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Our Roots Are Forever


Every December Sky must lose its faith in leaves, and dream of the spring inside the trees.


~Beth Neilson Chapman


I had been looking and hoping for a sign from my mom for months. She had died suddenly in mid-December and here it was almost the end of May. Still no sign. I was starting to think it would never happen. I’d been missing her so much, irrationally wishing I could somehow see her again. I was having a hard time moving on.


My father had passed away five years earlier. When you lose the second parent it can bring up a lot of unexpressed grief about the first, and I was finding my mother’s death much harder to get through. With my dad’s death I had also been shocked and bereft, but I had received a sign from him that had helped me. On the day of his funeral a little grey-feathered robin came to the tree outside one of my upstairs windows and immediately I knew it was him. The bird seemed so peaceful and calm. As I stopped and watched, I felt sure that he was communicating with me. In that moment I knew my dad was still there, that he was okay and I felt the sadness lift as I watched the bird fly away minutes later. My family name is Robinson, so it was even more meaningful. To this day there is almost always a robin on my lawn, and whenever I see it I always say, “Hi, Dad.” I feel like he’s still watching over me.


But back to my mom.


My mother was truly one in a million. A huge personality and character. A real sugar-cured ham, as she liked to call herself. She was born an identical triplet in Brantford, Ontario in 1927, and let me tell you those were three wild and crazy gals.


Growing up, I almost felt like I had three moms, and I think mine was the kookiest of them all. Everyone loved my mom — she was the warmest, most engaging, and more-the-merrier parent of all my friends. On the domestic side she was not the best housekeeper. As she would say, “A Suzy Homemaker I’m not.” When we were kids, the joke was if she ever got the vacuum cleaner out, my brother and I would ask, “Who’s coming over?” But, there was always an open door at the Robinsons’.


She threw a fabulous party and was extremely creative, smart, and funny. She was writing her memoirs when she died — a 200-page tome à la Erma Bombeck entitled I Married an Idiot. The opening line said that it was she who was the “idiot,” not my dad. She ran him in circles but they had so many great times and laughs during their marriage. They loved their life together, in spite of all the shenanigans and arguments. In her book she joked that they had had the same breakfast for fifty years… a piece of toast and a fight… and sometimes no toast!


They instilled their love of music and theater and films in my brother and me, and one of the things we loved to do was watch movies together. I remember watching an old W.C. Fields movie with a hilarious scene where Fields is riding in the back of a Model T Ford, swerving down a county road followed by gangsters, all shooting at him. W.C. was just sitting back, smoking his trademark cigar, looking up at the foliage arching over the winding road, calmly observing, “Ah, look at the beautiful Catalpa trees.” Now, none of us had the faintest idea what a Catalpa tree was but for some unknown reason, that odd little quote became a favorite in my family. We took a lot of road trips together and at some point, one of us, usually my mom, would imitate W.C. Fields and say, “Ah, look at the beautiful Catalpa trees,” while miming the cigar. Don’t ask me why — we just did, and we always laughed. It became one of our family “things.”


When I went away to university my mom and dad travelled every few months to come to my stage performances and they became friends with all of my fellow actors. My mom especially was like the honorary den mother of my class. She kept everyone in stitches, telling jokes, adlibbing little skits and doing her famous W.C. Fields impersonation. One of my best friends even gave her the nickname “W.C.” — and he called her that for all the years to follow.


So now here I was, the last weekend in May and, against our better judgment, my husband and I decided to have a garage sale. We had accumulated so much as our kids had grown and had piles of “junk” from both our families, especially lots of things from my mother’s house, as she was the last remaining parent. Saturday morning I was out on our driveway, bright and early, trying to get the last few boxes sorted, items priced and displayed. It was a gorgeous spring day, and the flowers and trees on our property were just staring to bloom.


Some of the “early birds” you hear about — the super-motivated insomniacs that read the paper and show up before the allotted time to try to scoop up the best deals — had started to arrive. One in particular really caught my attention. He was a sweet, older gentleman, wiry and small, with a dry sense of humor — a real conversationalist. He was talking a blue streak to me and I was patient for a while, but I finally had to turn away from him and get back to my work. The sale was starting to get busy and noisy. I had my head down in a box, trying to see what I could find to bring out next when I faintly heard a voice say, “Oh, look at the beautiful Catalpa tree.”


I couldn’t believe my ears.


I slowly looked up from the box, turned back to see the little man standing there again and asked in a half-whisper, “What did you say?”


“I said look at that Catalpa tree.”


“What are you talking about… where?”


“Right there,” he said, pointing to this huge tree in the middle of my front yard.


“Those are really rare here in Canada. I can’t remember seeing one in Toronto.”


“How would you know that?” I stammered.


“Well, I should know,” he said. “I’m a tree expert.”


I had never known what a Catalpa tree looked like, or that we had one on our lawn, nor had my mom, who was quite an accomplished gardener and had been to my house countless times.


“They have giant heart-shaped leaves, right, and they are kind of messy, aren’t they?”


This time I could not answer him because I was suddenly filled with my mom’s spirit.


Of course she was here. And she had found a way to let me know. My mom had the biggest heart of anyone in this or the next world. And she absolutely loved garage sales!


At last I had my sign.


Sometimes when I’m lying in bed I look out my bedroom window and see that tree… and somewhere in my head I can hear her say, “Ah, look at the beautiful Catalpa tree.”


Thanks, Mom.


~Laura Robinson
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One Final Goodbye


I cannot forget my mother. She is my bridge.


~Renita Weems


Maybe I was wrong for not going back this time, but my mother had been dying for nine years. When we first learned of her disease, she’d been given nine months to live. I lived 3,000 miles away and had a young family. How many times over these nine years had I received the same phone call, “Your mother is in the hospital, in intensive care. You need to come home immediately if you want to see her again.”


In the beginning, I’d fly back as often as I could. I’d stand at her bedside crying and willing myself to let her go. Each time I’d leave, I was certain this was our last goodbye.


When my mother moved in with my brother and his family, I felt a huge relief. Now, they’d take care of her, and I wouldn’t have to go back as often.


Calloused as it may sound, I’d grown to dread those visits. The repeated goodbyes were tearing me apart.


With my mother’s sixty-sixth birthday coming up, I took a friend’s advice to go see her. I decided my visit would be the perfect gift.


She was frailer than I’d ever seen her, and during my visit, we rushed her to the emergency room, a too familiar experience. By now, she was worn out from the disease that had ravaged her body. She seemed ready to face death. But was I willing to let her go?


Inwardly, I sighed in relief when the doctor released her to return to the assisted living home.


After a two-week visit and one more goodbye, I returned to my family in California. Six weeks later, my uncle called. “Your mom is back in the hospital. If you want to see her alive, you need to come now.”


My brother was with her, and with my recent visit, I decided not to go. Besides, she’d told me not to rush back. “You need to take care of your own family and your health,” she’d said. And I knew she’d rebound, like all the other times.


I went about my normal routine, but I was uneasy. Had I made the right decision? What if she really was dying? I needed my mother’s reassurance.


One week after she’d been admitted to the hospital, I felt compelled to stop everything I was doing and pray for her. Not the prayers I’d been praying over nine years, but a different kind of prayer. Something seemed to say, “You need to pray for your mother’s transition from this life into eternity. It’s time.”


A picture came to my mind of a woman laboring to give birth to a child. My mother needed me to pray for her delivery into God’s waiting arms.


Shutting the door to my bedroom, I fell to my knees. I saw myself standing next to her bed, holding her hand. Through my prayers, I was there with her. A presence filled my bedroom, and a warm sense of peace settled over me. “Lord Jesus,” I prayed, “I ask you to release my mother from her earthly body. Please fill that hospital room with your ministering angels and allow her to feel Your Presence.”


When the prayers felt complete, I said, “It’s okay to go, Mom. I love you so much.”


For a brief moment, I felt my mother’s spirit with me, assuring me that she loved me and understood. Then, she was gone.


I picked up the phone and called my mother’s hospital room. My brother answered. “She’s gone,” he said.


“When?” I asked.


“Just minutes ago,” he answered.


I know, I wanted to say, but didn’t.


Tears started to flow, but I knew I’d be okay. God had allowed my mother and me to have this one final goodbye. I wouldn’t sink into a bottomless pit of despair, as I had feared. I hoped she’d seen angels, heard celestial music, and died with a youthful glow on her face.


Standing in my bedroom, I said one last time, “I love you, Mom. Goodbye.”


~Jeanne Getz Pallos
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A Walk in the Park


Faith is not without worry or care, but faith is fear that has said a prayer.


~Author Unknown


I am not a person who puts too much faith in dreams. I always seem to find a logical explanation for them. However, something happened that made me realize that God talks to us in dreams, as do our loved ones who have passed away.


It happened when things were at an all-time low for us. We had become homeless just months before, and we finally were able to save enough to get back into a house. My husband had not found work, and we had no money. Many times I went to the Dumpsters in the back of grocery stores to find food for my family. It was a dark time.


I wanted to give up and throw in the towel. It was hard to see how things would improve. When you’re eating from garbage cans, it’s hard to stay positive. However, my faith in God and reading the Bible kept me strong even in difficult times.


We were living in Oregon in a two-bedroom house with six children and no utilities. With no running water, I had to get water in a bucket from a neighbor’s house. I needed $150, as a deposit, to turn on the water and lights. I just could not come up with the money.


On a Sunday night I poured out my heart to God and told him how much money I needed for the utilities. I felt as if I was at the end of my rope. I did not know what to do. That night I had a very strange dream. In the distance I saw a campfire with men sitting around it. As I walked closer, I saw tents and horses as well. It looked like they were soldiers in the Civil War. All the men wore uniforms that fit the time period. The men were looking down at the fire as I walked up to them. Then one man looked up at me and smiled. He had a very big smile and he acted as if he knew me. I just stared at him. He had a pleasant face, but he looked tired. We looked at one another for a moment or two before he spoke.


“Take a walk in the park,” he said. His voice was strong.


“What did you say?” I asked.


He repeated, “Take a walk in the park.”


“Who are you?”


“Parkhurst,” he said. “I am called Parkhurst. It’s a family name.” And he laughed.


I woke up and remembered every detail of the dream.


The next morning I walked to the store to return some bottles for the deposit, and right next to the store was a little park off to the side. I froze as I stared at it and recalled my dream. I walked away, into the store. As I headed home, Parkhurst’s words came to me. I turned around and went back to the park. I did not see anyone in the park, so I started on the walking trail. Around the corner I saw a woman jogging toward me so I moved over for her to pass. I kept walking and looking for some reason I was there, but found none. Then someone touched me on my back and I turned to see the jogger.


“Hello,” she said. “You must be the one.”


“I don’t understand,” I told her.


“I dreamt last night that someone needed some money, and I handed it to them at a park,” she said.


My mouth fell open but I did not say a word. She handed me an envelope, said “God bless you,” and off she went. I yelled “thank you” when I could talk again. I opened the envelope, and there was $150. I had to sit down.


I went over and over what had happened. I prayed and had a dream with a message from a strange man, and this woman had a dream and knew how much money I needed. I could not believe it, for nothing like that had ever happened to me. I hurried home to tell everyone.


It was not until twenty years later, when I took up genealogy, that I discovered a man named Parkhurst Shurlock who served in the Civil War. He was a sergeant in the 100th Co. D. I could not believe what I was reading. He was my great-great-grandfather.


As I did more research I learned the name Parkhurst was a family name, and to keep it alive they used it as a first name. About three years ago I found a photo tintype of Parkhurst Shurlock. It was without a doubt the man in my dream. I had come face to face with my great-great-grandfather.


~Judy Ann Eichstedt
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Hi, from Dad


Miracles are a retelling in small letters of the very same story which is written across the whole world in letters too large for some of us to see.


~C.S. Lewis


After a short run outside, I started to give my dad a little “report,” as he called it, on how things were going in my life. I sat down on the only dry spot — his headstone — longing for this to be more than a one-sided conversation. It was exactly one year after Dad passed away. I looked out over the clouded valley, recalling his two-year battle with brain cancer.


“I hope I can come see you after I’ve passed on,” Dad told me during one of our last conversations before the tumor inhibited his speech entirely. “I hope I can come see how you are and give you a little report on what I’m doing.”


I desperately wanted that visit now, and I had the faith that it was possible. Nineteen was too young to lose a father, and one year seemed so long. One year without seeing my dad, one of my best friends. I even said a prayer and asked God to let me see him.


“I just wish you could come see me again, Dad,” I whispered after my prayer.


I sat and I sat. Exercising all the faith I knew how, I waited for what felt like forever until I finally accepted a hard fact: he wasn’t coming. Yet as I stood to leave, I heard a man’s voice. I looked up to see someone walking through the empty cemetery toward me, someone I had never seen before.


“This looks like a special day for you,” he said.


We both looked down at the headstone which stated that my dad’s date of death was exactly one year ago.


“Yes, it is,” I replied, not sure what else to say to this stranger who had so unexpectedly shown up.


He stood in silence for a moment before continuing, “I was driving by, and when I saw you here in the cemetery, something touched my heart. You see, I’ve learned throughout my life that when the Spirit tells you to stop, you don’t just keep on driving. I hope I haven’t intruded on any special moment for you, but the Spirit told me to stop and tell you, ‘Hi, from Dad.’ ”


I assured him of my appreciation before he got back into his car, and as I jogged back home I couldn’t stop the tears from falling. I hadn’t seen my dad, but God had heard my prayer, and he loved me enough to send this timely message of comfort from Dad.


~Laura Johnston
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A New Home


Peace — that was the other name for home.


~Kathleen Norris


It had been four months since my niece Karen was tragically snatched from our lives. Four months of regular visits to my sister Lydia’s home and to my niece’s grave to place fresh flowers. I dreaded today’s visit with Lydia. It was Karen’s eighteenth birthday and I knew this day would be especially difficult.


Strangely, Lydia’s spirits were high when I arrived at her house.


“I dreamed of her last night,” she said. “It was so amazing and so real, I’m sure I was actually there.”


I was excited for her, knowing how much she had longed to see her daughter one more time. She had been praying for this every day for four months.


We sat down on the couch with a cup of coffee. “Tell me more,” I urged.


“I went to bed around eleven last night. I cried fresh tears and prayed the same prayer.” She handed me her journal and opened it to the last written pages. I looked at the date and time. She’d penned her last entry just before two that morning.


I looked up at her, hesitant. These were her private thoughts on a journey no mother ever wishes to take. It was where she wrote her letters and thoughts to Karen as she worked through the tragedy of her sudden death in a car accident.


“Read,” she encouraged.


I read aloud. “My dearest child… it’s Wednesday morning, quarter to two, and it’s your birthday. Happy birthday! Today you’re eighteen years old — in heaven. I’ve been praying every night since the day you died that Jesus would let me dream of you. I’ve pleaded to see you again but to no avail. And then today, on your birthday, God granted my heart’s desire. I had the most wonderful dream of you.”


I wiped away the tears that had started to fall. Lydia was crying too, but today her tears were different. These tears came with a smile on her face. I continued to read.


“I stood beside you as you lay on a lush pink Victorian couch, book in hand. I knew you were in a deep study. Curled up beside you was your beloved dog, Tara. We were in the sitting room of your home. The room was overgrown with plants, and on one side stood the biggest sound system I’ve ever seen. The most beautiful music filled the room. Behind you an enormous white and marble staircase spiraled to the next floor. You didn’t seem to know that I was there.


“Suddenly we were outside and you were seated on a low wall. From this vantage point I could see how big your home really was — four stories high, built on a mountain. It’s amazing, the garden beautiful. I don’t have words to describe it all.


“I couldn’t believe I was with you, seeing you. But then I heard your father and brother-in-law’s voices, calling me, telling me we needed to go. I didn’t want to leave. When I looked at you, that beautiful, familiar smile swept across your face. You didn’t speak, and yet we communicated — without you uttering a word, I heard what you were saying. ‘You need to go now, Mommy, otherwise you won’t catch up with Daddy and Martin.’ I wrapped my arms around you and held you tight. Your arms embraced me too and we kissed each other on the cheek, over and over, before I turned to walk away. I called back as I waved, ‘I love you so much. Remember how much I love and miss you.’ I reminded you to wait, that one day I would come to you. Again you smiled, and without a word the message came: ‘I know, Mommy, I know. And I’m waiting for you — there’s plenty of space here. I love you all too. Thank you for everything. My grave is beautiful; I really like it.’


“I caught a final glimpse of you sitting, cross-legged, on the wall shadowed by the mansion behind you and I’m filled with joy and peace. How privileged you are to be where you are. What a wonderful, indescribable place.


“Somehow, you’ve matured so much. You still look the same — small and petite, the same twinkle in your brown eyes — but your hair is straight and shoulder length. You’re so beautiful, your skin almost translucent, and I can’t describe the joy and peace that emanates from your very being. The best I can offer is that you have truly reached perfection and glory.


“I’m so thankful to God that he honored my prayers on your birthday, and with every fiber of my being, I look forward to seeing you again.”


The letter comes to an end signed, “All my love, Mommy.”


Wet-face and red-eyed, I closed the journal and hugged my sister.


She turned to me and said, “Sis, it was incredible. When I woke, I could still feel her kiss on my cheek. It had been so powerful, like she was drawing the very life from me. But perhaps she was filling me with the life that she now has. It was all so… real.”


“I believe you were really there, with her. What an incredible answer to prayer. And God could not have timed it better.”


“That’s not all!”


“There’s more?”


Lydia nodded. “When I got to the bottom of the hill, Hennie and Martin were examining a big book. Martin pointed at the book and exclaimed, ‘Here it is. Here’s Karen’s house.’ As he touched the page, I caught a glimpse of the word his finger had landed on. And then I woke up. It was about 1 a.m. It was Karen’s birthday.”


“So, what was the word?”


Lydia’s eyes filled again with tears. “Mizpah. After I woke, I got up, wrote this letter to Karen, and then I searched my Bible for the meaning of this word. On finding it, I’m convinced this is the name of Karen’s new home in heaven.”


Mizpah — a watchtower; a look-out — its meaning derived from the scripture, “May the Lord keep watch between you and me when we are away from each other.”


Lydia smiled. “My daughter lives at Mizpah, her mansion set upon a hill. And God is watching over us while we’re apart.”


~Marion Ueckermann
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All I Had to Do Was Ask


Grieving is a necessary passage and a difficult transition to finally letting go of sorrow — it is not a permanent rest stop.


~Dodinsky


It had been three years since the loss of my husband. I was not able to utter the word “died.” I couldn’t think of him as dead. I just had lost him. To him, it was cancer. To me, it was a heartectomy.


I thought I was getting on with my life. I had been dating. I had made new friends who were older and single, like me. I had joined Toastmasters. In fact, I had even won an award from my club for being The Most Inspirational Speaker.


But I was a fraud. I knew I was a fraud when I went to hang up that award on the wall in the hall. The hallway led to the master bedroom, a bedroom I had not entered for three years. How could I be inspirational when I couldn’t even sleep in my own bedroom?


After Vern passed, I moved into a smaller bedroom off the kitchen. I moved my clothes from the master bedroom into the closet of that room. My life changed. I missed him just as much every single day. But I was learning to live with that loss as one learns to live with the amputation of a limb. The living part was getting easier. The loss part was not.


There truly is no loss in the world comparable to the loss of a spouse. I cried buckets. I cried so much that I should not have been able to pee for a month. But once the guestbook closed and the people went home, I knew it was time to restock my emotional self. However, it took me three years to restock, as I didn’t want to use the master bedroom. All I did was look down the hall at that closed bedroom door.


Eventually, I was determined to move back into that bedroom. I was going to do it! I saw myself as a fraud, and now I was determined to live up to being “inspirational.” In a demon-like frenzy I marched down the hall and threw open the door and dusted the furniture. I changed the bed sheets and began moving my clothes into the closet. And I prayed.


With each step I took I asked God for strength. I asked for a sign so that I would know I was moving in the right direction. I was gaining strength even in small steps. Then I realized this was the “growth” that was talked about. This was the “growing through grief” that I needed. But I still wanted a sign.


I remember the day my garage door wouldn’t open. I had to learn how to open it manually. It was a nuisance that made me late for an appointment. Within a few days, the electricity went off. Guess what? I did not panic. I already knew how to get the door open. The day that happened, I truly felt like I had arrived. I knew that God was teaching me lesson after lesson every day of my life. I only needed to be awake and alert enough to learn them.


Today I was opening myself up to another lesson. I was cleaning the bathroom in the master bedroom when it happened. I was throwing out all the old pills in the medicine cabinet. I opened a small container that contained my allergy medication and saw my Mikimoto pearl ring. This ring had been missing since before my husband had passed away.


Vern made jewelry. And he was a perfectionist. Prior to his last stint in the hospital I had lost a pearl from the ring. He said it was no problem; as soon as he could, he would get a matched pearl and set it for me. The problem was that he went into the hospital and never came out. He never got to search for that pearl. And he did not tell me where he had put the ring. I had torn the house apart looking for it. My sister Marilyn had helped me search. We had checked the linings of the drapes, his jackets, and everywhere we thought he might have put it before going into the hospital the last time. We had finally given up.


Finding the ring was the sign. It was the sign that I was doing the right thing. I was in tears when I called my sister. I explained that I was moving back into the bedroom. She heard my tears and immediately suggested maybe this was too soon.


“No, Sis. It’s not too soon. You will never guess what I just found,” I sobbed.


“What?”


“The pearl ring.”


“No way! We searched that room from top to bottom,” she replied.


“And you will never guess. Remember the pearl that was missing? The one I wanted Vern to match?”


“Yes,” she said.


“Well, the ring is perfect. No pearls are missing. They are all there. I can’t even remember which one was missing. But the ring is perfect, just like new.”


My grief was not eased at once by moving back into the master bedroom. But I slept that night knowing The Teacher above was continuing to provide life lessons with every step I took. All I had to do was ask.


~Linda Lohman
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Pennies from Heaven


What greater thing is there for human souls than to feel that they are joined for life — to be with each other in silent unspeakable memories.


~George Eliot


It all began one Friday when I was at lunch with some of my coworkers. I had just sat down at the table when my cell phone rang. It was my mother.


“David is dead!”


“What?” I said. “David is dead? What happened?”


Mom said she didn’t know, but the coroner’s office had just left the house. I told her I would be there as soon as possible. I prayed for God to please send me a “penny from Heaven” to let me know my brother was in Heaven.


My husband drove me to my parents’ house. Pastor Zechiel was already there comforting my parents. We still didn’t know the actual cause of death. My parents told me the coroner only said he thought that David died of natural causes. Later that evening, my cousin had broken the news to my siblings and me. David had shot himself. It took me a while but I finally told my parents later that evening. Of course, everyone started to blame themselves — we knew David was depressed and we failed to help him.


On Saturday I cleaned and vacuumed my parents’ van just to have something to do. My parents did not drive or ride in this vehicle the entire weekend. I constantly prayed to God to send me that penny from Heaven.


The funeral was the following Monday morning at Immanuel Lutheran Church in Campbell Hill, Illinois. Of course the family was at the church early. My husband Ken and I entered the room where everyone was gathering before the ceremony. A lot of friends and relatives were there, and Ken sat at the table in front of the restrooms. I have no idea why I didn’t make an effort to sit by Ken, but for some reason the pew along the wall caught my attention. I sat in the corner of this pew, not sure why I chose that particular spot. I saw a small prayer book lying there and picked it up so I could sit down. To my surprise, I found not one penny, but two pennies in the corner of this pew! I still get goose bumps when I think about this. I know God was answering my prayers and letting me know that David was in Heaven.


My sister Karrie called me late the next morning. “You will never believe what just happened,” she said. I thought something was wrong because she sounded so upset, almost to the point of tears. Karrie told me she went home Monday night and prayed to God to send her a penny. She found a penny on the floor of her second bathroom.


My mother finally drove their van a day or two after the funeral. She called to tell me there was a penny stuck to the carpet in a wide-open area. I had not seen that penny when I vacuumed the van.


Tuesday, the day after the funeral, David’s daughter Kayla and I went to the gravesite to say a prayer. We took six of the roses off the gravesite and brought them back to my mother. I grabbed what I thought was a vase from their mantel and took it to the kitchen sink to fill it with water. I didn’t realize when I picked up the crystal, it was actually two pieces (which obviously would not hold any water). I placed the crystal back on the mantel. To my surprise, there was a penny sitting right in front of where the crystal was!


A few days after the funeral, my husband called me at work and told me his penny story. Ken was walking barefoot in the kitchen and kept hearing cling cling cling on the bottom of his foot. He said he could not feel anything but rubbed the bottom of his foot. He started walking again and he heard this cling cling cling noise again.


He rubbed the bottom of his foot a second time and a penny fell to the floor.


While on the phone with Ken, I was looking at some change on my desk. I was thinking to myself that when I get off the phone I would ask God to let one of those four pennies be the year 1974 — the year David was born. Then the very first penny I pulled out was dated 1974!


There is no doubt in my mind that God is sending these pennies to me — assuring me my brother is in Heaven!


~Shelly S. Shevlin
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The Miracle of a Precious Stone


I miss thee, my Mother! Thy image is still
The deepest impressed on my heart.


~Eliza Cook


I should have been happier. It was two days before Christmas and I was driving alone on a country road in our small mountain community delivering homemade cookies to shut-ins. A light dusting of snow covered the barren cornfields, giving hope to every child who prayed for a white Christmas.


I had spent the last couple of days with church friends, mixing dough, shaping date balls, melting chocolate, baking dozens and dozens of different Christmas cookies. We had covered every surface in my kitchen with cookies, laughing uproariously at our own jokes, singing off-key one familiar Christmas carol after another.


Driving along the familiar roads that late afternoon, I was having a conversation with my Lord about the death of my mother four months earlier. We had had this conversation before, and each time God had provided a measure of peace.


And yet, the same questions surfaced again and again. Why did my mother have to endure so many years of mind-numbing pain before her death? Why didn’t I have peace about where she was?


I delivered all of my cookies, warmly greeting the shut-ins. Their homes were decorated with small white pines or blue spruce cut from the deep forests surrounding the community.


At my final stop, Miss Ruby, a beloved eighty-three-year-old known for her quiet benevolence, was slow to respond to my persistent knock on her front door. I started to get concerned because she had fallen on Thanksgiving Eve while preparing dinner for several neighbors who would be alone that holiday.


Finally, I heard the steady rhythm of her wooden cane as she slowly made her way to the door.


“I guessed you’d be coming by, my dear, so I’ve made some hot chocolate to entice you to stay a little longer. It gets lonely here on Long Bottom Road in the winter, and even more so now that I can’t get outside in this cold weather while my hip is healing.”


We chatted while I balanced my cup on my knee and found myself wishing her grown children lived nearer to provide companionship and care for her. As I was leaving, she put her arms around me, kissed me on the check and whispered, “You’re an angel, do you know that?” I was hardly an angel, but I thanked her and promised to visit again after Christmas when the holiday rush was over.


Back in the car, I drove a short distance down the dirt road before easing to a stop next to a weathered split-rail fence. No farmhouses were in view.


I laid my head down on the steering wheel and wept.


“I miss you, Mother,” I cried out, looking heavenward to the overcast skies, hoping she heard me.


This was my first Christmas season without her. I knew well the verse, “to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord.” Still, I wept alone on that country road, unable to accept the peace that God was so willing to give me.


Finally, in desperation, and with no thought of Biblical precedent, I asked the Lord for a sign, a sign that He cared, a sign that He heard me, a sign that He loved me, a sign that my mother was safe in heaven with Him.


Wiping my eyes, I returned to our country home where I quietly prepared dinner for my husband. We were alone; our sons were married and living in another part of the state. This was their year to spend Christmas with their wives’ families.


The next morning, while dressing for church, my husband turned to me in surprise and asked, “Where on earth did you find this?”


“Find what?” I asked, straightening my skirt before the mirror.


“The ruby!” he replied. “Isn’t that your ruby there on the bedspread?”


I rushed to the bed, picked up the ruby, held it close to my breast and began to weep.


It had become a custom for my parents’ seven children to pool our resources each time one of us celebrated a fortieth anniversary and to present the happy couple each with a ruby, the stone traditionally associated with that anniversary. On our anniversary the previous year, I was given a lovely ruby set in a pendant on a simple gold chain.


The first week I wore it, the stone had come loose from its setting and was never found, leaving me distraught.


I had searched for nearly a year, combing the carpets, checking our closets, looking in the most unlikely places for this ruby which had lovingly tied me to my siblings.


And now, on this Sunday morning, the ruby appeared from nowhere in the center of our bedspread. More curiously, I had made the bed less than a half hour before.


My husband, sensing my suspicion, placed his hands firmly on my shoulders. “I know you must think I found the ruby and laid it on the bedspread where you’d quickly see it. But I can assure you before God that this is the first I’ve seen it since you lost it last year. I promise you!”


It was my sign. There could be no other explanation. And I sought none.


~Mariane Holbrook
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From Mourning to Morning


God can heal a broken heart, but He has to have all the pieces.


~Author Unknown


It had been several sad and lonely months since my three-month-old son Travis had died from congenital heart disease. I was so angry with God for taking my son that I vowed to never pray to Him again.


There was just one problem. My four-year-old son Aaron missed his brother dearly and would ask me questions every day like, “Mommy, what’s Heaven like?”


“Mommy, can I go to Heaven and see Travis?” Or, “Mommy, why can’t Daddy go get Travis and bring him home?” These are tough questions, especially when you are mad at God.


I couldn’t stand the thought of infecting Aaron with the bitterness that was consuming me. I had taught him every day of his young life that Jesus loved him. I could not destroy that faith. I knew I had to find peace beyond my grief so that I could be a good mother to Aaron.


Finally, one night, as I lay alone on my bed, I poured out my heart to God — my anger, bitterness and pain. I prayed, “Lord, I have tried to change, but I can’t; so if you want me whole again, you will have to do it.”


Suddenly, the room was filled with an almost palpable peace and I heard God speak to my heart, “Louise, Travis is with me.” Then, to my amazement, I felt the weight of my baby son placed against my breast and could almost feel his soft, baby hair brush against my cheek. I couldn’t open my eyes as tears streamed across my temples, soaking my hair. I lay absolutely still, allowing God to comfort me in a way I had never known as I continued listening to His gentle whisper: “Travis is okay. He’s with me.”


When I awoke the next morning, the bitterness and anger were gone. I still missed my son terribly. I still had no explanation as to why he was taken. But I had the most intimate encounter with God’s love and presence that I had ever experienced in my entire life.


~Louise Tucker Jones
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A Handwritten Message from Heaven


While we are mourning the loss of our friend, others are rejoicing to meet him behind the veil.


~John Taylor


It was a beautiful Tuesday morning but my mood did not match the day. I was in a solemn and reflective mood, grieving the loss of someone very dear to me. I’d had almost four months to grieve and deal with the reality of her death, but something else nagged at me this morning. I realized suddenly that I didn’t know about her salvation. And although we were very close, that was something we had never discussed.


Although we were not blood kin, Shirley had been in my family and like a second mother to me for twenty-five years. My mother and father had divorced when I was fourteen, and my mama was struggling to raise us four kids alone. Shirley was from Richmond, Virginia and had been transferred to Atlanta, Georgia several years before and had no family here. She and my mother worked for the same company but different departments, and so did not know each other well. Their worlds were miles apart. Shirley had no family close by. She had lost her mother when she was a child; her father had deserted the family when she was a baby. She had no children of her own and had never been married. She and her only sibling, a half-sister, were split up when their mother died, and were raised in different homes. Her sister, Peggy, had been taken to live with her father and Shirley was raised by an “old maid” aunt and her granny.


One particularly stressful day she found my mother crying in the lounge and offered her help. My mother thanked her but told her no one could solve the problems she had. She was required to work late and her four kids were at home alone with no dinner. Shirley opened her heart and said, “Well I certainly can help with that! I will be glad to go over and cook dinner and stay with the children until you get off work.” My mother, stunned, couldn’t say no. And that was the beginning of our new and very different family, one that included Shirley for the next twenty-five years.


Shirley had died from multiple errors during what should have been a simple heart procedure. She was on life support for four months before they turned the machines off. It was a heart-wrenching four months, and I went to see her every single day on my lunch hour. I fed her, read to her and met with doctors to discuss her care. We were all with her the day she died.


Over the years we talked a lot. We talked dogs, we talked kids, and we talked cooking. Shirley and I shared a love for cooking as she patiently taught me my way around the kitchen. She taught me how to pay bills when I married and how to stretch food dollars on healthy inexpensive meals. She taught me how to balance a checkbook and make a budget. Over the years, we talked about a million things, but today I was having regrets that we never talked about her relationship to God.


After she died, my mother told me that Shirley had asked questions and worried a lot about her spiritual condition. She worried as she aged about the fact that she had never been baptized and the fact that she had never regularly attended Church service. She asked a lot of questions and began to read the Bible. But as far as I knew she had never made a conscious decision to give her heart to God. I found myself crying for her yet again and praying that she was okay.


Three years earlier, Shirley had given me a beautiful antique oak sideboard that had been in her family for several generations and was left to her when her aunt passed on. She and my mother had cleaned all of their belongings out of it, and I checked to make sure before we moved it. It had been in my living room for the past three years. I had polished it, wiped out all the drawers and replaced a broken glass handle. Since the drawers were old and rickety I kept a few little household items in it, but primarily it was still empty. Over the past three years I had been in it dozens of times and it held mainly my old feather duster and a few orphaned keys.


This morning, after I got over my crying spell and long talk with God, I washed my face. Determined to get my mind off the grief, I got busy around the house. The first thing I did was wrestle with the top drawer of the old sideboard where I kept my old orange feather duster. When I finally tugged the drawer open and picked up the duster, I saw something clinging to the bottom. It was a piece of cardboard found on the back of a small 5x7 pad. I noticed something written on it; not a word or two but an entire page — a poem — carefully transcribed on the piece of cardboard most people throw away. I noticed the tiny, precise lettering and immediately recognized the handwriting as Shirley’s. It stopped me in my tracks, mystified as to how it got there when I knew the drawer had been emptied of all of its belongings three years ago.


It was a poem by her favorite poet — Helen Steiner Rice. I realized that in less than fifteen minutes after my request, in her own handwriting, she had sent me the message that I had asked for. Through tear-dimmed eyes I read the poem to the bottom and then back up to the title. In big bold letters were the words: Good Morning God.


~Andrea Peebles
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Saying Goodbye
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One Last Hello


There are things that we don’t want to happen but have to accept, things we don’t want to know but have to learn, and people we can’t live without but have to let go.


~Author Unknown


My brother Michael James was a beacon of light in a dark world. He was always smiling, and there never seemed to be a day that he was in a sour mood. He was a generous man who would never hesitate to give everything he had if he knew you needed it more. Always there to lend a shoulder to cry on or tell a joke to lift your spirits, he truly was one of a kind.


Michael was tragically killed on impact when a teenager running from the police in a stolen car hit him at over 100 miles per hour. The police came to our home in the middle of the night to tell us the shattering news.


The night before Michael was laid to rest, we viewed his beautiful face one final time at the funeral home. A heart-wrenching ordeal, we solemnly went home to grieve. Once home, I curled up in the family room with my brother Thomas and my future husband Jason. We had the television on, but we were not really watching it. My parents had gone to bed as soon as we got home.


After maybe an hour, I heard heavy footsteps in the upstairs hallway, and assumed it was my father coming downstairs to get a drink of water. The kitchen door did not open, so I shrugged it off and didn’t think much of it. The footsteps continued into the kitchen. I looked up but still did not see anyone.


I turned to Thomas and asked him if he saw anyone. He glanced quickly and shook his head. Suddenly, the stained glass sun catchers on the sliding glass door started swinging for no apparent reason! Shocked, I turned to Thomas and Jason to see if they also saw what I was seeing. Their eyes were wide as they looked at me in disbelief.


Thomas cleared his throat, and asked “Michael, are you here?” The sun catchers continued to swing, and somewhat faster. Grins spread across all three of our faces. Without warning, the swinging stopped. Our shoulders drooped, because we figured Michael must have left.


The dogs however seemed to know he was still there, because they both jumped off Jason and Thomas’s laps to mount the couch next to the sliding door. This was astounding because for whatever reason they only would sit on that particular couch when Michael was there.


We all laughed and tears of joy filled our eyes, as we knew Michael was there to say hello and let us know he was still with us. We all told him that we loved him and that we missed him.


Soon, the dogs retreated from the couch and got back onto Jason and Thomas’s laps. We heard the floorboards creak upstairs in my parents’ room and we knew Michael had gone to visit them.


The next morning, my mother told us about how she had the most wonderful dream that Michael had been in their room. He had hugged her and told her not to worry. Thomas, Jason and I looked at each other knowingly, and said, “Hey Mom, want to hear something amazing?”


~Megan LeeAnn Waterman-Fouch
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Namesake


God pours life into death and death into life without a drop being spilled.


~Author Unknown


I woke up when I felt someone sit on the side of the bed. I glanced at the clock and saw that it was the middle of the night. I pushed my pregnant body up on my elbows expecting to see my five-year-old daughter in need of comfort or refuge from a nightmare. Instead I was surprised to see my Italian grandfather sitting there looking at me. “Pop! What are you doing here?” I said.


He smiled and patted my leg. “I come to tell you something and to ask a favor,” he said.
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