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To my incredible wife, Megan Shinn.

GOD put her in my life at a critical time, and she has been a tremendous source of strength, support, and love!

She walks the walk!

Next to JESUS, she’s been the light of my life!






Foreword BY FRANKLIN GRAHAM


When you read the first line of this book, you’ll know that George Shinn is a man, in his own words deeply flawed—but has learned that God loves him and can use him in spite of those flaws.

George Shinn is also a friend of mine. As a boy from Kannapolis, North Carolina, he was captured by the automobiles that rolled into his father’s service station, never realizing that he would someday have his own sizeable car collection and auction many for charitable causes.

As a young man, defeating voices told him he had no sales ability, yet he went on to excel as a business owner, eventually creating and owning the Charlotte Hornets, bringing the National Basketball Association (NBA) to his home state. He experienced the fruits of his labors—his team attracting great crowds—and led a savvy merchandising campaign. George has packed a lifetime of experiences into eight decades running in the fast lane, facing and succumbing to temptation, overcoming trials, and realizing that through repentance God would still use his life to make a difference for others. That’s a full-court shot!

So it should be no surprise that George’s life changed while behind the wheel of a car. When he pulled off the road one day overcome by despair, he knew he had to get out of the driver’s seat of his life and let God change his heart and his thinking. George made Jesus the CEO of his dreams. Though not always obedient, through his struggles, sin, and brokenness, he realized that God can use the least to accomplish His best.

Great stories are about real people, real challenges, real disappointments, and real transformation. Everyone is on a journey. Everyone has a destination. What is yours? You may see something of yourself in George Shinn. In a sense, life is lived in an arena and we all have the chance to make a difference for the better.

George Shinn is sharing his story—the thrill of action on the court, the horrors of humiliation in the court of law, and the realization that God will take it all and shape people’s “full court faith.”

“Enter into His courts with praise. Be thankful to Him, and bless His name” (Psalm 100:4).

    Franklin Graham,

    President & CEO

    Billy Graham Evangelistic Association,

    Charlotte, North Carolina

Samaritan’s Purse, Boone, North Carolina

July 2024






CHAPTER 1 God’s Plans Are Too Big to Fail


My name is George, and I am a man.

Being a man also means I’m a few other things. First and foremost, it means I am made in the image of God, and for that I am grateful every day. Pursuing a relationship with Him and being shaped by His presence has been the defining journey of my life. I’m here today to share the good news of what a relationship with God through His Son, Jesus Christ, can do in your life and to encourage you to pursue that loving relationship for yourself.

God has done some amazing things in my life. He changed me from a poor, small-town, North Carolina country boy who almost lost his childhood home into a successful businessman who was able to achieve unbelievable professional goals.

God grew me from the student with the lowest grades in high school into the owner of an empire of business schools. He led me out of mockery as the “poor boy” on the free lunch program at school into experiencing the joy of bringing a National Basketball Association (NBA) expansion franchise, the Charlotte Hornets, to my home state.

God is always incredibly good. We can see how good He is by how much He accomplishes with how little He has to work with.

By that, I mean us.

Being a man also means I am human. Humans, as the Bible reminds us over and over again, are broken.

Literally everyone in the Bible not named Jesus was a sinner. Despite their sins, God used these flawed people to accomplish His plan. God also put them in the Bible to help us learn that, regardless of our shortcomings, He still loves us, wants a relationship with us, and will use us according to His will.

And trust me, I am no different.

God has done many wonderful things in my life—but the biggest things aren’t the accomplishments I used to take the most pride in.

Despite my educational shortcomings, I have been extremely blessed in life and business. When no major college would accept me after my admittedly underwhelming high school career, I enrolled in a two-year business college. At first, I was disappointed that I did not have better options, like my many friends who were going off to bigger, more established universities in North Carolina. But I soon realized that God had brought me down this road for a reason.

I was so impressed with the school and what I thought God was showing me by being there that I later bought it and others like it. I eventually owned dozens of these schools and built a business empire from them.

By the mid-1980s, I was wealthy, happily married, and able to accomplish an impossible dream: bringing a professional sports franchise to Charlotte.

Backed by a group of three investors, I was the face of our effort to bring something special to my town. In some ways, I was the face of the town itself. We had discussions with Major League Baseball, which looked at our population of 350,000 and said we were at least twenty years away from getting a professional team.

I was forty-five at the time, and if I was going to own a professional sports team, I wanted to do it while I was young enough to enjoy it, not when I was in retirement.

Luckily, there were other sports.

Despite its relatively small size compared to other major cities, Charlotte, North Carolina, was the center of many well-known college basketball teams like Duke, the University of North Carolina, North Carolina State, and other Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC) schools.

In the 1980s, Charlotte was one of the fastest-growing cities in the country, with emerging financial industries reflecting the country’s economic growth at the time. It was also a time of extreme growth for the NBA, with players like Magic Johnson and Larry Bird, plus North Carolina’s own Michael Jordan, helping the league reach unprecedented levels of national and even global attention.

By 1986, the league was officially interested in expanding—and I wanted an NBA team. But we weren’t the only city asking for one.

The state of Florida had three cities interested in pursuing an NBA team, including Miami and Orlando. These cities offered fierce competition. I mean, who could compete with Disney?

Minneapolis, which was geographically closer to more established NBA cities, was also submitting a bid.

But on April 3, 1987, in what the New York Times called “a surprise move,” the NBA awarded its first expansion slot to the city of Charlotte.

It wasn’t just a surprise; it was a God-sized miracle. I can now see how God put people in my life and a desire in my heart to make Charlotte’s dream a reality. God continued to bless our team and mission for a long time.

God’s plan for my life was so much bigger than that, but I had to go through a season of struggle to see it. You’ve probably heard the phrase, “Growth doesn’t happen on the mountaintop; it happens in the valley.” That’s true in the real world. There’s a reason the tops of mountains are bare. Nothing can grow on them. The conditions are too harsh, and the soil is too sparing. It’s true in our spiritual lives as well. When we get to the top of whatever our mountain is, whether it’s finally getting the promotion we were hoping for or buying our dream car or home, our eyes can start turning away from God.

Owning the Charlotte Hornets and earning the acclaim of my community had that effect on me. I became the toast of the town—but when you’re celebrated like that, it’s easy to forget who should really get the credit. I started to think my success was about me instead of God. Of course, when you make it about yourself, you’re bound to fail.

And boy, did I fail—just not immediately.

For the next decade, our team and my life seemed like something out of a fairy tale.

Our bid for a team drew criticism over the fact that Charlotte’s arena was too big. Detractors said we wouldn’t be able to sell enough season tickets to keep our arena—with a seating capacity of over twenty-four thousand—filled. But reality proved different. During the first seven seasons of our franchise, we led the NBA in attendance, selling out almost every game. And the team, with our fashionable teal jerseys and fun players, had just as much success on the court as the organization had off the court.

But in 1997, things off the court came crashing down.

I was accused of sexual misconduct in a very public way. While no criminal charges were filed, I was forced to talk about my own failings and indiscretions in a civil trial that was broadcast across the nation.

As publicly as I was celebrated when I brought the Hornets to town, I was just as publicly embarrassed. Even worse, I was privately shunned.

My wife of twenty-seven years filed for divorce. Most of my friends—many of whom I’d been close with for years and never hesitated to help if they needed anything—stopped taking my calls.

As my public reputation cratered, so did support for the team.

We went from leading the league in attendance to not being able to draw enough fans to stay profitable. Things got so bad that I had to move the team to New Orleans, which didn’t exactly help my reputation in Charlotte.

A few years after that, I sold the Hornets and walked away.

To the world, my story was over. But to God, it was really just beginning.

God showed me that His loyalty and sovereignty is bigger than my brokenness. As much as we might get it wrong, if we trust in God, He can still make it right.

I know that not only from personal experience. I also know it from what the Bible teaches.

When I was a young boy, I learned the story of Father Abraham and how he had “many sons.” As I got older, I learned that Abraham offered an example of profound trust in God as he was prepared to sacrifice his son Isaac out of obedience.

As an adult, I can now see that Abraham’s story is much more complex—and much more human.

In the book of Genesis, God made a few different promises to Abraham. First, God told Abraham that He would bless all the families of the earth through his lineage. God also promised Abraham that He would make his descendants more numerous than the stars in the sky and that He would give those descendants a specific land forever, a land where God’s family could grow and thrive.

What an amazing promise and blessing! Can you imagine how Abraham must have felt to hear that from God?

But that doesn’t mean Abraham got it right all the time after that. Quite the opposite, in fact.

The Bible tells us that, while on their way to the land God promised, Abraham and his wife lived in Egypt for a while because of a famine. Abraham (then named Abram) was afraid that the Egyptians might kill him to take for themselves his beautiful wife, Sarah (then named Sarai). Abram lied to Pharaoh and claimed Sarai was his sister. As a result, Pharaoh treated Abram well and took Sarai into his palace!

But God intervened, saved Sarai and Abram, and allowed them to continue the journey to the land that He had promised.

Yet Abram would still have a hard time trusting God completely after that.

After they reached the land God had led them to, God entered into a covenant with Abram to give his family and all their descendants this amazing land and to give him an heir of his own blood. Abram fulfilled his part of the covenant with a sacrifice of a “heifer, a goat and a ram, each three years old, along with a dove and a young pigeon” (Genesis 15:9).

But in the very next chapter, Abram strayed from God’s promise!

Despite the promise God made to give him a son, Abram still decided to act on his own behalf instead of waiting on God.

Because both Abram and Sarai were older, they doubted God’s ability to give them a son through childbirth. Their problems seemed too big for God, so they tried to solve the problem themselves.

At his wife’s suggestion, Abram slept with Hagar, his wife’s handmaid. With Hagar, Abram had a son named Ishmael.

I know what it looks like to be aware of what God has promised—but then still try to get something for myself. Yet, once again, God showed Abram grace.

That’s actually a pretty big understatement. God didn’t just show him grace but blessed him in ways unlike anyone else. The Bible is full of stories like that. After all, if God didn’t use broken sinners, who else would He have?

Look at Moses. Yes, Moses was a sinner before God used him to lead His people to the promised land. Part of what makes God so amazing is how our imperfect lives are redeemed when they are used as part of His perfect story. While we always recognize Moses as a great leader, we often overlook his problems and flaws. Moses was a murderer with a speech impediment. But God used him to deliver the people of Israel from slavery. Moses was also God’s vehicle for communicating the Ten Commandments. God did so much in Moses’s life! Yet, at the end of the journey, just as he was on the verge of entering the promised land, Moses forgot about God. In chapter 20 of the book of Numbers, we are taught that Moses struck the rock to produce water for his people instead of speaking to it as God had commanded.

As punishment, God kept Moses from entering the promised land.

The point is, Moses was one of the most important men in the Old Testament. But he was a sinner. Even after years of faithfully following God, Moses still had moments of human brokenness, times when he wanted to do things his own way instead of God’s way as we see in the incident with the rock. But he’s still a part of God’s story.

It was no different for Jonah. The Bible tells us God instructed Jonah to go to Nineveh to warn the people to turn away from their wickedness. But instead of being honored that God chose him to carry out this mission, Jonah disagreed with God. Jonah did not think Nineveh deserved the chance to be saved. Even worse, he disobeyed, jumped on a ship, and fled in the opposite direction. 

I relate to Jonah. There have been many times when I was given the chance to do something I thought God was calling me to do, but I still found myself walking the wrong way.

That kind of choice has never worked for me.

The good news is that God can handle our failures—all of them, including our inability to trust Him completely. I’ve definitely failed not only in trusting God but in remembering His greatness. But I thank God for reminding me I’m not the only one to do it. The Bible is full of examples of people who turned away from God but found their way back through His grace. Just as important, these flawed, sinful people became part of God’s plan in spite of themselves.

David, the Bible tells us, was “a man after God’s own heart.” God blessed him, like Abraham and Moses before, in unimaginable ways. Even as a boy, David defeated the incredibly feared Goliath with only a stone and a slingshot. Later, despite David being the youngest and smallest in his family, God made him king. Much later, through David’s family line, our true King and Savior, Jesus Christ, was born.

Despite these blessings, David wasn’t perfect. Far from it.

The Bible tells us how David, as ruler and king, saw a woman named Bathsheba and was so taken with her that he sent messengers to bring her to him. After meeting her, David slept with her despite the fact that she was married to Uriah, one of his soldiers. David then sent Uriah to the front of the battlefield and gave his commanding general a specific battle plan that ensured Uriah’s death in combat.

Not only was Uriah killed but several other men lost their lives because of the foolish way David’s general was ordered to fight (2 Samuel 11:22–24). Scripture also makes it clear that, while David would take Bathsheba to be his wife and while she would bear him a son, “the thing David had done displeased the LORD” (2 Samuel 11:27).

I, too, have done things to displease the Lord. I still do every day, though I try not to.

But, as with David, God was good enough to not allow that to be the end of my story.

It certainly wasn’t the end of David’s.

David didn’t let his season of sin define him. After being rebuked by the prophet Nathan, David repented and went about a life of service to God and others, ruling justly as a great king of Israel. But more than anything he did for his earthly kingdom, David ensured his eternal legacy through his contributions to God’s kingdom, pointing the nation to God and writing most of the Psalms.

Obviously, I haven’t done anything close to that.

But after losing some of the things I thought meant the most to me—namely, my team, my marriage, and the reputation I had in the community—I learned that my story wasn’t done. I realized that, while I might have lost so much in the eyes of the world, God still thought I was worthy of being part of His story.

I’ve long believed that a strong man is one who can build a foundation with the bricks others have thrown at him. Through God’s grace, that’s what I’ve spent the last two decades trying to do.

This book is my story to some extent. But, really, it’s God’s story.

It’s the story of how God has blessed me throughout my life. When I was trying to be a good servant, He gave me opportunities to serve. When I was less faithful, He gave me opportunities to grow. And, as I grew, He allowed me opportunities to bless others through His faithfulness.

Now, as I approach Abraham’s age when God made him a father for the first time, I can look back and see how much bigger my life is because of God’s role in it.

I never allowed my failures to define me. More importantly, neither did God.

And because of God’s goodness, my story has continued, and each chapter has brought new reminders of God’s ability to use all things for His purpose.

In the pages ahead, I want to share all of it with you—the wins, losses, opportunities, mistakes, and missteps, and how God remained faithful through it all.

None of us are perfect. But with God, through the sacrifice of His Son, Jesus Christ, we are made perfect.

And I’m living proof that when we put God first, despite our imperfections, His plans are too big to fail.






CHAPTER 2 My Mother, My Hero


Looking back, I can see how God equipped me in several ways for the journey I would take. The biggest way He helped me was giving me a mother who prepared me for the challenges I would face in life by being honest about the ones she faced in hers.

Born Irene Sarah Cline, my mother grew up in the small town of Concord, North Carolina. She had a big family, with four kids and her parents, William and Margaret, all living under one roof.

No matter how much money your parents make, splitting it six ways doesn’t leave you with too much of it. So, like a lot of people back then, my mother grew up with the necessities but few luxuries. But she learned in the lean times to celebrate the blessings God bestowed on her. Money wasn’t her only struggle in life, however; she had also experienced hardship in her relationships, and by the time she met my father, George Shinn, she had already endured a failed marriage.

My dad had endured his share of hardships as well. His first wife had passed away when she was only twenty-eight. Life was more difficult and medical technology wasn’t as advanced back then, so such tragedies were more common than they are today. Of course, that didn’t make it any easier for Dad to lose the woman he thought was the love of his life so early. That’s the thing about life though: the longer you live, the more perspective you get and the more you can see God’s fingerprints on everything in your life, even the things that seemed devastating at the time.

I think that’s one of the most important things I’ve learned about God: it’s our job to look back and see the ways He has shaped our lives and used all of it to bring us into His story.

It was a tragedy for my father to lose his first wife, but that’s also what enabled him to marry my mom and gave them—united in some way by shared hardship—the opportunity to bring me into this world.

My dad was born and raised in Kannapolis, North Carolina, just north of Charlotte. He and my mother lived there after they were married. Both my parents had children from their first marriages, but my half-siblings were much older by the time I was born in 1941. They named me George Shinn Jr., but growing up, I just went by Junior.

Kannapolis was unique in that it wasn’t an incorporated city. It was actually owned by Cannon Mills, a textile manufacturing company that was the largest manufacturer of sheets and towels in the world. As a result, Kannapolis had the nickname of Towel City.

My father was a successful business owner, running the Towel City Service Station, which functioned as something of a hub for local commerce. It was a white brick building with big blue letters on the top spelling out the name.

I spent most of my afternoons sitting outside my father’s store, watching all the different cars pull into and out of the gas pumps. I suppose that’s where my lifelong love of cars comes from. Boy, were some of them pretty! I think my love for and appreciation of cars began by seeing them come by our store, which was, in part, a Gulf gas station. We also sold groceries, some of which we raised on our family property. Dad also had a pool table inside, and some of the men from town would hang out there shooting pool and sipping on sodas they’d buy. The more pool they played, the more soda they drank—and the more money my dad made.

My father knew something about people that helped him become such a successful businessman. He knew people hate being sold something, but they love to buy stuff. For example, he didn’t have to push his refreshments on customers; he just had to put a pool table in back and offer them the chance to stay as long as they’d like. People bought a lot of soda, gas, and food from Towel City Service Station, and our family was better off as a result.

Not that it wasn’t hard work.

My father was one of the hardest workers I knew, and it was clear from an early age that I was expected to be one as well. Even as a young boy, I was put to work at the store, doing odd jobs like taking out the trash and making sure the soda bottles were stocked up. Part of the reason I worked so hard was that I liked doing all the odd jobs around the station. I also wanted to see my dad, which meant I had to be at the store. He worked incredibly long hours.

That’s what mattered most to my father—working hard and delivering good value to our customers. If you did that, my dad always said, the results would come. And, for him, they did.

My father was a successful businessman with ambitions to expand beyond the service station. He had an idea he said would dramatically change our family’s financial situation. We were already pretty successful, but my dad was dreaming bigger. He didn’t just want to own a neighborhood market; he wanted to own a whole neighborhood! He went to the bank and borrowed the money to get the project started. As collateral, he mortgaged our home and the service station. He purchased the land around our home—a sizable number of acres—for the development and marked off the lots where each home would be located. Running through the whole area was one main road he had built. He named it Irene Avenue, after my mother.

It was an incredibly exciting time. I already felt like I was one of the luckier kids I knew because my dad owned a store and I got to wash fancy cars. But now I could sense that our lives were about to change in even more dramatic ways.

I was right—our lives did change dramatically.

But not for the better.

Shortly after construction began on the development, my father, at the age of fifty, had a stroke.

He had just left the service station and was walking to the bank, carrying with him a little bank bag that contained his daily deposit. But before he made it to the bank, he collapsed on the sidewalk. He was rushed to the hospital, but somehow amid all that activity, the bag of money disappeared.

So did my dad.

My mom went to the hospital while I stayed at the house. My oldest brother, who was much older than me and lived in New Jersey, came down that afternoon. The next day, he took me out to breakfast at a little café called Country Kitchen, which was just across the street from our house and catty-corner from the service station. We sat at the bar and ordered breakfast. He got bacon and eggs, and I got scrambled eggs. I remember he kidded me about asking for ketchup.

“You’re messing up your eggs, Junior,” he told me. I was a little embarrassed, but I liked my eggs how I liked them.

Then he said something that made me forget about breakfast.

“Daddy,” he said with a pause, “has gone to heaven. He’s with Jesus now.”

I was eight years old.

Years later, my family would discover that he suffered a devastating stroke in the right frontal lobe of his brain. Back then, it didn’t really matter. All I knew was that my dad was gone, and with all of my older siblings out of the house, my mother was all on her own.

Some women are the strong, silent type who will suffer things stoically and keep the hurt and pain from the people around them, including their children.

That wasn’t Irene Shinn.

My mom was incredibly honest and vulnerable in how she handled her grief. I’ll never forget seeing her say goodbye to my father for the last time.

Back then, when someone died, the body would be brought to the home. A wreath would be hung on the door, and friends, neighbors, and family would come by and view the body and pay their respects. That’s what we did for my father. I remember seeing his casket sitting there in our home. I was curious about how Daddy could be there in our living room but also be with Jesus in heaven. I was also scared to actually look at the body, so I tried to avoid it.

After all the people had come and gone, the workers from the funeral home told my mother they were ready to take him to the cemetery and needed to close the casket.

“Would you like to see your husband one last time, Mrs. Shinn?” they asked.

“Yes,” my mother said through heavy sobs.

My mother reached in, grabbed Daddy’s hand, and started praying to God. The tears continued, and her cries grew louder. As she stood up, she grabbed Daddy’s hand and then eventually his entire body, just holding him and weeping. She even tried to pull him out of the casket.

My mother was so overcome with grief and despair, the funeral home workers eventually had to pull my mother off his body. It was scary—but it also told me just how much she loved Daddy.

The tears continued after the funeral. She wept openly and frequently, crying out to God in devastation and despair.

I would come to learn that God uses our toughest times to draw us closer to Him. Seasons of struggle are the things we try hardest to avoid and the times we enjoy the least, but they are the ones God uses to do the most.

Our lives were turned completely upside down after Dad died. Suddenly, Mom not only mourned the sudden passing of the man she thought she would grow old with but also had to enter a world she knew very little about. Still grieving every day, she had to run the business… or at least try to. Between pumping gas and selling groceries, she had to try to unravel and understand the financial reality my dad had left. We had a successful business, but it, along with our home, was heavily mortgaged. That meant Mom also had to deal with the mountain of debt and the creditors who came around regularly to check on their investments.

Having to take care of all the tasks suddenly thrust on her was helpful in a way. Yes, my dad was gone—but at least she had something to occupy her time and thoughts.

I think it’s important to see things in life that way, to see God that way. I learned how to do that from my mom.

My mom struggled and suffered after my father’s passing, but she always saw God in all of it.

“Dark days and bad times will come,” she often told me, “but remember your source of strength is the courage to get on your knees and ask God for guidance.” She didn’t just say that—she lived it. I can’t tell you how many times I would walk by her room at night and see her on her knees by the bed, praying to God.

The book of James tells us to “count it all joy… when you meet trials of various kinds” (James 5:2 ESV). In the wake of my father’s passing, we faced lots of trials. While I can’t say my mother was joyous in all of them, I can see now how God was glorified in them.

Eventually, the challenges of trying to keep Dad’s business and his subdivision development afloat was too much. Our debt was too great, and our resources were too few. It seemed like we would lose everything. Mom’s only option was to auction everything off.

I’d like to say that, after losing my dad, losing our material possessions wasn’t that big of a deal. But I’d be lying.

When you’re eight, your stuff matters.

We sold the gas station, the development, all the land it was on, and even our car. I went from being the kid who got to wash fancy cars and could drink soda at my dad’s store anytime I wanted to a kid who had to walk everywhere and could barely afford to eat. It was incredibly embarrassing. Mom didn’t worry about things like that though. She was too focused on trying to keep us from losing our house.

However, the money we got from selling everything wasn’t enough, which meant the bank had to auction off our home.

The auction began, and my mom started bidding. A second bidder jumped in, and the price kept going up—much higher than we thought the house was worth (and much more than my mom could afford).

As it turned out, the second bidder was a neighbor. Once he realized he was bidding against us, he backed out of the process. He didn’t realize he was costing a widow and her young son more money. But he quit bidding too late, and the price was already steep. My mom won the auction to buy back the house, but our bills had just gone up. A lot.

Once again, though, God would provide.

Colossians 3:23–24 says that “whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward. You are serving the Lord Jesus Christ” (ESV).

Because my mom was a willing worker, she had lots of opportunities.

She managed a motel, took jobs working switchboards as a telephone operator, and even worked the checkout counter at the local grocery store.

She did anything and everything she could to make sure that we were okay. In many ways, she reminds me of Jochebed from the Bible.

Many people might not know the name Jochebed, but they’re very familiar with her son Moses. When the Egyptians were slaughtering Hebrew boys, Jochebed put her son in a basket and sent him down the river, knowing it was the only way he would survive. After Moses was discovered and adopted by Pharaoh’s daughter, God worked it out so that Jochebed became Moses’s nurse and helped raise him—all while concealing her true connection to the baby boy.

I can’t imagine how hard it must have been for Jochebed to release Moses into that river. She trusted God, though, and He rewarded her faith. God saved Moses’s life and put him into an amazing place of power to be trained and educated. God also rewarded Jochebed’s faith by bringing her back into Moses’s life as his nurse. 

Some people might think Jochebed must have suffered, watching her son be raised by another woman. But if you have the correct, God-filtered perspective, you can see the blessings through the challenges.

Jochebed was blessed to still be in Moses’s life. The Egyptians had explicitly set out to murder Hebrew boys, but God made a way for her to still raise Moses. God ensured the person He had chosen to lead His people out of slavery would be raised by a godly woman, even in a pagan environment where evil reigned. Being such a godly woman, Jochebed would have appreciated and recognized the way God was working in her and her son’s lives.

Irene Shinn, even amid losing her husband and nearly her home, was the same way.

My mother never focused on the negatives; she chose to focus on the blessings. That’s not to say she was all sunshine and rainbows. As I said, she wept often as part of the mourning process.

God welcomes our tears.

In the book of Matthew, Jesus told the crowd assembled for His Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted” (Matthew 5:4). My mother definitely mourned, but she invited God into that grieving space and, as a result, was comforted. Not only was she blessed by a sense of God’s peace in her life but she demonstrated an authentic struggle while still loving God.

I think we as Christians sometimes struggle to reconcile what we see as the good parts of God’s blessings with the parts we don’t like as much. How can God be good when bad things happen?

My mother taught me that God is in all of it. At all times, whether you are celebrating the groundbreaking of an exciting new business or mourning the sudden loss of a loved one, God is in charge all the time.

Being raised by a woman who taught me those values was one of the greatest blessings I have ever received—and that blessing wouldn’t have happened without the loss of my father.

Life without Dad was tough. We didn’t have a lot. But the one thing my mother reinforced to me over and over was that, with God, whatever we had was enough.

Looking back, I can see the majesty of God’s plan. As I got older, I certainly had many more painful disruptions to my life. I’d lose wives. I’d lose friends. I’d leave my home state.

But I never lost God. More specifically, He never lost me.

Going through my father’s death so early and having my mother set such an example—teaching me to be grateful for so little after losing so much—shaped my faith in ways I didn’t realize until years later. You can’t realize how much growth occurs in the valley until God brings you through it and out the other side.

The Bible doesn’t hide the fact that struggle and suffering are absolutely parts of God’s plan for our spiritual development. Growing up as a poor child of a widowed single mother, I would have plenty of developing to do.
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