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Introduction


When my mother was on a spiritual retreat years ago, she posed this question to the pastor: “The Old Testament is filled with stories of miracles performed by God, and Jesus performed dozens more in the New Testament. So why doesn’t God still do miracles today?”


The pastor answered, “He does them every day, but we ignore them, dismiss them or explain them away, with science or as a ‘coincidence.’”


After reading nearly 3,000 stories submitted for Chicken Soup for the Soul: A Book of Miracles, I suggest there are no “coincidences.” While some people recounted miraculous healings and even visions of angels and of God himself, others shared “everyday miracles” that others might have just “explained away.”


I’ve learned that when we “explain away” miracles with science, chemistry, or coincidences, we fail to give credit where credit is due. God may be speaking to us, showing us, blessing us.


I think my grandma had it right. She said that the best proof of a miracle is in the planting of a seed and the beating of a heart.


Indeed, God performs miracles every day. As you read these stories, I hope you’ll be alert to identify them in your life. The next time you see a timely rainbow, butterfly, penny or even a bird, give credit where credit is due.


Look to the heavens, smile and thank God for His miracles.


∼LeAnn Thieman
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A Book of Miracles



Signs from Above


Then the Lord said,
“If they do not believe you or pay attention to the first miraculous sign,
they may believe the second.”


∼Exodus 4:7-9
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Yellow Butterfly


Why are you downcast, O my soul? Why so disturbed within me?
Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him
 ∼Psalm 42:5


As a young girl, my biggest dream was to be a mother. I always said I wanted four children—two boys and two girls. When I got older I was so blessed to have that dream come true. I loved those kids more than life itself. Many times I found myself standing in the doorway watching as they played outside and thinking just how blessed I was, and I was always amazed that all of them were mine.


Like most mothers, in the back of my mind there was the fear that something would happen to one of them. Sadly that horror came true.


It was in June when the knock on the door came.


When my husband came to tell me the news, he didn’t have to say a word. I saw into his soul that night as I looked into his eyes. Our oldest son, fourteen-year-old Josh, was hit by a car and killed.


The years after that seemed to just run together as we struggled to learn how to live life without him.


A few years later, on a beautiful spring day, my daughter Chelsea and I were going fishing. It was our favorite hobby and we could never wait until the weather got warm enough to go again. The fresh smell of newly cut grass filled the air and the daffodils were in full bloom. Everything around us seemed to be coming back to life, including us, if only for a day.


We grabbed our buckets and fishing poles and climbed over the old fence and headed down the field toward the creek. I looked back at Chelsea, who was lagging behind slightly, and saw at least thirty white butterflies dancing all around her. It was a heavenly sight and I wondered if my Josh could communicate with us from where he was. So I called out to him several times, “Josh, if you are with us, please send us a yellow butterfly.”


Then I stopped and waited as my daughter caught up with me and I told her, “If you see a yellow butterfly it means Josh is with us.”


She said, “How do you know?”


“Because I asked him to send us one if he was here.”


Then we both started calling out, “Josh, please send us a yellow butterfly so we’ll know for sure that you are with us.”


“God, please let Josh send us a yellow butterfly.”


Then all of a sudden, out of nowhere a large yellow butterfly with rounded wings flew right in front of my face not three inches away! Our jaws dropped as our eyes met and when we turned back around it was gone just as quickly as it had appeared. We couldn’t see it anywhere, but we didn’t need to. We had the answer we needed. With a great sense of peace we started walking toward the creek again, saying, “Come on Josh, let’s go fishing!”


∼Deborah Derosier
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Miracle on the Dance Floor


Trust in the Lord with all your heart
and lean not on your own understanding
 ∼Proverbs 3:5


As a child, I dreamed of becoming an entertainer who could sing, dance, and act. Ironically, I was born crippled and contracted polio at age ten, so I was “dancing-challenged.” I sang so far off key that people cringed. Gradually, my exuberant joy and enthusiasm for the arts were replaced by self-doubt and low self-esteem. Stifled childhood aspirations and prayers were packed up and put on a dusty shelf.


Half a century later, when multiple health problems and self-worth issues were remedied, my subdued creative caterpillar emerged and I even accepted a position to direct a drama program at our church.


As my fifty-second birthday approached, friends enticed me to join them at the annual Christian Artists’ Seminar in the Rockies, where thousands of Christian artists assemble for competition, training, and nightly entertainment by top-notch celebrities.


My spirits soared. This was an opportunity to learn from experienced drama professionals. But there was one major obstacle... it was financially prohibitive.


I prayed, “Lord, if it is Your Will for me to learn more about the arts in church, I need financial assistance.”


Within the week, I received unexpected checks that provided the total sum of all expenses!


I dropped to my knees in gratitude. “God, I am so overwhelmed with Your generosity. Since You’ve opened this door, what is Your plan?”


I wasn’t prepared for the immediate response I perceived in my mind. “Dance for Me,” and a louder echo in my heart, “Dance for Me in the competition.”


I didn’t get it. My limited dancing experiences were confined to the privacy of my own living room. The thought of dancing in public at my age and size was comical. “I do want to be obedient, Lord, but I don’t get it.”


Yet, soul-searching prayers inspired a dance routine and I was airborne to Colorado. Estes Park scenery was reminiscent of a picturesque travel brochure with sparkling lakes and fragrant pine trees. It seemed like paradise.


Monday morning, I reluctantly faced my dance competitors. Most were teenagers. Watching their warm-ups, I surmised that they were so accomplished they must have danced out of the womb. Dressed in their cute little leotards, they executed exquisite dance moves I didn’t even know existed. Paradise was turning into a nightmare.


The four judges were professional dancers.


Three-minute constructive critiques were offered at the end of each competitor’s routine. I felt out of my league as I waited for my turn, dressed in a makeshift costume recycled from old sheer beige curtains.


When my name was called, I timidly stepped forward, trying unsuccessfully to hide my half-century-old physique. “What am I doing here, Lord?” I screamed internally. “I really have to swallow my pride to dance for You in public.”


My music started. I danced. The music ended.


As I waited vulnerably alone on the dance floor for the judges to confer, I felt doubtful and discouraged.


The head judge finally rose after what seemed like an eternity. I braced myself for the evaluation. Her silence pounded in my ears. Eventually, she whispered, “Awesome.”


Only a one-word critique? Was she at a loss because nothing would help this pathetic old lady? Weren’t the judges going to at least acknowledge my courage or effort?


My face turned bright red with humiliation as I lowered my head and dejectedly slipped away from the dance floor.


Dance competitors were instructed to attend all dance classes offered during the week for eligibility in the competition. I was distressed. Both the dance and drama classes occurred at the same times. I wanted to do what God asked of me, but it was becoming very inconvenient.


With hot tears of discouragement, I decided it would be better to drop out of the dance competition instead of perpetuating this childish charade. Then I would be free to attend the drama training. I hoped God would understand that sometimes what He asks of us is too difficult and too sacrificial.


Again, a stronger persistent request filled my mind. “Dance for Me.”


Struggling, I surrendered.


Participating in the required dance classes stretched not only my ability level but also my limbs into uncomfortable contortions. Muscles I hadn’t heard from in years threatened to revolt completely.


Half conscious because of exhaustion, I slumped in my seat at Thursday evening’s concert. Something I heard when the M.C. announced the competition finalists caused me to bolt upright... my name! Was it a mistake… or a miracle? It didn’t matter. I could tell all who provided financial support, prayers and encouragement that their belief in me was not totally wasted.


In my room before the final competition on Friday, my heart overflowed with gratitude. “Thank you Lord for answered prayer. For the first time in my life, I feel like a dancer. Is there anything else I could do for You?”


An immediate response filled my being. “Dance for Me... without your wig.”


Horror gripped my heart and I recoiled as if struck by a rattlesnake. “I’d feel naked without my wig, Lord. I couldn’t possibly do that. Anything else! Please don’t ask that of me!”


I had worn a wig for seventeen years. Tumor surgery and two heart attacks in 1980 caused my ample head of curly reddish hair to fall out in clumps. The sparse ash-gray straight hair that grew back was embarrassing. The thought of going anywhere without my “security blanket” was paralyzing.


Overwhelming turmoil consumed me because I didn’t understand. Why would God continue to ask the impossible of me?


“Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding,” flashed through my mind. I wanted to trust, to be obedient, but I was definitely wrestling.


Finally exhausted, I relented. I gave God the most difficult gifts I could… obedience, submission, and trust. I would return home transformed, a winner no matter what the outcome of the competition. Slowly, I removed my wig and in “naked humility” headed to the final competition.


When the performances ended, I felt a great sense of relief and silently declared my commitment fulfilled. I had given everything I had to give. I was leaving the auditorium with my head up this time.


The head judge approached me. “Love your new hairdo, BJ. Great job today.”


I smiled graciously.


“It is my privilege to tell you the judges have unanimously voted you the dance competition winner!”


In my numbness, all I could think was, “My cup runneth over. Thank you, God, for miracles.”


“And, you are the Grand Prize winner of all the arts competitors. You’ll dance center stage in the closing ceremonies tonight.”


Tears gushed from my eyes. God had created a miracle to answer the prayers of a tone-deaf, crippled child. He rewarded my obedience and courage far beyond my wildest dreams.


That night, this liberated grandma with “au natural” gray pixie hairdo appeared in front of 600 contestants and 3,000 spectators to dance my testimony about rising above life’s circumstances and limitations.


What an incredible mountaintop experience!


∼BJ Jensen
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What Is Your Feather?


What strength do I have, that I should still hope?
What prospects, that I should be patient?
 ∼Job 6:11


I turned off the kitchen faucet and cocked my head toward the sound of the television. The subject of that afternoon’s talk show—was “What Is Your Feather?” and I could hear the roar of applause and the host’s opening monologue from my father’s kitchen where I was working. Since my mother’s passing earlier that year, I had been coming to this house daily after my shift in the office to cook, clean, and just generally help out my elderly dad and disabled brother, only to repeat the same process in my own home later each evening. To say that I was tired was an understatement. So I decided to leave the kitchen and sit on the edge of the living room coffee table to watch the show, and rest, just for a moment.


The guest, a middle-aged woman whose husband had died after a brief battle with cancer, went on to describe an experience that she had several months after his death. She explained that as she was walking through one of her favorite places, a park where she and her husband had shared daily strolls, she became so consumed with grief that she begged to be shown a sign of her husband’s love and an indication that he continued to watch over her. The guest recounted how, as she sat on a park bench with her head in her hands, she began to sob deeply. At that moment a perfect white feather floated down from the heavens and landed softly at her feet. She had received her sign and, amazed at her answered plea, she took the feather home, framed it, and kept it in her living room as a reminder of her husband’s love for her.


“Oh, how sappy,” I thought. “It was just a simple coincidence. Nothing more.”


The guest went on to say that she had written to the talk show host about her husband’s illness and decline, her journey with grief, and her amazing feather experience. He and his staff were so moved by her story that shortly thereafter a crew was sent, courtesy of the show, to redecorate her living room around the framed item. A videotape was shown of the beautiful renovations and the audience cheered wildly. Audience members were then asked to share their own “feather experiences” and a parade of stories began. Some participants spoke of poems, special notes, or photos all discovered post-mortem which represented a love passed, each item having its special place in their journey through grief and healing. The host then challenged all viewers to identify their own “feather” during the next commercial break.


Wearily, I rose from the spot where I sat and returned to the kitchen to continue my duties. In a moment of bitter exhaustion, I wondered why no one had yet been sent to my home to simply do a load of laundry or shop for some groceries. As I worked, I continued to consider the talk show host’s challenge to define my own “feather.”


My feather? I couldn’t think of one. After nursing my mother through five years of what doctors called her final stages, I had no feather, just bad memories of late night phone calls followed by rushed visits to the hospital emergency room, endless hours spent waiting in doctors’ offices, and incomprehensible medical explanations. And now, with all my added responsibilities to the remaining members of my family, I didn’t even have a moment to myself to breathe.


My self-pity continued to grow as I recalled how dedicated my mother and I had been to each other. We truly enjoyed each other’s company and had even been on several vacations together, just the two of us. We had been closer, I surmised, than most mothers and daughters I knew. Yet, when the time came for me to move on and live my own life, she had the good grace to let me go. Even after I married, though, we remained a strong part of each other’s lives. We spoke on the phone daily and often met for lunch, hunched over our burgers and fries talking girl talk. Through the years, we continued to be each other’s source of strength, she helping me to stay focused during a cancer scare in my late twenties and, me, helping her through her many years of illness. In those final years, she would always pat my hand before we would part. “Remember,” she’d say, “no regrets when I’m gone. We had a wonderful time together here on earth.”


During my drive home that evening I railed against the memories, good and bad. Didn’t I, too, deserve a feather? Surely after all my mother and I had been through together, after all I had done for her, I also deserved a message of encouragement and a confirmation of love from beyond. I shook my head and tears spilled down my cheeks.


I arrived home and parked my car as I did each evening. Before exiting, I wiped my eyes and took a deep breath. Then I walked slowly down my front walkway with my head hung low. As I reached the top step I stopped, stunned. There lay one perfect white feather.


∼Monica A. Andermann
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Mustard Seed Angel


If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain,
“Move from here to there,” and it will move.
Nothing will be impossible to you.
 ∼Matthew 17:20


I never expected to be a young mother with a seriously ill child, much less at a world-renowned pediatric and research hospital. But then again, does any parent or child?


Like many other families there, we found immediate comfort with the caring staff and family accommodations, which even extended to lodging the child’s healthy siblings. The hospital’s mission? Discover cures and lengthen lives. Such miracles did happen there. However, other miracles were also occurring, often unseen by adult eyes, but thankfully claimed and witnessed through the eyes of children.


During one of our hospital stays, I wanted to have a heart-to-heart talk with another young mother in a similar situation. The well siblings were away playing in a nearby staff-supervised area while our sick children received treatments. I confided, “I could really use some time to talk without little ears to overhear.”


It was such a release to share worries and encouragement with a kindred spirit. We soon found ourselves discussing mustard seed faith and what Jesus had said in scripture. “I tell you with certainty, if you have faith like the grain of mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, ’Move from here to there,’ and it will move, and nothing will be impossible to you.” Matthew 17:20 (ISV)


Suddenly, my new friend’s response was interrupted mid-sentence by her healthy preschool son bursting through a swinging door from the adjacent community kitchen. He grinned from ear to ear and excitedly handed his mother a small jar. He was too young to read and we both could hardly believe the spice container labeled, “Mustard Seed.”


“Matthew, where did you get this?” she asked.


“The big boy angel in the kitchen told me to give it to you.”


We both stood motionless, temporarily frozen with mouths and eyes wide open in awe. My heart instantaneously warmed with indescribable joy.


Seconds later, Matthew led us to the empty room where he had seen the big boy angel, on a wall mural of handprints made by children once treated there. Chills rippled over us. Looking at all the painted handprints with each accompanying name, date, and diagnosis, we couldn’t help but wonder. Could our mustard seed angel’s handprints be somewhere on that wall?


Our gazes met the clock and we realized it was, unfortunately, all too soon, time for us to resume our schedules. We talked and walked to the elevator pondering the coincidences of the angel, mustard seeds, scripture reference from the book of Matthew and the angelic message given to her little boy, coincidentally named Matthew.


Overwhelmed, we glanced at one another saying, “Do you really think...?”


The empty elevator doors opened and we could hardly believe what awaited us as we stepped inside... little, white floating feathers filled the air all around us. They tickled smiles upon our surprised faces and touched our souls with promise.


Feathers from an angel? Heaven only knows.


All we did know for certain was that there was only one place for our elevator and hopes to go... “Up!”


∼Patricia Morris as told to Lisa Dolensky
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The Crucifix


You were shown these things so that you might know that the Lord is God;
besides him there is no other.
 ∼Deuteronomy 4:35


For centuries, reports have surfaced across the globe about divine physical signs from heaven, things like weeping marble statues of the holy Madonna or visions of Christ in the clouds above, and even manifested appearances of Mother Mary or her Son during religious holidays. The events, when authenticated, are nothing less than a modern day miracle, and in fact, hundreds have claimed personal healings and extraordinary experiences when visiting the sites of these apparitions. As a Christian, and wanting to believe God was the mastermind behind these incredible actions and messages, I was still skeptical.


Growing up in a Christian family in Delaware, we attended church faithfully every Sunday. We professed our faith during each service with the Nicene Creed, and partook in Holy Communion most weekends. Inside our home there were numerous religious artifacts around, including portraits, crucifixes in several rooms, and a stunning sculpture of Christ that hung in my parents’ bedroom, a gift from my father’s grandmother.


My brother and I shared a small bedroom growing up as boys. The wooden knotty-pine walls gave the room the feeling of a warm lakeside cabin. For most of our pubescent years my brother and I slept in barracks-styled bunk beds. On the wall near the head of the top bunk, my bed, where I would often pray in the dark and seek the face of God after an adolescent nightmare, hung a gold-toned crucifix. Soldered to the brassy cross was the broken body of the suffering Savior, his head crowned with branches of tiny thorns, hanging in misery. It was a powerful piece, and could piously sculpt your spirit. The blessed icon had been a confirmation gift when I was twelve years old. After hanging the item with a single nail through a small metal loop, we simply and sadly forgot about it. Occasionally we’d remember to dust Jesus, but generally it was a forgotten fixture.


Years later, after I graduated college and obtained an entry-level job in banking, my parents said it was time to “get your stuff.” I drove to their house on a brisk autumn evening and was greeted with numerous boxes of mementos, keepsakes, photo albums, yearbooks, old toys and junk. We spent time rummaging through the knick knacks, cherishing each memory. Suddenly I felt old, and heavy in spirit from the nostalgia. Then my brother emerged from the bedroom we once shared.


“Hey, did you want that cross hanging on the wall before you go? I’m pretty sure it was yours, not mine.”


“Okay, yeah,” I replied, remembering the item, and I followed him into the room.


I had grown in my faith over the years, and as a young man had come to trust and love Jesus Christ with all my heart. Recouping this forgotten treasure and adding it to my new home was at once a devoted quest.


I reached up and removed the crucifix from the wall, holding the tarnished metal figurine in my hands, gently and with great respect. The symbol of the cross had become the heart of my faith, and I turned most reverent anytime I viewed one. I felt the smoothness and the contrasting jaggedness of the crucifix across my palm and brooded over the agonizing pain and misery the Son of God suffered on my behalf. It made me shudder.


Then I noticed something else that made me shudder.


In the specific area where the crucifix had been hanging, there was a long, flowing stain on the pinewood. It was a dark black cherry color with a lacquered look. It glistened slightly as if wet and fresh. It resembled blood.


I touched the stain, which ran nearly to the flooring panel. It was part of the wood, and its prominence stood out suddenly as if under a spotlight. A speedy but thorough survey of the room showed no other panels even closely resembling this one. The bleeding stain was unique to this single panel of wood.


Puzzled, I replaced the crucifix on the wall, searching for a logical explanation. There had to be one. Perhaps, I reasoned, the screw that was used to hang the crucifix had somehow caused a fissure in the wood, which led ultimately to this meandering stain.


But the single tributary started exactly where Christ’s nail-pierced hand laid against the cross beam, several inches away from the small screw hole.


The episode spooked me initially, but then my mood changed. I was overcome with emotion, looking down at the grief stricken face of my tortured Savior, then at the shed blood stained into the bedroom wall. I found myself rubbing my fingers deferentially across the stain as tears brimmed my eyes.


My brother confirmed, “It’s a miracle.” My parents agreed.


Years later, the stain remains, a permanent fixture on the panel of pine. I still have the crucifix in my home and on occasion have taken it over to my parents’ house to again verify the miracle.


And now I am a believer. I believe He communicates with us in supernatural modes, through crying statues, or visions of Christ in the clouds above, and yes, even in simple crucifixes hung on a young boy’s wall.


∼David Michael Smith
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Angel in the Snow


See, I am sending an angel ahead of you to guard you along the way
and to bring you to the place I have prepared.
 ∼Exodus 23:20


I felt the vibration of my cell phone hiding in my pocket. I could barely hear through the screaming. “It’s amazing and yet so mysterious! I don’t know how it got there!”


“What got there, Kathy? What are you talking about?”


“The angel! There’s a drawing of an angel in the snow outside Kelly’s bedroom window! It’s blowing a horn and has a flowing robe. It looks like a child drew it with a stick or something. It’s smack in the middle of the big hill in our backyard. But how did it get there? There are no tracks around it!”


Later that afternoon, my minivan made its way up the familiar mountain to visit my friend. I explained to my two sons the reason for this trip. They were used to going with me to visit Kathy and her little girl Kelly, who had terminal brain cancer. She’d fought a tremendous battle and was now only days away from leaving the earth.


She’d had a miracle already. Her brain stem had ruptured, leaving her in a vegetative state. The doctors had proclaimed her clinically brain dead and took her off life support. A few hours later, she awoke and looked at her father and said, “Daddy, paint, hotdog.”


Now Kelly was back home and the family was waiting. It had been two weeks since her big miracle and now her days were numbered. We all were praying.


The boys and I got out of our car into the freezing cold winds of February. Kathy met us and walked us out back. My sons had difficulty tromping in the deep snow. But soon they shouted, “Mommy, Mommy, I see the angel! There it is!”


My mouth hung open wide. In the middle of this massive snow-covered hill was a drawing of an enormous angel, seemingly drawn by a child. There was not a track or flaw in the snow around it.


Two weeks later, on Valentine’s Day, with the setting sun and a brilliant red sky, little Kelly passed on. Likely, the heralding snow angel escorted her home.


∼Marisa A. Snyder
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The Little Lamb


He tends his flock like a shepherd; he gathers the lambs in his arms and
carries them close to his heart.
 ∼Isaiah 40:11


“God, I really need You today,” I whispered, grabbing a handful of sand and watching the grains flow from my closed fist. “Here I am, feeling like that little lost lamb again.”


I loved this image of myself as a lamb being protected by the Good Shepherd. It helped me feel free to talk to God. As a single mother, I prayed for each of my four children and for the ability to take care of them. It was overwhelming keeping my family out of trouble, and at times I feared that I was failing miserably. Some days, like this, brought feelings of being alone and abandoned.


That morning, while reading the Bible I came across the verse, “He will feed His flock like shepherd; He will gather the lambs in His arm.” (Isaiah 40:11) This scripture had a special meaning to me. It had been shown to me a few months earlier by a counselor, when I’d approached her for prayer because of a hard situation I was having with my daughter. The counselor, underlining the words with her finger, had emphasized the remaining text, “He will carry them in His bosom and will gently lead those with young.” I took this as a promise from God that He was there to help me raise my children, providing the grace I needed. Although it was encouraging to be reminded of this again, my sadness lingered. I needed something more.


It was warm and sunny so on my way home from work I decided to go to the beach. I drove to State Beach, a stretch of shoreline over four miles long. Since it was September, off-season, the beach was deserted. I could choose anywhere along the road to stop. I arbitrarily picked a spot, parked my car, and trudged over the dune and down a path. As I sat on my towel, my gaze searched the untroubled sea and cloudless sky.


Picking up a seashell I started dragging it along the sand in a wide arc about me. “Father God,” I murmured, recalling a verse from the psalms, “Your thoughts to me are precious and… they’re more in number than the sand.” I swallowed hard. “I need You.”


As the shell in my hand dug into the sand, it struck something hard. I glimpsed a bit of white. Sweeping away the sand with my fingers, a little plastic figure emerged. I picked it up. When I realized what it was, a shock of surprise and joy hit me.


Had some child brought his toy farm animals to the beach last summer, leaving this behind? And if so, what were the odds that out of four miles of beach I picked this dune to walk down, and this spot on which to sit?


Or had a loving Creator planted it, a special gift, in the sand where I sat?


For in my hand was the figure of a lamb, a message from God to me.


∼Donna Paulson
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Bonnie’s Miracle


The Lord will guide you always.
 ∼Isaiah 58:11


Bonnie and Bob owned their own flower shop. Because of the economic conditions in the area, the availability of flowers at local grocery stores, shorter funeral viewings and Internet access, their floral business was not thriving as it had been three years earlier when they purchased it.


For about a year, my sister Bonnie and her husband Bob discussed what they should do. They debated selling. They talked about expanding into a gift shop or maybe a bookstore. But there just wasn’t enough traffic or people around the area to support the business.


After reaching a point of despair one morning, Bonnie began sincerely praying and asking God for answers. Should they sell the business? Should they expand and put more money into it when it had little opportunity to survive? In desperation she prayed, “God, give me a sign telling us what You want us to do. Call me on the phone,” she teased, “but show me what to do.”


Soon the phone rang. A young woman was asking how much they wanted for the business. “My husband and I never take your road,” she said, “but we were driving by yesterday and saw the ‘For Sale’ sign in the window.”


Puzzled, Bonnie replied, “There isn’t a sign in the window. My husband and I have been discussing whether or not we want to sell, but haven’t reached a decision.”


“But I saw the sign!” the young lady insisted. “My husband saw it too. It was blue and white in the large picture window facing the road.”


Within two weeks, the young lady and her husband bought the flower shop.


∼Kim D. Armstrong
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Fishing for Rainbow Trout


We live in a rainbow of chaos.
 ∼Paul Cézanne


Okay, so maybe it was a little irresponsible for my dad to embark on a fishing trip and leave his pregnant wife alone at home. My mother was seven months swollen with twins. Other, more rational couples might’ve promised to stay side-by-side, but we babies weren’t due until August, and this fishing trip was a graduation present for my brother. Before the little girl duo was to come into the world, the two males of the family needed to bond in the manliest way they knew—fishing for rainbow trout.


So my dad bade goodbye to my very pregnant mother and set off for Oregon with my older brother. Perhaps Dad was oblivious to the foreshadowing of sudden rain and hot whistling winds, finding satisfaction in the masculine angst of raging seething rivers. Either way, it must have come as a shock to return to his lodge one evening and receive ten frantic messages left by my mother. It’s hard to guess exactly what she babbled, for a hysterical woman in labor is not usually known for her eloquence, but my dad knew instantly he had to get home. He and my brother leapt into the car and rocketed down the road, racing off in less than five minutes for the fifteen-hour car ride to San Francisco.


Meanwhile, my mother felt her babies’ impatience and rushed to her car. She was so enormous she couldn’t even buckle her seatbelt and her stomach constantly set off the horn. Our neighbor had agreed to drive my mother to the hospital in case my dad was unavailable but Mom chose not to trouble her backup chauffeur and instead drove herself.


Meanwhile, my father and brother sped down the highway. Despite all efforts to surpass the speed limits as quietly and cautiously as possible, Dad was pulled over by a cop just as my mother teetered into the hospital. My parents’ despair was mutual as Dad pleaded with an unsympathetic policeman and my mother hid in the elevator, embarrassed by her frazzled state.


At last, speeding ticket begrudgingly accepted, my dad was on the road again just as my mother leaned over and grasped the nurse’s desk, mumbling, “I think something’s wrong.”


The nurse was a warm and no-nonsense woman. If her husband had asked to go on a fishing trip seven months into her pregnancy, she would have said, “You think some darn fish are more important than staying home and rubbing my feet? I don’t have cravings for trout; I need chocolate ice cream!” The nurse told my mother to remove her pants and with one mighty sniff declared, “Honey, this ain’t no false alarm. Your water broke!”


At the same time, massive rain clouds broke over Northern California, and a sudden downpour impaired my dad’s speeding. This was enough to discourage anyone, for despite the near-slapstick calamity of our impromptu births, this premature labor was serious. There’d been another of us, my unknown brother, but our trio was reduced by a miscarriage before he even had a name.


As Dad’s car flew through the rain, however, we decided we’d been patient long enough. My mother begged for painkillers. My father must have sensed her despair and agony. He sensed that he would never get to San Francisco in time for our births. Though the rain slowly let up, he knew he could never drive fast enough to make it… assuming we made it too. He was frightened and discouraged and tired. Just as his weary mind considered the worst possible scenario, he looked out the window and saw a glimmer on the horizon.


Across the sky stretched a double rainbow. Not one, but two radiant arcs, one on top of the other. My father stared long and hard at this double rainbow, two for his double dose of Gemini girls. He knew just by looking at that pair of rainbows that everything would be all right. This was a sign, and with hope restored he continued down the road, slowing his frantic speed to gaze at those rainbows a little longer.


He arrived at the hospital seven hours after we were born. Two months premature, I weighed three pounds, fifteen ounces; McKenzie was four pounds, three ounces. Though the double rainbow calmed my father, he was still terribly on edge until he saw us, our tiny wrinkled bodies warming under the orange glow of incubator lights. When Dad arrived, Mom awoke to hold us, and we smiled, brown eyes all around, except for my mother’s glistening wet violet ones.


Dad’s fishing trip had been cut short but he didn’t mind. All he needed at that moment was the tenderness only two baby girls could give.


After that day, Dad never saw another double rainbow.


∼Brittany Newell, age 16
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Balloons of Hope


In your unfailing love you will lead the people you have redeemed.
In your strength you will guide them to your holy dwelling.
 ∼Exodus 15:13


“Okay. One, two, three, let them go!” I shouted. Sue’s three young children, Stephanie, Kristen and Billy, released the purple balloons covered with messages of love.


It was a cold March afternoon. A misty rain fell as we stood in Sue’s driveway to mark the second anniversary of her passing. The dismal weather reflected how I felt in my heart, but I mustered up a smile for the children’s sake. My twin sister Sue, just forty-one years old, had died suddenly, leaving behind her children and her husband Bill.


Just yesterday, while chatting with my friend, I mentioned Sue’s upcoming anniversary. Mary, who knew firsthand the heartache of loss after the passing of her ten-year-old son John, offered me an idea.


“For John’s birthday we write messages to him on balloons. Then we release them.”


I headed for the store and bought three purple balloons, since purple was Sue’s favorite color.


Now here I stood watching the balloons leave the little hands that held them so tightly. Privately, before liftoff, I read many of the messages. They tugged at my heart. I miss you, Mommy. To my loving wife, all my love. We love you Aunt Suzy. And the one I added, using her nickname: I miss you Twinpop!


Filled with anticipation, we watched as the balloons were released. Immediately, they drifted down onto the driveway. It was too cold. Realizing my mistake, I thought I should have waited for a nicer day. I prayed, “Please God help us!”


Suddenly, the wind kicked up. I held my breath as the balloons slowly lifted. Two floated up past the trees to the sky, but the third wedged itself between two branches. “Uh oh,” Sue’s youngest, Billy, exclaimed. “It’s going to pop!” Sue’s husband, Bill, and I looked at each other.


“Oh boy,” he whispered. Again I prayed, “Please God don’t let them pop!”


The kids began to cheer for the one lone purple balloon. Slowly, it began to creep out of its trap, bobbing along the prickly branches until it made its way to freedom. “Go! Go! Go!” the kids shouted. We let out a collective sigh as we watched the balloon finally edge its way around the trees, miraculously not popping. It then took off to catch up with the other two and sailed out of sight. “Thank you God,” I offered silently. I looked around at all the smiles and I knew somewhere in heaven, Sue was smiling too.


A week later, my youngest, Caroline, was upstairs. She looked out her bedroom window, then called to me, “Mommy, there is a purple balloon out back. Is it the one we sent Aunt Suzy?”


I glanced out the kitchen window and spotted a purple balloon bouncing on the grass. I walked out the back door to take a closer look. As I approached, the balloon took off through my neighbor’s yard, with me in my pajamas chasing after it. Finally, I grabbed the purple balloon. It looked identical to the ones we sent, minus the messages. Hmm. What a coincidence. I brought the balloon into our house. Caroline asked, “Mommy, did Aunt Suzy send you that balloon?”


“I wouldn’t doubt it, Caroline,” I answered with a smile.


That same spring my mom became very sick. After a series of mini strokes she was weak and confused and could no longer live alone. She soon developed dementia. I prayed daily as I placed Mom’s name on several nursing home waiting lists. I knew they could care for her in a way I could not physically do.


Months passed and my mom continued to decline. It had been a frustrating afternoon of phone calls to nursing homes, agencies and family. After one particular phone call ended with an abrupt “no,” tears filled my eyes. I was exhausted. Between dealing with the loss of my twin sister and now the concern I felt for my mom, I was overwhelmed emotionally, physically and spiritually. Wiping away my tears, I grabbed my coat and called to my kids, “I am going for a walk.”


It had started to snow. As I walked, the snowflakes mingled with my tears. I talked to my sister and prayed to God. “Please God, help me! Sue, what am I going to do?” I thought about the past two years and wondered how much more I could handle. Where would I get the strength to continue?


As I turned the corner, I noticed the snow and wind beginning to pick up. But it was not all I noticed. On my neighbor’s front lawn, one purple balloon gently bobbed up and down in the snow. I could not believe it. My heart lifted. The purple balloon again. I knew the days ahead would be tough but I was encouraged knowing I was not handling this alone.


On Christmas morning, my mom had a seizure and was admitted to the hospital. Ten days later, she was stabilized and scheduled for discharge. She was now blind in one eye and could no longer feed herself or walk. In addition, she was confused most of the time. Mom needed round-the-clock care. The hospital found a temporary placement for her fifteen miles away. After she was admitted, I gradually realized it was a terrible nursing home.


Once I found her asleep with her face lying in a full plate of food. She often looked disheveled, unclean and isolated. At first I thought, “Maybe they are just understaffed today. Or perhaps the staff is still getting her into a routine.” But soon it became clear I had to get her out of that place.
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