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      INTRODUCTION


      Dear Friend,

      Flip through this Cup of Comfort devotional and you'll see the names of hundreds of women. I'd like to believe that each signature represents someone you'd want as a trust-worthy new friend. For each one offers you something truly valuable and beneficial each day as she shares her story. In fact, we all share a significant bond. You're holding a book of devotions for women, written by women. And each contributor has received — and wants to share with you — a cup of God's extraordinary comfort. As you pause to read these simple affirmations of God's abundant love and provision, we hope that you will open your heart in prayer to receive what God wants to give you that day.

      One wonderful benefit of using this book is that you can begin right where you are — at any time of the year — and join this new circle of friends. At the beginning of each day's story, you'll find a portion of Scripture that the writer found helpful as she applied it to her experience. We've also added a brief “word of wisdom” at the end of each piece for your encouragement each day.

      You'll also find a longer story at the opening of each monthly section — twelve very personal stories from women who found God's comfort at a significant moment in their lives. Much like women's stories included in the Bible, each of these allows you to appropriate its timeless message, no matter what your stage of life.

      I'm especially thankful that so many of you were willing to share your story with other women. So often we forget just how much we need one another — to bear one another's burdens, share each other's joys, and laugh together at our common frustrations. We hope you find refreshing nourishment each time you drink from this special Cup.

      Some of us may lead a life very different from yours. Perhaps you struggle with a challenge far greater than the ones you'll read about here. But we sincerely hope that you find genuine spiritual encouragement in these encounters with the living God, and sense, dear sister, that you are not alone.

      May the peace of the Lord be with you, always.

      — CAROL MCLEAN WILDE
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      JANUARY TIME IS NOT THE ENEMY
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      “I am the Alpha and the Omega — the beginning and the end,” says the Lord God. “I am the one who is, who always was, and who is still to come, the Almighty One.”

      REVELATION I:8

      EVERY DAY AT WORK I PLAYED BEAT THE CLOCK. While I might beat my ticking torturer occasionally, I often lost my perspective. You see, my job is filled with deadlines. Outgoing mail has to be in the basket by 11 A.M. Incoming requests have to be processed in the morning, and any returns have to go out by 4:30 P.M. Incoming materials have to be processed immediately, with customers contacted within the hour.

      I felt deadlined to death, and it showed. Woe to anything or anyone who got in my way! Snapping at my coworkers earned me low marks on my performance review, which came just after New Year's Day.

      When my supervisor told me to shape up during the year ahead, I studied time-management self-help books. Most of them seemed aimed at a company's higher echelon of employees, with tips on how to delegate and deal with subordinates. What if you are the subordinate? Other suggestions, such as taking a bubble bath, didn't seem practical in the middle of a hectic day at the office!

      Then something my pastor said helped me call a time-out. As I rushed into a Sunday study of Revelation, he remarked, “God is in charge of all time.”

      I felt as if someone had thrown a bucket of cold water on me. God is in charge, not the clock. “We say that every week in our offertory prayer,” my pastor went on. “We offer with joy and thanksgiving what you have first given us — our selves, our time, and our possessions, signs of your gracious love.” Our time is a sign of God's love. My heart pounded. Time is a gift from God, not an enemy at all. How often had I rattled off those words without absorbing their meaning? Week after week, God told me to be at peace with the clock, and I hadn't listened.

      Then my pastor quoted Revelation 1:8. He continued, “God is the beginning and the end.” At home, I searched the Bible and discovered other verses about time. Psalm 90:12 says that we should use our short lives wisely. Psalm 65:8 adds daily joy to the mix. In Luke 12:25, Jesus says that being stressed-out is a waste of time: “Can all your worries add a single moment to your life?” Ecclesiastes 3 reinforces the big picture: “There is a time for everything” (vs. 1a).

      To help me remember, I posted Bible verses on my computer. I recited them under my breath when I felt the hands of the clock spinning out of control. The Serenity Prayer found a place next to the verses: “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference” (Reinhold Neibuhr).

      Julian of Norwich's quote, “All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well” gave me calm confidence. When the immediacy of the messages wore off, I removed the words and replaced them with pictures of serene outdoor scenes. “Visiting” them for a moment during the day helps me regain my perspective and remember the greater world.

      Visualizing Jesus in my workplace, sitting next to me at my computer, reminds me of God's great presence and power. Comprehending time as a gift changed my thinking and behavior almost overnight. If God is in charge of time, then I can accept it as a gift and use it as God pleases.

      Suddenly, I was no longer a Beat the Clock contestant. My work deadlines still existed, but with my God-given outlook, I didn't get frazzled so easily. Though customer service is a major part of my job, it's usually indirect. I often viewed drop-in customers as interruptions and fumed inside when they stayed too long or told me more than necessary. But if God is in charge of time, and God loves people, I needed to be better at loving people, too.

      Then a funny thing happened. When I took time for people, my job became more interesting. I learned things I'd never know otherwise. One customer collects pop-up books and another is the founder of a local rose society. One surveys avalanche probability for ski resorts. I started appreciating the diversity of human interests. And, wonder of wonders, my work still got done. Deadlines were met. What a gift, indeed, is time.

      — JANE HEITMAN
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      JANUARY 1 New Year, Clean Slate

      “Purify me from my sins, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.”

      PSALM 5I:7

      For many people, Christmas is a favorite time of the year. However, I find it refreshing to put away the decorations; remove the drooping, brittle tree; and vacuum up the last needles, icicles, and bits of paper. It's nice to have the house uncluttered again.

      Then comes January, my favorite time, a time of new beginnings. No matter what happened the year before, here is a chance to start fresh. Anticipation and hope mingle to propel me forward into the unknown. Just as snow blankets the ground and covers its uneven contours, so the new year stretches before me like a nice, white blank piece of paper. I can choose, in part, the story to be written on it.

      God is the God of forgiveness and second chances. By admitting our areas of failure, and committing to turn from past wrongs, we are allowed a fresh start.

      
        Each new day is another chance to start again.
      

      — RUTHANNE N. ARRINGTON

      JANUARY 2 Stay above the Fray

      “Don't get involved in foolish, ignorant arguments that only start fights. The Lord's servants must not quarrel but must be kind to everyone. They must be able to teach effectively and be patient with difficult people.”

      2 TIMOTHY 2:23–24

      I once worked in an office where it seemed hardly a day went by without the ladies fighting. The main complaint seemed to be, “Hey, that's not my job, not my problem!” It was a spirit of constant noncooperation that led to constant bickering, especially when negative sparks flew my way. I automatically moved into defense mode, ready to point out my good reason for doing this or that.

      What a waste of energy! It took quite a while for me to learn to simply listen, and then decide if I needed to respond to whatever inspired the latest cut-down session.

      Of course, adding fuel to the fire only results in burnout — the very thing that Paul wanted Timothy to avoid. Paul gives us his very best advice here. But you know, I think Paul learned his nuggets of wisdom by experience too.

      
        I'll look for ways to help today — whether it's my job or not.
      

      — CMW

      JANUARY 3 God Be Praised!

      “Are you called to help others? Do it with all the strength and energy that God supplies. Then God will be given glory in everything through Jesus Christ.”

      I PETER 4:II

      This was not a simple procedure. Our patient was a four-year-old girl with a cyst in her neck that had been there since birth. The surgery involved the girl's jugular vein, and her carotid arteries were wrapped around and through it.

      She was scared.

      We were wondering.

      Dr. Jim needed a miracle.

      We gave the little girl a baby doll just before putting her under, and as Dr. Jim started, many were praying. The surgery lasted two hours. When it was over, and the doctors realized it was successful, Dr. Jim said, “It was done with God's hands and with God's strength.”

      The words come back to me often, prompting me to self-examination: Where am I serving today? By whose strength will the work be done?

      
        He will be your strength for every helping task.
      

      — FRANCINE DUCKWORTH

      JANUARY 4 He's the Guard

      “LORD, you alone are my inheritance, my cup of blessing. You guard all that is mine.”

      PSALM I6:5

      My adult son met me in the kitchen and hoisted himself onto the counter.

      Turning to him, I asked, “What about your wife? And the boys?”

      “She's not going with me, Mom. It's her decision.” He gripped the countertop, looked down at the floor, and continued, “God help me, the boys have to understand how I feel.”

      “All right,” I said. But it wasn't. The following two weeks were difficult, as if the low limbs of our family tree had been cut off with no way to climb up. My talks with God had no spiritual putons: “This is not supposed to happen in our family!”

      I had to reach a point of realization: I could not guard my son's family from life's inevitable hurts. I had to give them over to the Guardian of all that is mine — until I inherit all that is His.

      
        In our heavenly home, all will be well, all will be peace.
      

      — ANN L. COKER

      JANUARY 5 More Life, Less Worry

      “Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?”

      LUKE I2:25

      “What if she gets hurt?”

      “What if they have a wreck on the way?”

      “What if some of the girls ignore her?”

      “What if …” I had a whole list of “what if” worries to give my husband when our daughter left for her first youth-group retreat.

      You see, I'm a worrier. But admit it — it's easy to worry when a child is out of sight, right? I've always worried when others are in charge of her, ever since she fell and cut her lip right before my husband and I went out for our first “date” since adopting her. I called home to check with the babysitter — twice — while we sat at a “relaxing” meal…. And the babysitter was my mom!

      Okay, I'm a worrier. But I've improved. Really. I've noticed that when I trust God a little bit more, I worry a little bit less. That's better, isn't it? And life is so much sweeter.

      
        Worry unplugs us from God's power source.
      

      — KATHRYN LAY

      JANUARY 6 Mom's Secondhand Wisdom

      “The wisdom we speak of is the secret wisdom of God, which was hidden in former times, though he made it for our benefit before the world began.”

      I CORINTHIANS 2:7

      I heard about a little girl who sees and hears birds with deep inner delight. Then her mother comes to her with explanations: “See, this is a robin, and that one over there is a chickadee.” Suddenly the girl becomes concerned about keeping it all straight in her mind. She wants to “get it right” and see things the way Mom sees them.

      But the apostle Paul tells us the Gospel contains much mystery, or “secret wisdom,” and that this is unfolding for us believers. We can't understand it by mere teaching or rote memory. We need to let God's Spirit speak it into our hearts, day by day.

      This is how we grow in Him — through our Bible reading, fellowship, and prayer. And by paying attention to our experiences, happy and sad, in order to discern God's wisdom coming through to us.

      
        May you see directly today, not just secondhand!
      

      — CMW

      JANUARY 7 Quiet Waters, Peaceful Heart

      “He lets me rest in green meadows; he leads me beside peaceful streams.”

      PSALM 23:2

      When I was a little girl, my family spent a week each summer in the mountains of New Hampshire. After dinner one evening, my dad set me on his shoulders, took a beach chair in one hand and a small Bible in the other, and went to the river in time for sunset. The setting sun painted the horizon a soft orange and pink. The waters quietly lapped the shoreline.

      “The Lord, your Shepherd, wants you to trust Him so your heart can be quiet, just like these waters are quiet and still,” he tenderly said to me. I can tell you now that there have been many times when the circumstances of my life seemed more like tempests! Yet each time I look to my Good Shepherd, trust Him and His leading, my heart does feel quieted. Despite swelling seas — and even worsening weather — there is a stillness in my heart that's unshakable. Have you been there beside peaceful streams?

      
        Quiet waters tell me exactly what God desires for my heart.
      

      — RACHEL M. TAMILIO

      JANUARY 8 Certified Mercy

      “God is so rich in mercy, and he loved us so very much, that even while we were dead because of our sins, he gave us life when he raised Christ from the dead. (It is only by God's special favor that you have been saved!)”

      EPHESIANS 2:4–5

      Last January, right after paying off all the Christmas bills, an official-looking certified letter arrived at my home. Shaking in fear that the letter brought bad news, I tore open the envelope.

      As a volunteer member of a city committee, I had been given thirty days to submit a certain form to the state's Ethics Committee. The letter stated that I had missed a deadline for filing this form, and now I could expect to be fined up to $1,500!

      I remembered dropping that form in the mailbox last July. Surely they would not fine me because someone lost it. I scanned the legal instructions, desperate to avoid paying the fine.

      My heart skipped a beat as I found grounds for an appeal. Yes, the state would not apply the fine if I could produce a copy of the form and resend it. I would receive mercy … wonderful, checking account — saving mercy. But I had to respond in a certain way in order for the state to apply it to my account.

      I could ignore the letter. I could have blamed others for losing my mail. Or I could point to the reason why I could legally receive mercy. Mercy arrived as soon as I followed instructions.

      God's mercy is rich — and everlasting. — CMW

      JANUARY 9 Cushioned Sins

      “When you were prosperous, I warned you, but you replied, ‘Don't bother me.’ Since childhood you have been that way — you simply will not listen!”

      JEREMIAH 22:2I

      I spent an hour curling my daughter's hair, helping her slip into a frilly costume and tap shoes, and applying her makeup. Then, like dozens of other parents, I arrived early at the auditorium and left her backstage among a glittery, sequined throng.

      As I sank into a cushioned seat and waited for the dance recital to begin, an excited buzz of conversation washed over me. Parents talked about the program, the music, and the flowers they'd brought for their daughters.

      Then a fire alarm blared, and a roomful of suddenly uncomfortable adults stared at each other. In each set of eyes, I saw, I don't smell smoke. And after all the morning hassle, I'm NOT giving up my seat. And no one moved until ushers forced us to evacuate.

      Back at home I have time to consider: Will I give up my well-seated sins and follow Christ tomorrow?

      
        Listen — and let God usher you out of that next temptation.
      

      — LORI Z. SCOTT

      JANUARY 10 On Loan from the Lord

      “O LORD our God, even these materials that we have gathered to build a Temple to honor your holy name come from you! It all belongs to you!”

      I CHRONICLES 29:I6

      To see women giving is to see the work of God within their hearts. In the Scripture above, King David had already offered his own treasure to build the house of God — his gold, silver, and precious stones. Then he asked others to contribute, too.

      And why shouldn't God's people give? As David said, “it all belongs to God,” and back to Him it will go someday. A life-changing movement takes place within us when we determine to give, and it's the spirit of the cheerful giver that brings so much glory to God. That spirit can spur us to action when we see any good work that needs doing. Or when we see someone who needs what only we can supply.

      Do you know of any person or need like that in your world today? How will you respond?

      
        All things come from God; be generous in returning them to Him and His people.
      

      — CMW

      JANUARY 11 “I Not Ready Yet!”

      “I am holding you by your right hand — I, the LORD your God. And I say to you, ‘Do not be afraid. I am here to help you.’”

      ISAIAH 4I:I3

      Dorothy's little grandson Jake received a bike with training wheels for his birthday present. The gift sparked his interest, but he postponed getting on it until another day. “I try Monday, Mom-Mom,” he promised with a grin. When Monday rolled around, he said, “I try another Monday. I not ready yet.”

      I laughed when Dorothy told me the story, but I certainly could relate to his “not ready yet” mind-set. Fear is the biggest hurdle in my reluctance or refusal to tackle “new bike” moments, especially when I'm not sure how they will turn out. Issues that pull me out of my comfort zone and require vulnerability — or a huge step of faith — tend to make me hold back and not do anything at all.

      But then I remember how you learn to ride a bike — Daddy holds you till your balance is just perfect.

      
        We have to get on the bike before we can ride.
      

      — MABELLE REAMER

      JANUARY 12 Soul Nutrition

      “I prayed to the LORD, and he answered me, freeing me from all my fears.”

      PSALM 34:4

      “Here I am Lord, among all these weeds.” This is a good time to talk to the Lord, in the quiet cool of the morning, sitting quietly in my garden.

      “Lord, you see the anxious and demanding times in my life right now,” I prayed. In all my busyness, my family still needs me, and so does my garden. It seems the older I get, the slower I work, and the less I produce.

      I feel frenzied working in my garden this morning. I fear there won't be enough time to complete the weeding, pruning, and cultivating of a whole garden. Of a whole life.

      “Lord, I can see such majesty of your power and assurance of your love in this place — your garden.”

      My mind settles into a quiet calmness. Just as I feed my garden, He will replenish my soul.

      
        Today I will lean toward the sun and bask in His warmth.
      

      — DOROTHY MINEA

      JANUARY 13 Can You Look Past the Looks?

      “There was nothing beautiful or majestic about his appearance, nothing to attract us to him.”

      ISAIAH 53:2

      The girl sat alone in church, her long hair wet, her skirt rather skimpy. When our pastor asked us to greet one another, I smiled and shook her hand. But I wondered why she hadn't dried her hair before coming to the service. Her name was Jessica, and I made a point to talk with her each Sunday. Yet I found myself questioning her appearance — especially that wet hair.

      One Sunday we were invited to pray with someone sitting near us. Jessica and I joined hands, and after prayer she said, “You've been so friendly to me. In fact, your friendliness is one reason I come to church. You see, my parents don't want me here.”

      It troubles me to think what would have happened to Jessica if I'd acted on my critical perception of her looks. What if I hadn't accepted her just as she was? And if I'd been alive to see Jesus in person, would I have let His ordinary face obscure His extraordinary message?

      
        Homeliness, too, is only skin deep.
      

      — JEWELL JOHNSON

      JANUARY 14 Condemnation from Whom?

      “So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.”

      ROMANS 8:I

      The chants started when she got on the school bus, then followed her into the school and onto the playground. “Fatty, fatty, two-by-four …”

      I hated that teasing of my best childhood friend. How I wanted to protect her from all harm; I just didn't have the ability.

      As I grew older, life tumbled in with all its injustice and injury, now directed at me. I began to insulate myself from the hurts of life, but the pain stayed, even when I shut the door of my heart.

      I finally began paying attention to what I was telling myself: “Why didn't you … You should have … If only you had …”

      I discovered I was the one causing myself pain. As a child I couldn't stop comments that hurt my friend. But as an adult, I have more power: I can refuse to listen to the voice of self-condemnation.

      
        I can love my neighbor — and I can love myself — with the love Christ gives me.
      

      — JEAN DAVIS

      JANUARY 15 Happiness

      “It is a good thing to receive wealth from God and the good health to enjoy it. To enjoy your work and accept your lot in life — that is indeed a gift from God.”

      ECCLESIASTES 5:I9

      Suddenly, things are so good! I got the job I wanted, I live in a lovely home, my kids are doing well, and hubby seems happy for the time being.

      But do I know how to celebrate? It's almost a crisis situation! It seems I've grown accustomed to expecting the worst, so now, before the next wave of difficulty rolls through the living room of my life, can I just enjoy the moment?

      Yes, now that things are so good, I will offer up my gratitude the best I know how. And I will welcome the coming days. For God is already on the path ahead, beckoning me into the destiny He's lovingly planned. I know I won't always be bubbling over with happiness. But He promises me joy, each step of the way, if I choose to depend on Him … no matter what.

      
        Show me how to enjoy this happiness!
      

      — CMW

      JANUARY 16 Soft Bread

      “Cast thy bread upon the waters: for thou shalt find it after many days.”

      ECCLESIASTES II:I (KJV)

      She was three or four and wanted so much to feed the ducks at the park pond, but rain threatened, and her mother took her to the car. From my bench at lunch the next day, I noticed they were back again. This time, she brought a large bag of bread, but the spring wind carried her tiny handfuls swirling out of sight. The ducks swam after the bread, but the little girl couldn't watch them feed. She cried until her mother saw that the same wind carrying her bread away was now bringing some back from the other side of the small pond. Now she could watch the ducks eating.

      We are like that little girl in our expectations.

      Whenever we start a new project or attempt a good deed or even hire someone to paint our house trim, we want to see results right away. We have trouble even waiting for the primer to dry, don't we? But let's not become discouraged while doing good. We must keep throwing out the Bread of Life wherever others are hungry to feed. God wants us, like water, to reflect His love, and to feed at His feet daily.

      
        Lord, like bread, keep me soft and pliable, yet strong enough to be nourishment for hungry souls.
      

      — IMOGENE JOHNSON

      JANUARY 17 What Do You Expect?

      “You must be ready all the time, for the Son of Man will come when least expected.”

      LUKE I2:40

      The three men in my family — husband and two sons — sometimes joke about my “ability” to put something on the stove … and then forget about it. You see, I'm a multitasker. So I can quickly move from one thing to the next without skipping a beat. But if that “next thing” happens to absorb my interest, the previous thing might get left behind. (Hence, a few memorable burned leftovers.)

      There's a kind of spiritual watchfulness that I'd like to take up to a greater extent. For us multitaskers, the challenge is to focus on what's truly important. That is why Jesus warned His disciples so solemnly about looking for His return at the end of days. They were to live with watchful expectancy. They couldn't just coast along through their lives with comfortable routines. Deep inside, the eyes of their hearts needed to be wide open.

      
        When daily distractions arrive, ask God to help you see things as He does.
      

      — CMW

      JANUARY 18 Big and Limitless

      “He existed before everything else began, and he holds all creation together.”

      COLOSSIANS I:I7

      At a dark time in our family's life, I was introduced to The Chronicles of Narnia, by C. S. Lewis. These seven books have truly hooked me. Their spiritual truths play hide-and-seek with the reader but are great treasures to find. The Chronicles are all about four children who take excursions into the enchanted land of Narnia, where they meet Aslan, the golden lion, a symbol of Christ. In Book 2, Lucy makes her second visit to Narnia, where she meets Aslan again:

      “Aslan, you're bigger.”

      “That is because you are older, little one,” Aslan answers.

      “Not because you are?” asks Lucy.

      “I am not. But every year you grow, you will find me bigger.”

      What a wonderful insight! As we grow up in Christ, our God will be bigger to us. Not because we more fully comprehend His true “size”; rather, we more clearly recognize the borderless expanse of His infinite being.

      
        We stand in awe of all God is.
      

      — GWEN RICE CLARK

      JANUARY 19 Working for God's Glory

      “Work hard and cheerfully at whatever you do, as though you were working for the Lord rather than for people.”

      COLOSSIANS 3:23

      A hostess met us at the restaurant door. I recognized her immediately, even though it had been thirty years since I'd last seen her. She didn't recognize me, though, so I reintroduced myself.

      She suddenly looked embarrassed. “I'm still trying to figure out what I want to be when I grow up,” she laughed. Obviously, she wasn't happy with her occupation. It appeared that she felt bad about being a restaurant hostess in her middle forties.

      I felt sad for her, not because of how she made a living, but because of how she viewed her position in life. I prayed for her often after that meeting — not so much that God would move her to another position, but that He'd help her see value in every form of honest work. For when we do our daily tasks to the best of our abilities, God is honored.

      
        Work cheerfully today — it is a privilege to do so.
      

      — NANCY B. GIBBS

      JANUARY 20 Transformation

      “Then he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’”

      JOHN 20:22

      When I was a little girl, “magic coloring books” were all the rage. Each page had a picture outlined in black, but instead of coloring the pictures in the usual way, I'd dip a paintbrush in water and brush it lightly across the page. In a flash, a plain, uninteresting black-and-white page would be streaked with red, blue, green, and yellow. The transformation seemed like sheer magic, and this little girl was thrilled.

      After Jesus was crucified, the disciples huddled together behind closed doors and barred windows, alone and afraid. Then Jesus appeared in their midst, offering the Holy Spirit to dwell within them.

      Immediately their fears left them, and they went out to become bold witnesses for their risen Master. What a transformation! You and I may be plain, ordinary, fearful people. Yet, just a touch from Jesus can transform our lives beyond recognition.

      
        Let the Spirit work unhindered within you this day.
      

      — TANYA FERDINANDUSZ

      JANUARY 21 It Begins with a Thought

      “Don't let us yield to temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.”

      MATTHEW 6:I3

      A pop song with the strange title “Oops, I Did It Again!” came out in the year 2000. I don't know if it's about temptation, but it seems to sum up my life experience with dubious enticements. I'm tempted to gossip, to overeat, to feel sorry for myself, to worry, to lash out at women who seem to be competing with me … you get the picture. And I'm fairly certain you have your own besetting sins to bemoan.

      I pray to be good, Lord!

      And often I fail. Yet, through long experience, I've come to see that there is no overcoming temptation by sheer force of will. That is why I need God's grace — His deliverance — every step of the way. And it helps me to recall, it's not only what I do that is important; it's what I'm thinking long before my mouth launches into action.

      
        Pause to consider: How is your thought-life this day?
      

      — CMW

      JANUARY 22 Stepping into the Light

      “Your word is a lamp for my feet and a light for my path.”

      PSALM II9:I05

      I stop on the sidewalk and look up into the night. A thin sliver of moon shows through, but no other light. Walking my beagle in the early morning, I use a leash with a flashlight attached to the handle. It throws a splotch of light just in front of me. If my focus drifts, and I let the dog wander off on the scent of a squirrel, she pulls the light after her, and I can no longer see where I'm going. I really need that bit of light cast on the next few steps ahead of me!

      Isn't life like that? God doesn't tell me what I will face next year or even tomorrow. I see only the next few steps before me. As long as I keep walking, though, He gives me light enough to continue.

      
        Step within His light, and keep following.
      

      — ELSI DODGE

      JANUARY 23 A Purposeful Pattern

      “Breaking the loaves into pieces, [Jesus] kept giving the bread and fish to the disciples to give to the people. They all ate as much as they wanted.”

      MARK 6:4I–42

      Quilting is popular again. Stores are dedicated to the quilter, with classes burgeoning and quilting machines ready. It brings back memories as I look at the multicolored quilts that all started with just the first two scraps sewn together.

      Jesus took five small loaves of bread and two fish. He handed out the bits and pieces to His disciples, and they fed 5,000 men, besides women and children. The Lord can take a small scrap and multiply it forever.

      When we come to Him with the bits and pieces of our lives, He arranges frayed edges into something pleasing, a purposeful pattern we may not discern until we see Him face-to-face. I'm so thankful He's the one doing the arranging.

      
        A little bit in God's hand goes a long way.
      

      — V. LOUISE CUNNINGHAM

      JANUARY 24 Hunker with Him

      “For where two or three have gathered together in My name, I am there in their midst.”

      MATTHEW I8:20

      As the four hurricanes blew across our town in the fall of 2004, we heard lots of people saying, “We're just going to hunker down and ride it out.”

      “Hunker down” brings a distinct image to mind, doesn't it? And most everyone was planning to hunker with others — not alone. That's my point: Have you noticed how, in the midst of stormy times, human beings seek one another out and hunker down together? Their troubles tend to drive them into one another's arms, producing a strength that transcends the abilities of any single individual.

      When trouble hits, we feel tossed by wind and wave. But the gracious miracle is that we are usually hurled right into someone else! We find comfort in the storm through fellowship with two or three other Christ-believing storm fighters.

      And why not? Christ is right there with us.

      
        As we hold hands in a storm, we share together in Christ's presence.
      

      — CMW

      JANUARY 25 Don't Give Up … Endure

      “Patient endurance is what you need now….”

      HEBREWS I0:36

      “If nobody else is going to invent a dishwashing machine, I'll do it myself.” Josephine Cochrane was a socialite and had servants to wash her fine china in 1886. The servants were clumsy, though, and broke too many plates and cups. Josephine tried washing dishes herself, but it was a tiresome job, and she knew there had to be a better way. She went out to a shed behind the house and started figuring out how to make a machine do the work.

      She handled the transition from socialite to mechanic, but then faced a much harder task. Trying to sell her new machine, she constantly heard, “No.” In a 1915 survey, women insisted they'd rather wash dishes by hand in the evening because it relaxed them. Josephine patiently endured for decades before housewives were ready to have dishwashers in their kitchens. Today, dishwashers are a standard fixture in most American homes.

      
        Sticking to it makes it possible.
      

      — LEANN CAMPBELL

      JANUARY 26 Skin Exchange

      “Bear one another's burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of Christ.”

      GALATIANS 6:2

      We were down on our knees in prayer with the past-due bills spread out in front of us. Hot tears rolled down my cheeks as I begged God to please help my good friend and neighbor. Her husband had died unexpectedly, leaving behind thousands of dollars of debt. She had no insurance, no job, and no way to pay the rent!

      Yes, she needed money, but even more, she needed someone to pray for her, and to carry this impossible burden to the Lord. We prayed in faith, believing that God would provide somehow — perhaps through our family. I believe that is the beginning of compassion — to know exactly how your neighbor is experiencing the tough times.

      But are you and I ready to help today? Think about the people who cross your path each day. See their faces and feel their hearts. What is it like to have her home life, his work, their friends, problems, and joys? Now … take time to reach out.

      
        What burden seems too heavy for a friend today?
      

      — CMW

      JANUARY 27 Kind Eyes

      “I am overwhelmed with joy in the LORD my God! For he has dressed me with the clothing of salvation and draped me in a robe of righteousness.”

      ISAIAH 6I:I0

      Springtime on the farm was always muddy. When our young son, Kris, asked, “Can I play outside?” I told him, “Play on the grass and not in the mud.” But splashing a big mud puddle with a plastic baseball bat was too much fun. I was striding toward him, ready to scold, when he looked up with a big grin on his face and said, “I just love this!”

      I went to get the camera.

      Later, a muddy, shivering little boy was at my door, asking to come in and wanting clean clothes. And I welcomed him in and cleaned him up.

      Our loving Father does the same for us. We might like our “mud puddles” too, until we learn their self-destructive nature and (hopefully) outgrow them. During the whole process of growth, though, we never need doubt God's kind eyes upon us.

      
        Better to bask in God's love than stay in the mud.
      

      — RENEE BOLKEMA

      JANUARY 28 Tying My Shoes

      “Commit your work to the LORD, and then your plans will succeed.”

      PROVERBS I6:3

      Twenty-five years ago, when my daughter, Carrie, was a preschooler, she liked listening to recorded stories by Aunt Bertha. Carrie's favorite story involved a conversation between Aunt Bertha and a little girl. “Jesus doesn't answer my prayers,” said the girl. “I asked him to tie my shoes, and He didn't do it.”

      “There are some things God expects us to do for ourselves,” Aunt Bertha responded. However, here's the lesson Carrie learned: God won't tie my shoes, so I guess I'll have to find someone else to tie them!

      I, like my daughter, often want God to do something for me that He expects me to do for myself. I pray for wisdom in decision making, but then so often refuse to make a decision. I'm convinced God wants me to take initiative more than I do. As my husband says, “You can't steer a parked car.”

      
        He will guide my footsteps, but shouldn't I tie my shoes?
      

      — JANE M. AULT

      JANUARY 29 Compassionate Handkerchiefs

      “Then they sat on the ground with him for seven days and nights. And no one said a word, for they saw that his suffering was too great for words.”

      JOB 2:I3

      The incessant ringing of my work phone went nonstop on a day when several agonizing problems swirled in my mind. Outside, dark clouds draped the summer sky. Watching Pauline at her monitor left me even gloomier. The calendar read “Tuesday”; it still felt like Monday. Worse, I felt like Monday. I warned, “I'll probably burst into tears before this day is over.”

      Later, a note on my computer offered, “If you need a good cry, let me know, because I could have a good cry at the drop of a dime.” I sure appreciated that. And I recalled how Job's three friends wept when they first saw him. Then they sat with him, wordlessly, for seven days and seven nights.

      Suffering comes to each of us. How else could we bear it without the handkerchief of compassion?

      
        Tears can blind us — or bind us — to God's presence.
      

      — PHILLIS HARRIS-BROOKS

      JANUARY 30 Mother-Heart

      “If He causes grief, then He will have compassion according to His abundant lovingkindness. For He does not afflict willingly or grieve the sons of men.”

      LAMENTATIONS 3:32–33

      My son Tim had just gotten his first bicycle, a little red two-wheeler with white tires. What fun! We took it out to the park, and he started learning how to ride, finally making it halfway around a quarter-mile track. Then … crash!

      Off we went to the emergency room, with Tim's chin gashed wide open. At the hospital, my mother-heart ached for the little guy as nurses put him in a straightjacket to hold him still for stitches.

      Later, I tried to explain something to Tim about the doctor: Sometimes God uses others to do His work. And sometimes it is painful to do that work … and even to receive its benefits.

      Can I learn that lesson too? I know this: Today I do want to be ready to carry out God's will — even if it means coming into contact with another's pain.

      
        Obeying God isn't always pleasant; it is always right.
      

      — CMW

      JANUARY 31 Worship!

      “The heavens tell of the glory of God. The skies display his marvelous craftsmanship.”

      PSALM I9:I

      My family lives on a gentle ridge in a house that faces east. Every night I watch the moon rise like a brilliant balloon that floats lazily over our roof and comes to rest in the trees out back.

      I haven't always noticed. For too many years, life's pressures clouded my panorama. There were no bright constellations, shimmering planets, or trailing spectacles. I looked up and saw only minivan fumes. Deadlines, gridlocks, and others' agendas sullied my worldview.

      I rediscovered the heavens and renewed my faith through a household chore familiar to many: the midnight dash to the grass to housebreak our new puppy. He looked up at the sky, threw back his head, and howled with joy at the tent of twinklings draped over our yard. At that moment, the most common of tasks had become a moment of worship.

      
        Lift up your eyes to appreciate a canopy of miracles.
      

      — DIANE ROSIER MILES

    

  
    
      

      
      FEBRUARY VALENTINE'S DAY SURPRISE


      
        [image: illustration]
      

      “I am trusting you, O LORD, saying, ‘You are my God.’ My future is in your hands.”

      PSALM 3I:I4–I5

      IF YOU'RE ANYTHING LIKE ME, your memory isn't quite what it used to be. It seems as if now that I've hit the big Five-O, I'm lucky to remember my name most days. But I'll never forget that Valentine's Day. It was February 14, 2001 — a busy day of running from one errand to the next. I had taken the day off from work to visit my daughter's sixth-grade class. After I spent a few hours there, I scooted out to my next scheduled meeting in a neighboring town. After that, I drove back to my volunteer duties at church.

      The end of that long, hectic day finally arrived, and I found myself happily at home, putting on my comfy nightgown so I could finally crash into my favorite recliner and relax. On the way to that eagerly anticipated spot, I stopped and noticed bright spots of blood dripping to the floor. I couldn't believe my eyes.

      I'm not the type to panic, but I felt fear and confusion rising up within me. I walked into the sunroom and asked my husband (who has a degree in nursing) to check it out. He quickly announced, “You need to call the doctor tomorrow.”

      Over the next few days, I had several medical tests while trying to resume “life as normal.” But then my doctor, in a moment of harsh reality, told me frankly, “It's a spreading cancer in your left kidney. Either it will be very good news, and we'll be able to get it all, or … it will be very fast.”
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