










What Others Are Saying about Charlene Ann Baumbich:


“Charlene has the charm of putting a sparkle in even the most trivial of experiences…making them bright spots…. I felt like a window was opening from a narrow tunnel—and ahead were shiny spots of joy…making even what could be dull and drab take on an appearance of brightness.”


—Barbara Johnson, author of Splashes of Joy in the Cesspools of Life


“Charlene’s outrageous humor will tickle you with life-giving laughter!”


—Patsy Clairmont, author of God Uses Cracked Pots and Under His Wings


“What you do helps so many to rise above the heaviness of life, and live and laugh and face another day, so thanks!!!!”


—Loreen, Inner Grove Heights, MN


“I thought that my ‘colourful’ past was holding me back…. What I took from your message was that I am okay as I am. That a Christian woman doesn’t have to look or act a certain way.”


—Don’t Miss Your Life! seminar attendee


“Thank you so very much for reminding me that stressful situations can be laughable while I’m actually having one.”


—Don’t Miss Your Life! seminar attendee


“Masterfully woven together humor and the truth about God and our need for Him.”


—Don’t Miss Your Life! seminar attendee


“Having tired of superficial, smile-so-sweetly Christianity, I found Charlene Baumbich to be a breath (rather a strong wind) of fresh air. I love learning from someone who has outrageously trusted Christ in the gut-level issues of life.”


—Wild Child of God seminar attendee


“What a blessing to be encouraged to be genuine with other women and to again be told how much God loves us—while being challenged to be on fire for God.”


—Wild Child of God seminar attendee
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 •Increase faith in the hearts of growing Christians
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 •Instill hope in the hearts of struggling people everywhere
 Because He’s coming again!
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The brave writers who dared to reveal their Real Selves on the page, and in doing so, influenced and encouraged me to do the same. At the time of this writing, these dear folks and works come especially to mind.


 


MADELEINE L’ENGLE, whose book Walking on Water: Reflections on Faith and Art helped me to get over myself.


 


FREDERICK BUECHNER, whose compilation Listening to Your Life: Daily Meditations with Frederick Buechner introduced me to his remarkable self.


 


MIKE YACONELLI, whose fearless honesty inspired me as I repeatedly said, “Yeah, baby!” while reading Messy Spirituality.


 


RAY BRADBURY, whose freeing work Zen in the Art of Writing: Essays on Creativity utterly rocks.


 


ANNE LAMOTT, whose nonfiction tickles my Ha-ha-ha! zone, awakens my wonder, and kicks me where I need kicking. Traveling Mercies: Some Thoughts on Faith is way more important than “some thoughts.” (Expect laughter, insight, grace, true life, and rough language in this book, because you’ll get them.)
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Jacob was a reed, and the breath of God blew through Jacob, made music of him.


—Jacob the Baker by Noah benShea

















Disclaimer







This book cannot take the place of a psychiatrist, a therapist, or a zoologist. (Yes, sometimes life seems that wild—and not in a good way.) If you are consumed by a major issue, one that requires serious professional help, consider yourself strong enough to take a stand and seek it. Although I’ve survived being a den mother (I’m convinced that den-mothering skills prepare you to rule the world) whose scouts once tried to kill me in my own basement by all passing gas at the same time, which surely qualifies me for something, this courageous “training” does not substitute for degreed people who can counsel you back to strong mental health. So go to them.


But percolate the ideas in this book as companions to your counseling. At the very least, hold some of your own stories up against mine. No doubt you’ll find yourself saying, “Good grief! If that’s ‘normal,’ I’m not as far off base as I think!”

















Introduction







During a casual, roundtable dinner gathering with an eclectic group of people (and just so you know, I, myself, am a bundle of eclectic rolled into one fluffy midlifer’s body), the topic of those who’ve gone before us and how their deaths affected our lives began taking root. The nature of the stories ran the emotional gamut. They ranged from a couple who’d lost their son (Lord, protect my children!), to barely known relatives, to friends and foes who’d influenced our lives for the better and the dubious. They also included a few downright wacky funeral stories. We were reminded that laughter in the midst of all things funereal is a healing grace. And since your curiosity is undoubtedly piqued, I promise to share one of those stories later.


Aside from myself, most people at the table knew one another, so I mostly listened to the first few rounds of exchanges. But after a while, I felt the gentle persuasive winds of that “great cloud of witnesses” who have gone before me starting to circle close by, pressing in, tapping me on the shoulder with their stories. I opened myself to my table companions by sharing how my mom had died at only fifty-six years of age, my exact age at the time of the discussion. “I’m so glad she modeled to me what it looks like to really live,” I said with thankfulness and conviction. “I can’t imagine having endured living in the aftermath of her stroke and quick death if I’d spent the rest of my life knowing Mom had been waiting to start hers.”


The mother across the table from me (the mother who’d lost her son) leaned in and with an immediate and urgent intensity in her voice asked, “What do you mean by that?” Like a coonhound that picks up the scent of its desire, she went on high alert, ready to track, chase, and corner this “really live” trail. She was prepared to keep me treed until she got what she wanted, which was details delivered through stories. Stories of life to the full from which she could extract her own applications.


She had a need.


Let me be perfectly clear here: I cannot fill either her or anyone else’s need. But through the grace and power of story as testimony, God can, and often does, anoint the messages within them. What else could explain such personal interpretation, extrapolation, and applications from them? Therefore, I believe stories from my mother’s life—from each of our lives—possess holy and hope-filled example, perspective, possibilities, and joy.


The woman explained that since shortly after the accidental death of their young adult son some years previously, she and her husband, who nodded his head throughout her explanation, found themselves processing their responses to life in very different manners. Another friend of mine, who’d also lost a son, once explained that although you never get over the pain, you do learn to live with it. So, too, this grieving mother was able to draw a clear distinction between the cause and effect of grief following a death, and the intentional pursuit of life.




For better or for worse, for the taking or the leaving, death’s fierce blindsiding also births unique truths regarding the fragility and palpable presence of life.


She went on to explain that not long after they buried their son, her husband decided to fulfill a longtime dream: buy a motorcycle, learn how to use it, and fearlessly—dared she say irresponsibly? (yes, she did)—ride like the wind. She, however, now spent a great portion of her waking hours fearing for his safety and the well-being of their daughter. One loss was already more than she could bear; they all needed to be careful, cautious, attentive—together. Can you feel her own fear threatening to shrink-wrap them? Perhaps you’re familiar with the sensation. But the mere mention of my mother’s ability to live life to the full drew her toward something more: a new way.


The loss of a child is an extreme example—of just about anything. But how do the rest of us respond to life’s far lesser invasions, surprises, disappointments, and, yes, even victories? Are we awake to life’s nuances such as the daring trill of a roadside, weed-riding red-winged blackbird; the size of your right pinkie finger’s moon (to those of you wearing acrylics, sorry); the shadow of doubt that crosses your lover’s face; the shaft of light on your desk; the small puff of your nursing baby’s breath upon your breast; the joy-filled ripple effect of a song heard on the radio, later hummed that night, and a grown woman’s sheer joy remembering that mother’s hum, long after her beloved mother has departed this earth?


So it was—and is—for me as I savor the memory of my mother’s vibrating, vibrant sound. More than three decades after her death, I still hear my mother humming. Bless you, Mom, for leaving me with the sound of a hallowed, sparkling, rich, and full life.




My prayer for you (seriously, I am praying for you as I type) is that you use the pages of this book to discover your own rich and sustaining memories, then learn how to use them as a springboard to live life to its fullest. Above all, don’t miss your life! With a little thought and practice, you, too, can wholly partake of each sacred moment.















1 Remember When?


What We Already Know











MEMORY PORTFOLIO (MP): Your invisible, utterly personal, wholly accessible, always-ready-for-new-entries, combination diary and scrapbook of sensory-loaded captured moments. Properly honored, added to, mined, evaluated, sifted, and, sometimes even edited, gentle examination of said captured moments can become the key—the very path—to your success in not missing your life.







When I was a child, I loved playing spaceship and building worm forts with the Cook brothers. They lived just up the path through the weeds—the path we’d created by endlessly running through them. (Cook brothers, if you’re out there, please contact me! My maiden name was Brown.) We once left this earth (for real ) on an abandoned hot-water heater rigged with a control panel made of half-melted camera flash cubes and pieces of wood that we wired and taped to its side. Of course this was back in the pre-Wii days, when our only option was to engage in real-life hands-on play, like sifting through the remnants of the garbage our folks burned in a rusty barrel out back. Where else could we discover a once-common flash cube transformed by fire into a crystal launch button?


During our space explorations, I was always Flash Gordon.1 I mean to tell you, I was Flash Gordon, neither a pretend Flash nor one of those froufrou tight-clothed girls in the old black-and-white television show of my youth. Nope, I was Flash, who was also tight-clothed, but not in “that” way. As for the worm forts, they were exquisite—although I do not recommend putting a swimming pool in your complex. Don’t ask me how I know.


Over time, I became a Gypsy (inspired by the exotic Sophia Loren), Annie Oakley2 (sharpshooter), Calamity Jane3 (rough-and-tumble), Crazy Googenheim (I loved making my mother laugh while pretending to be that wonderful character brought to life by Frank Fontaine on The Jackie Gleason Show), and Doris Day, that quirky fanny-swinging dame of a movie star with whom men always fell in love. A comparable cast for today’s youth—or, on a bad day at the office or with the kids—perhaps might be made up of an actual astronaut (we didn’t yet have them back in the fifties), Cameron Diaz, Drew Barrymore, or, say, Jim Carrey.


Although I wasn’t doing typical childhood writerly things like reading stacks of books or writing, not even in a diary, I always had a story running in my head. I was too busy “living” in another world or paying attention to the fine, wondrous, confounding, and startling details of my own life to sit down and write about it. At the time, little did I know that my natural childhood inclination to live in “otherly” skin was setting the stage for my all-growed-up, as my grandma used to say, “accidental” fiction-writing career. Never did I suspect that my youthful God-given instinct to pay close attention to the physical and emotional nuances of my own life, as well as the lives of those around me, was preparing me for one of the most fulfilling and rewarding joys of my entire life: writing this book. However, during an astute memory portfolio (MP) review, my writerly path and this burning message became as clear as a bell. When we give our MPs a chance to work for us, what obvious and meaningful threads we discover woven throughout them! Not only that, but what might the patterns of our frayed threads teach us—spare us from in the future—if we learned to recognize and heed their warning stitches?


Turns out I am best fed, educated, and ministered to by the magical, mystical power unleashed through stories, and hugely blessed by passing them along. I’m also often a complete doofus, a “qualification” God uses to make sure I don’t run out of fun and wholly relatable, so I’m told time and again, material. Thank you, God—I think. That is why I’m offering you this easygoing pluck-and-play opportunity to pluck what you want from this book of stories and play their implications and possibilities into your life as needed. Be advised that along with a full exploration of your MP, a strong Play! thread will weave its way throughout these pages. Doesn’t this approach add up to more fun than a scary “self-help” theme?






Then the Lord God formed man of dust from
 the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the
 breath of life; and man became a living being.


GENESIS 2:7 NASB









In the most relaxing, amusing, yet thought-provoking ways possible, I want to remind you, (and me, too) of an incredible asset you’ve been given. I’m talking a mega-asset that is so easy to forget. Ready? Here it is: your one and only, true-self—not someone else’s version/vision—God-breathed life. I don’t know how we can forget such an easy-to-remember asset, but we do. So, if you feel like you’ve lost your way, or like you might need an emotional laxative for your fun-impaired, spiritually constipated, fear-laden self, this message is just the painless (well, mostly) ticket to help you get your life back to YOUR LIFE!


’Tis my quest to help you learn the lively and releasing arts of listening to, mining, and then sharing your own stories. Yes, even that story that you hoped you’d never have to think about again, since maybe, just maybe, you can at long last learn to laugh about it, or at least unknot the emotional ties that feed its life-nabbing viral-ness.


 


If you explore your happiest childhood memories of times at play with your friends, I believe you will discover that they reveal the same keys that can infuse you with satisfaction today. This is one of the best features of an MP, demonstrated by the fact that when I say something like “Explore your happiest childhood memories,” you can. Your MP is already up and running and contains everything you need. Although it might require an occasional reboot or memory tickler—and I’m going to deliver tons of them—no new software is required. Just dive in! In fact, do it right now! Shine a light around in the alcoves of your childhood when you were playing with your favorite playmates.


You are searching, remembering, rediscovering, reawakening…




What did you find? Did you spend the majority of your youthful playtime with your imaginary friend? Well, that counts. If you thought, perhaps still think, that imaginary friends are completely weird and unheard of in your land of play, well, that counts, too. After all, it is your brain, your life.


But the universal truth is this: whether our true friends were born of our imaginations or our childhoods or we cultivated them as adults, they can serve as mirrors and stabilizers, partners and butt-kickers, examples and lessons in our lives. Those voices from the past, trusted friends in the present, and conversations regarding our futures can often guide us back to our personal North Star course, which we might have long ago lost in the shuffle. Please try to consider me one of your new friends, for that is the spirit I bring to this book.


Are you unhappy in your current vocation? Perhaps something as easy as perusing your MP and pondering your natural gifts, attributes, and leanings can point you toward a new, more satisfying career, or at least flush out a fresh, rejuvenating, and fulfilling avocation or hobby. Later, I’m going to help you examine the “way” you used to play before someone encouraged you to start “applying” yourself, which often implied you should knuckle down and leave your natural-bent “fun and frivolous”—HA!—inclinations behind. Your MP is a great place to search for the gifts you’ve lost or set aside, to lift them to the light and reignite them.


What if you don’t even know if you have any gifts? Suggestion: listen, mouth zipped, to the way your friends, both old and new, can lay out your strengths. If you don’t believe me, ask them. It’s time you shore up and reclaim your uniqueness, if, somewhere along the line, you handed it over to the blandness of other people’s expectations for you. It’s time to reignite the God-given hope you already harbor within.








But if we hope for what we do not see, with perseverance we wait eagerly for it.


ROMANS 8:25 NASB







Hope is perhaps the first key that can enable you to wake up, then open up, to your life. Without hope, we are left with only despair. As I heard—and forever remembered—Marilla Cuthbert say to Anne Shirley in the 1985 made-for-TV adaption of Anne of Green Gables, “To despair is to turn your back on God.” Now, who’s gutsy enough to do that?! Not I!


 


Maybe you derailed (hey, you picked up this book, so something must have happened!) when you began assuming your life is worse than its actuality. Our assumptions can get us into whole heaps of trouble, not to mention waste big blocks of our valuable time here on this earth. How often have you stood in the line you assumed to be the correct line, only to learn upon finally arriving at the clerk that you’ve wasted your time in the wrong line? How many times have you assumed something about your spouse, say, that she’d like a can opener for her birthday or that he’d welcome a subscription to Communicating 101 as a good change of pace, only to learn you were wrong—by a gazillion miles? And not only that, you’re now in deep doo-doo, bucko or buckette. How often do you set a course for your career, project, or parenting skills based on assumptions that one of those well-known and respected gurus, including the ones on television, is actually correct about your individual situation? And surely they wouldn’t let people have their own TV shows if they didn’t know what they were talking about! Would they? Never mind that he or she knows none of the details about your personal life. So you follow their advice to the letter, only to receive a gut punch to your psyche when your leap of assumption dumps you and your loved ones down the proverbial drain. Again.


But even if my examples of errant assumptions did feel like personal excerpts out of your past year (doink!), be of good cheer since you, you smart smart person, are reading this book. I’m going to deliver handles and stories that can help you learn the vital art of questioning your assumptions. [MOMENT OF TRUTH: You’re on your own with those story lines.] Together, we will tame a few shrewish thoughts and ignite more noble ones. And if that’s not already a deal for the price, I’m even going to help you question your questions! For instance, in your valiant attempts to find out why your life’s trolley has slipped off its happy track, perhaps you’re asking yourself, Why can’t I be more like [fill in the blank]?


BZZZZZZZZZZ! Wrong question! God and I are here to meet you exactly where, how, and who you are, which reminds me of a story logged in my MP that well illustrates my point. See how this is going to work?


 


I love to attend stock-car races held on half-mile dirt tracks. My favorite part? The glorious crescendo of rumbling thunder that comes rippin’ ’round turn four when the drivers see the track lights turn green. Previous to that moment, perhaps they’ve had to circle the track once or twice, arranging and rearranging themselves until they jostle to the track official’s liking, but then…GO! As opposed to the “cleanliness” of NASCAR races, I adore the remarkable demonstration of energy when, depending on track conditions, either dust or mud kicks out from behind the tires as the metal-to-metal mass—or perhaps only two cars that have broken away from the pack—makes its way past the roar of the crazed crowd. Heart pounding, I sit in awe of each driver who dives into the turns (Man, I wish I was him!), exploding the back end of his or her car into a wider-skidding arc than that of the curb-hugging front end. Centrifugal poetry set to motion by wild childs! Oh, baby! Although I feel bad for those who, on their own accord, spin out, I also secretly revel in their courage, since it means they held nothing back. Full bore. Head-on. Havin’ at it! No put-puttin’ for them! Isn’t that the way you want to go through life?


Years ago, the grand-finale race at a track not too far from us was a “Run What You Brung” event. (No doubt insurance eventually shut it down.) In other words, if you’re revved up from watching the night’s action (Let me at it!) and want to give it a whirl yourself, go ahead and line up your street car—the one you drove to the races—for the “Run What You Brung.” To be fair, you probably had to prepare for this before the actual event since your car needed to be in the pits, and there were no doubt indemnity waivers. But nonetheless, you “raced” your street-drivin’ vehicle. [MOMENT OF TRUTH: Most nights for this event, the word race was a gross exaggeration since gutsy racing appears easier than it is, but buddy, by golly they were in it!]


So, too, all you need to begin this journey into not missing your life is to run what you brung. You need no further preparation than to show up, which you’ve already done. If you’re happy and you know it, drive yer happy self right on up to the starting line. If you’re lost and you show it, you, too, are on the right track since you’re seeking a better way. So you see, you don’t need to be more like somebody else; you just need to be whoever—and however—you are at this very moment.


Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praises. James 5:13 (ESV). Notice that doesn’t say snap out of it, shut up, or go away. Kinda sounds like God’s “run what ya brung!” permission slip to me. Amen!


 


When I first started coming to grips with the fact that I’d “accidentally” (more on this later) become a professional speaker, a professional writer (Stand back! Professional words at work here!), I couldn’t for the life of me believe it. [MOMENT OF TRUTH: To this day, only God can truly explain how I got so “lucky”!] For years, every stumbling step of the writerly/ speakerly way, I kept thinking, When are they going to discover I don’t know what I’m doing? When will someone finally check my report cards and learn I received average grades in all things English? How is it that editors at publishing houses, newspapers, and magazines have chosen to publish my articles and books instead of many others written by people who’ve spent their lives doing all the right things to become published writers, like write-write-writing stories from the time they were little, keeping a diary or journaling every day, attending journalism school…none of which is in my history? How is it that kind folks pay me to come speak at their events when I have no degrees in anything? Other than a couple miscellaneous writing classes, an unending passion to share what I’ve learned, and more guts than brains, I have no certifiable qualifications to do what I do. Oh, and that “mostly Irish” thing, which not only honors Story but believes in Story’s innate power to transform.


But when I examined my childhood adventures with my friends, the writing (hahahaha) was on the wall. Or rather it was lurking in the gifts God gave to me—none of which I earned or deserved—along with an unignorable lure to play with them. (Ah, we’re back to the pluck-and-play mantra of this book. Nice!) Of course when I was a child, I had no inkling about “gifts,” nor did anyone pressure me to use them. Thank you, Mom, Dad! I had no drive to find a career path; my mom was so happy in her homemaker role that all I wanted was to one day get married and have kids, too, which is what I did. My parents weren’t channeling all their energies into pushing me down the “fast track” so I could attend the “right” college. Thank you and bless you, Mom and Dad. (Don’t get me started on the topic of parental pressuring!) Aside from school, household chores, horses to feed, and stalls to shovel, I had no demands. I simply had time to play at whatever floated my boat, whispered to my creative brain, delighted my unstressed heart. I had leisure time (which overbooked kids do not have—okay, I started anyway, but I promise that I’m done now—I hope!) to explore my natural bents using the crude “tools” of childhood that would one day help hone my happiness and ability to fully live.


 


In that last paragraph, you likely noticed that I tried not to get started on something that launches me up on a soapbox—and not in a good way. (If you didn’t notice, wake up, people! Thankfully, the next chapter is about wakefulness, but at least flutter your eyes to let me know you’re still with me—and yourself.) Sadly, I failed at my attempt to stifle myself since only three sentences later, I started! Is that kind of lack-of-self-disciplined failure familiar to you? At least this time, even though I sorrily started, I was able to quickly stop myself. [MOMENT OF TRUTH: I’m getting better at catching myself. Just not always.] The encouraging part for all of us is this: as opposed to the negativity of my soapbox, I also possess, and later will share, many positive, productive antidotes and inspirations on the topic of overbooked anyone, especially ourselves.






Summing it all up, friends [emphasis mine], I’d say you’ll do best by filling your minds and meditating on things true, noble, reputable, authentic, compelling, gracious—the best, not the worst; the beautiful, not the ugly; things to praise, not things to curse. Put into practice what you learned from me, what you heard and saw and realized. Do that, and God, who makes everything work together, will work you into his most excellent harmonies.


PHILIPPIANS 4:8,9 MSG







All of us possess our good sides, as well as our shadowy soapbox-y [or fill-in-the-blank] sides. Again, here’s where our MPs usher forth yet another great incentive to explore them: I don’t want to one day open mine and discover that every page is filled with me ranting. I feel assured you don’t want that type of overriding vibe in your MP either. But here’s one of the truly great things about life: right this moment, God is with us. Because God is with us and holds us close, we therefore each possess the power—God’s power—to make our new MP entries more positive. Wonderful! I’d much rather remember, and be remembered for, my helpful attributes than my negative, harmful, or sarcastic ones, wouldn’t you?


So, even though we mess up, we’re here to run what we brung with the hope that we can, and will, get better, especially if and when we let our MPs tutor us while God holds our hands and hearts.


We find what we look for, so let’s look for what’s right—including in ourselves. How can we move forward in our lives if we’re using all of our energy pounding ourselves and others downward?


 


Throughout these pages, I’m going to share many stories from my journey. They will run the gamut between hysterical (both ha-ha! and oh, no!), pristine, tormenting, profound, Duh!, and beautiful. I have no doubt that within them, you will connect with the good, bad, and dubious shades of yourself. As you read, pluck, and play along, you’ll be able to apply some order, meaning, and a tad of funk-tionality to your memory portfolio and discover that your days are, or soon can be, indeed better than you think.


God called his creation and everything in it—which includes us—good. Even when we behave badly and fall short and say stupid stuff, we are loved by God. Put it in your memory portfolio and bring it along. It will be the most important thing you need to remember. But do yourself a favor: stop every few pages and pray for your own stories, memories, and joys to rise to the surface. Be willing to put the book down when they do, close your eyes, and allow yourself to sink into them. When you read about me second-thinking things or questioning an assumption, you do the same. Sometimes those double-clutch discoveries are both startling and illuminating. Perhaps they’ll even be life transforming.


In fact, let’s practice. Stop and pray right now. Pray that God illuminates everything—all the lessons, options, goodness, and choices—you need to extract, then trust his grace to help you pray and play it into your life.


(You’re supposed to be praying!)


Amen.















2 wake up!


A Call to Attentiveness







Do your days just seem to pass by in a blur, one melding into the next? Like many of us in the midst of our hurry-hurry existence, we thirst to be living life to the full, but first we need to be stunned into realizing how asleep we’ve been—especially in the midst of our distracting busyness.


For instance, have you ever been driving down the road and…OH! I don’t remember driving the last five blocks! How did I get here?


When speaking at conferences, I often ask this question; then I ask how many people have experienced this odd phenomenon. I’d say at least 75 percent of the folks raise a hand. And proudly, too. Which is kinda scary (okay, really scary) since look how many of us don’t have a clue what we’re doing while we’re behind the wheel! I’d guess the other 25 percent are either too embarrassed to admit to such insanity or, more likely, are still “driving those five blocks” when I ask the question. The loud burst of laughter shocks them into their “how did I get here?” moment, but by then, it’s already too late to be counted among the normal (?) majority in the room. Or flee, in case they’ve also just awakened to the fact they’re at the wrong lecture.


Life too often passes us by while we’re “zoned.” Five blocks. Five weeks. I can’t believe I’m flipping the calendar page again! Where did the past year go? Oh, my golly: I just got my invitation to join AARP! What is happening to my life?


If you’ve just asked yourself that last question (and maybe even answered it), good for you. It’s the beginning of getting your life back. It’s time to begin looking through your own mental lost-and-found piles and saying “Oh! Here my life is!” Far better to ask the “What’s happening to my life?” question now than to have it assault you on your deathbed. This can’t be the end! I was just waiting for the [fill in the blank] to finally come along, fall into place, or finish up so I could start living! The reality is, most likely we won’t know when that closing curtain will snuff us out, so wake up!






I have come that they might have life,
 and have it to the full.


JOHN 10:10 NIV







Determine that you will become the one your friends and family say really lived.




 


Several years ago my husband, George, and I attended a family gathering in Cleveland. Aside from either a few driving or airport pass-throughs, I’d never been to the Forest City. Before I booked our reservations, I decided to scan the Internet to see what fun things I could find. I thought a new discovery might influence the length of our stay, which, in George’s mind, was overnight. Hear him sigh when I mention the great and exciting potential we have to turn our simple trip into an extravaganza! After nearly forty years of marriage—read sighing—I’m surprised his body hasn’t completely deflated by now. [MOMENT OF TRUTH: After enduring forty years of marriage to me, obviously the man is a saint.] A Google search brought up the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum. (Hear George sigh.) Plans were made, and off we went.


I loved the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum (R&R HoF), every square inch of it. We stayed 7.5 hours (yes, the man is a saint) and we left then only because it was closing. Still, I missed several things. Did you know you can look up just about any song that’s ever been recorded and play it? Since I write for a living as well as for my own sanity, I spent careful time reading framed, original hand-scrawled songs, complete with lined-out edits; letters; inside-business tidbits…It was an amazing opportunity to study some of the familiar and genuine—not to mention genuinely bedazzling—stage costumes of famous stars. Some of the bigger-than-life personalities were, in fact, much smaller in stature than I realized, and vice versa. Diverse multimedia exhibits were built around personalities, each of whom, in small or large part, framed my appreciation for music, which is a potent force in my life. So powerful is my need for music that I sometimes think if I opened a vein, blood wouldn’t spurt out but notes would pour forth, creating new melodies as they danced their way into the cosmos.






“But now bring me a minstrel.” And it came about, when the minstrel played, that the hand of the Lord came upon him.


2 KINGS 3:15 NASB







While I was drinking of the historical wealth harbored in the R&R HoF, a theme began to emerge in my consciousness. Throughout rock and roll’s history, hundreds of performers and songwriters sadly and tragically flared out before their time because of negative excesses such as drugs. They inadvertently surrounded themselves with money-grabbing people who didn’t look out for them, but who instead fed their excesses. Even so, the majority of the rockers seemed intent on saying one thing to their generation: wake up! Here in the R&R HoF, the assemblage of the remnants of these artists’ stories are held sacred as pilot lights to help us ignite our memories, our stories. I once heard Lynn Redgrave say, “A good story has the power to heal the soul.” Yes, a good story is a wonder-filled, motivating (motivating = key word, in case you missed it), and healing balm. Even the saddest stories about some of these performers hold the power to help us wake up, take stock of our positive and negative influences, and live better lives. In the end, bad examples are nonetheless examples.




An advertisement for Southwest Airlines, “Official Airline of the Essence Music Festival”—at least it was this the year I read about it in a magazine—said, “Scientists don’t have instruments to measure the human soul. But musicians do.” Amen! It’s amazing how many latent recesses of our personal lives can be illuminated by inspiring, challenging, sweet, invading, screaming, or seductive melodies and lyrics. Want to wake up a few memories? Head to the R&R HoF, Graceland, or the Country Western Hall of Fame and Museum. Tune in to an oldies radio station or your own stash of vintage music, which in my case even includes vinyls. If you listen—really listen—I bet at least one out of every ten songs will spring forth in your MP to remind you of a time, day, or moment gone by. If the song washes up a good era or memory, play it again and again until the more fuzzy-edged images come back into focus. If it’s not a good memory or you just hate the song, there’s always the on/off button, fast-forward (I can think of a few times in my life where that kind of time-traveling mechanism would have saved me a wad of embarrassment), skip disk, or fine tuning, which, as we age—and if we’re staying awake to the nuances—becomes more, shall we say, finely tuned.






Therefore my harp is turned to mourning, And my flute to the sound of those who weep.


JOB 30:31 NASB







Yes, let’s say that.


If the music helps you cry, perhaps that’s what you need to do before you can move on.




 


If we’re awake and not traveling the planet on autopilot, even the new stories we collect as they’re happening remind us of our old stories, which then ultimately function as tabbed sections in our MPs. My entire first book, Don’t Miss Your Kids! (they’ll be gone before you know it),1 was extracted from memories filed in my “child-rearing” section. (Notice a theme to my messages?) My youngest son was a senior in high school when I started penning that book. I recall writing about how quickly the years had flown by, even though some days seemed to last a thousand years. Today that “child” is heading toward forty and is a two-time daddy himself. Ah, the ongoing finger snaps of life! Feel their castanetting rhythm?


After Brian went off to college, I remember the first time he came home for a visit. I was standing at the kitchen window staring at the grammar school across the parkway, the one my sons attended. I heard the stairs creaking and turned to see my rumply-haired, sleepy-eyed “baby” pull out a kitchen chair and plop himself down on it. I stood looking at him, wondering what-all likes and dislikes, habits and opinions had changed about him, what all I didn’t know. (As if I knew everything before! HA! My sons still love to torment me by divulging things—hideous, shocking things—I didn’t know back then, many I could happily live without ever having had to know.) Maybe he was a coffee drinker now. I’d heard college is where many learn to drink the dark brew, which I detest but which his dad enjoys. And so I asked.


“What would you like? Are you a coffee drinker now?”


“You know what I’d like, Mom? I’d like a cup of tea with honey.”


Oh! My breath caught in my throat and my eyes immediately began to well with tears. For a moment, I couldn’t even speak, so forceful was the arrival of bygone stories…moments…memories all rolled into one powerful Oh! Brian studied my face, then asked me if I’d misunderstood what he’d said, since why else would I be tearing up?


“Oh, Brian! Tea, with honey!”


“Is this a menopause thing?” he asked. My boys had already heard plenty about me and menopause, hormones, and irrational behaviors.


“No. No! It’s about…” (Sniff. Snort. Collect myself. Search for words to fold the universe into a sentence.) “My mom used to drink tea with honey, and she made me tea with honey when I wasn’t feeling well. And when you and Bret were little and sick, I made you tea and honey. And now you, my man-child, ask me for tea with honey, and it’s…everything.” The sudden and overwhelming joy in my heart erupts into an unstoppable river of happy tears, then quickly escalates into a full-blown transcendent episode.


How can I explain to my child that in this moment, I know that I know that I know that the sovereign hand of God was on my mother and is on me, and him, and this earth? That the generations of tea-with-honey drinkers in my family symbolize all that is holy and bear witness to such knowledge? I cannot. I can only know it and respond by allowing (as if I could stop it!) my river of tear-laden evidence to pour forth.


And I can grab hold of that moment of wakefulness, which thankfully I did, and tuck it in my memory portfolio. When those wondrous insights—those wordless moments of knowing that you know—arrive in your life, you, too, can arrive in the moment. We can preserve such moments and keep them alive by recalling them often enough so as not to allow them to fade away.


Even though we can perhaps never feel that exact moment in the same way again, we can allow the awakened memory of it to guide and sustain us through a terrible time, a dark time, when it’s easy to allow ourselves to forget what we know. When we question God’s presence in a situation, a person, ourselves.


When we question God’s presence.


Who can guess the importance of a seemingly insignificant moment until years later, when it becomes the singular incident that infuses us with clarity, perspective, and the assurance that life is, indeed, better than we think?


But we cannot collect what we are asleep to.


 


Sometimes waking up to life can happen only after a long bout of unwakefulness—literally. Such was the case for me in December of 1995, Friday the thirteenth, which turned out to be a very unlucky and blessed day. It’s an MP incident I will never forget—Please, Lord. Step with me now into that time.


After years of dealing with “issues” surrounding my reproductive system (I shall spare you the glorious, full-color details), I have a decision to make: start getting biopsies twice a year or surgically remove the crabby part, which, in this case, is the uterus. My gynecologist is the conservative type. He doesn’t recommend the drastic latter procedure unless said crabbiness of said part threatens my life or the quality of it, which, by this time, it seriously does. “There are always risks with surgery,” he says, “and should, God forbid, something happen to you, your family needs to know that your choice to have surgery was the only sensible one.” Thus I weigh the options, think about all the times my “normal” life is brought to a halt by my “issues,” think about living every day with the threat of cancer and waiting for biopsy results every six months, and then I take the matter to God in prayer, the same way I always talk to God, which is in my real voice in a real way with my own words.


“God, I’m tired of this crabby old uterus. It’s served me well, thank you. Amen.” And just like that, the decision is made. Bye-bye uterus and ovaries, contributors to the problem. A couple weeks later, I enter surgery in the late afternoon with readiness and a happy farewell song in my heart. To my uterus, not life.


And then I wake up.


A nurse is standing over me taking my blood pressure. “Well, you sure caused a lot of excitement around here!”


“What do you mean?” I ask through a groggy haze.


“You don’t remember?”


“Don’t remember what?”


“I’m sure somebody’s told you”—she stops talking a moment to listen through the stethoscope, then jots something down—“but the aftereffects of anesthesia have probably caused you to forget. In fact, I know you spoke with your husband earlier.”


I look around the dark room. “Where is my husband?” I ask.


“He went home for the night.”


“Night? What time is it?” I can’t quite bring the clock on the wall into focus.


“Going on eleven forty-five.”


“P.M.?”


She nods, puts her hand on my arm while giving me the short version of my own story. Surgery went well. I was rolled to the recovery room. After the appropriate amount of time, they had trouble arousing me and I said I couldn’t feel my legs when they asked me about them. At some point I said I felt sick, then I fell silent again. Tick-tock. The nurse checked my monitor, which showed that my heart rate was dropping—and it got all the way down to zero, which astute medical staff deemed too low. CPR was administered. I sprang back to life.




Still somewhat groggy, I struggle to make sense of what she’s told me. I had CPR? As if checking to see if I truly did survive, I cast my eyes to my legs (check!), notice monitors attached to me here and there (check!). I watch her take my pulse, which seems, thankfully, to be present. It all feels so surreal.


Without the story and its compelling implications, I’m just another woman lying in a bed, and now, because of the incredible story, I am a woman who lives with the knowledge of her own brush with death.


Just then, George, with hesitant steps, walks into the room. He looks scared. He’s carrying the foot-tall, hand-knit Postman Pat2 doll I won at a town raffle (in Colne, Lancashire) during a trip to England three months previously. The doll is precious to me and he knows it will make me happy. What else is there for a husband to bring a wife of twenty-six years after he’s almost lost her? After he had to experience such shocking news—long after they’d already told him I’d come through the surgery just fine? After he finally dared to go home but then found he couldn’t get over his uneasy feeling, and so he needed to come back to the hospital, to sneak in after regulation hospital hours, to see for himself that my heart is still beating…for him, for me, for us? What can he bring that will make me smile?


Nothing more perfect than Postman Pat, a souvenir, a testimony, to a fulfillment of one of my life’s dreams: a trip to England.


The nurse does not give him a lecture about visiting hours being over. On her way out the door, she tells George that I have just learned about “the incident”—since I didn’t remember hearing it from him before.


I am so glad to see my husband. I am so glad to see anyone.


I am so glad.


And believe you me, I AM AWAKE TO MY LIFE, which, for the briefest of moments, slipped away.




 


Later, after I get over the anesthesia, claim some real sleep, and arrive home (less than twenty-four hours after my heart stopped—the wonders of insurance!), I am also miffed. I cannot believe I missed the most dramatic thing that’s ever happened to me! [MOMENT OF TRUTH: I adore drama.] After all, I’d already been preaching my Don’t Miss Your Life! message for four years, and what a story this would make! Such a story, in fact, that after a brief period of recuperation I simply have to return to the hospital to meet the nurse whose hands served as the very hands of God and pumped life back into me. I need to see the exact spot where all of this took place. I need details, and the scene of the life-giving miracle would help me “see” them.


I need to take in—take in—the reality of the fragility of my own life.


 


You know, stuff happens to us. Serious stuff. We almost die, or someone we love almost dies—or does. We lose a job. Our best friend moves away. We suffer a spiritual crisis or a personal setback that leaves us reeling. And yet we are so busy, what we have to do is so “important,” our schedules so jam-packed, that we just keep moving on.


Or are we perhaps just too afraid to stop and absorb the Terrible Thing for fear we might not be able to deal with it if we thought about it too much?


Did I just hear you say Ouch!?


Truthfully, I’ve thought about every detail of this event many times. For a long while afterward, I couldn’t watch a hospital program on TV without picturing myself being the one receiving the pumps for life. I couldn’t forget snippets of the conversation I had with the nurse when I went back to the hospital, the position of the bed, the tilt of the monitor, the unending what-if that kept rotating through my thoughts…


I especially couldn’t forget how the nurse asked me if I’d seen any white lights or experienced a tunnel during my “gone” time.


“Why? Did I say something that might have led you to believe I did?” (Okay, now it was really getting exciting!)


She looked thoughtful for a moment, then shook her head. “The only thing I recall you saying was really a question.”


“Oh?”


“When we were finally wheeling you up to the step-down unit in ICU, you opened your eyes and asked, ‘Can I have something to eat now?’”


I told my husband, “You should have known right then that I was ba-ack!” This is of course why some of us are fluffier than others: even when we’ve been dead for a spell, even when we have no memory, we know when we have missed a meal!


 


I strongly encourage you to take a moment here to think about your own wakefulness. Give your MP a hearty gander. Have you raced by any big events in your life, ones that you need to stop and honor? Might you need to finally cry or scream? Pray or confess? Give thanks or meditate upon their hidden messages? The thing about acting like they didn’t happen is that one day, at the most inopportune moment and when you least expect it, the growing impact of it will freak you out, or cause you to say no to something that should be a yes, or make you ill, or create a lump in your throat you cannot dislodge. There will likely be that final-straw incident that drives you over the edge! But not until that very moment will you realize what a big wad of overdue processing you have to grind through. So the time to take note of those biggies is now, before they implode and rob you of your zest and resilience. Wake up to them. Jot them down. Allow them to live in front of you again, admit that yes, this, too, was, and is, a part of my story, my life, of who I am today. Make peace with them, then say, “Look how far I’ve come!”


Or maybe you will finally admit something like, it’s true: I miss my friend. I need a replacement for that person with whom I can do lunch or join for a quick round of golf after work. Maybe acknowledging that blank space will encourage you to reach out, to talk to that person sitting next to you at your son’s ball game, to ask God to send you a new friend and to make him or her obvious. Maybe you’ll be inspired to invite the new person in your book club for a cup of coffee or take a community college class in order to find people with like interests.
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