own heart adorn herself? Well, I suppose my perspective is a little more liberal than yours. While I am a bit of a fashionista (there’s a new word for your generation!), I also have a tendency to view clothing options as a part of our total and complete freedom in Christ. I don’t like to be restricted, and I don’t see anything wrong with dressing to make a statement—it just depends what that statement is.  

Remember the dress code at my Christian college? Do you also remember how, more than once, I was issued demerits by my R.A. (resident assistant) for a too-short skirt length or for wearing slacks to class? At the time, I was angry at the university for not letting me express myself and for removing a part of my personal freedom. 

It seems to me that a dress code is a completely different matter for a woman than it is for a man. The fundamental pieces of a man’s costume are always the same. Not so for a woman. There are endless clothing combinations that require varying degrees of modesty. Today, thankfully, I’ve got the freedom to wear whatever I want. But that also means how I dress now is regulated only by what the Lord thinks—not what a school or employer requires. It also means what I wear is reflective of how I see myself: am I professional? a sophisticate? relaxed? modest? a trendsetter? 

I thought about this verse when reading your letter: “Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes. Instead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God’s sight” (1 Pet. 3:3-4).

I know the key to real beauty doesn’t stem from my physical appearance, but there are mornings where a particularly clever outfit gives me an edge; I feel stronger and more confident because I feel I look good (fairly wrong thinking, if you ask me). I’ve thought about why God took it upon Himself to remind women, and only women, exactly what beauty is not. He must have known women would struggle so much with their appearances. Unlike men, we’re not content to take a passing glance in the mirror before leaving for work, just to make sure we have nothing stuck in our teeth! (I wish I had my husband’s nonchalance when it comes to dressing. Only this morning, he held up a blue shirt and khaki slacks and asked, “Does this match?” This is as far as his formula for dressing goes.) Maybe God understood that a woman’s appearance, unlike that of a man, would go frequently to the fundamental issue of who she is. 

But does God fault us for wanting to look good? Does He condemn me for the desire to please my husband or positively represent my employer or shine on my wedding day? Does He frown when I want to make a statement about my personal style with a particularly bold clothing combination? I can’t believe God meant such things to have no importance to us, but where does a woman draw the line? 

You are careful about your appearance and always manage to look put-together and stylish. But you also don’t make a Kate Spade handbag or a perfect hairdo your highest priority. Where is the balance for you? 

Much love, 

Sarah 

P.S. This morning, I settled on a sage-green blouse and a gray, knee-length skirt. I think my R.A. would be proud.

Hello, darling:

I was pleased to see you feel that dressing does make a statement. And I was also pleased to see the question really is: what statement?

In Washington, there is an unstated dress code. For example, women who work on Capitol Hill always dress in professional outfits (dresses and pantsuits). Lobbying groups, special-interest representatives, and reporters all have a certain air of fashion because they all do want to make a statement. 

But so do Britney Spears and Madonna (thank you, thank you, and thank you for not wanting to make their statement!).

Actually (and here is the challenging part of the mother/daughter relationship), I question your statement that “what I wear is reflective of how I see myself.” Shouldn’t it be reversed, so that what we wear is really how we want others to see us—or more to the point, see Jesus in us?

We serve a God of grace and mercy who loves us unconditionally, and He made us women by divine design, not by accident. I do think the One who blew the stars into existence does care about this adornment issue. 

Yes, we have liberty in Jesus. Galatians speaks exactly to this issue, where Paul said that it is “for freedom that Christ has set us free” (5:1). But 1 Peter also talks about a kind of adornment: “Live as free men, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil; live as servants of God” (2:16, emphasis mine).

He was talking about the adornment of a cover-up. In other words, my precious daughter, I think the principal to be gleaned here is that we have the liberty to dress like streetwalkers if we want, but is that what we want people to see in us? Will my adornment choices get in the way of people seeing Jesus in me? 

You rightly asked about the question of balance (I have such a smart daughter!), and I think that is really the key. When I make decisions about my dress, I ask myself some questions:
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