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INTRODUCTION

Imagine that you have just opened the door to this book. And you are awaiting wondrous gifts that will enrich your life!

With the joy you once felt as a child, arising with wide-eyed delight on Christmas morning, every Godwink story on the following pages is a beautifully wrapped gift, just for you.

Think of it. Out of seven billion people on the planet, a Godwink is a direct, person-to-person message of hope and encouragement.

We believe that as the following true-life stories unfold they will trigger memories of your own Godwinks, extraordinary things that have happened to you; things you perhaps wondered about and maybe even dismissed as too unbelievable to believe.

Now you can believe them. This book proves that Godwinks happen to everyone. They are universal—crossing every border, every religion—because, as the ancient scriptures tell us,1 a tiny bit of faith the size of a mustard seed is all you need to begin developing your vision to see your Godwinks. And once you see them, the more you’ll see them, all around you, every day.

As you are drawn into the lives of the people who lived the thirty amazing stories in this book, you’ll imagine you’re alongside them as their Godwinks are revealed, as if you were in the middle of a minimovie with a surprise ending.

You’ll sense you’re with Sandy, a beleaguered pre- Christmas mother, rushing through a supermarket, as she realizes the joy of an incredible gift of kindness. You’ll be in a children’s hospital at Christmas with the actress Roma Downey as she opens her gift of purpose—her job for God. You’ll take a romantic journey with Brooke, who’s uncertain that she’ll ever find Prince Charming, and you’ll be next to her as she discovers the gift of reassurance that’s awaiting her, like a scene from It’s a Wonderful Life.

Looking on expectantly and lovingly is the Giver of every good gift; your Creator, who personally wrapped your presents and put them under the tree. He’s saying, “Go ahead . . . open them! They may change your life forever!”

—SQuire and Louise

The new word, now appearing in dictionaries:
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Note: Most of the stories in this book are brand-new. A few are “classics,” previously published, now rewritten and updated. The latter are marked with this symbol:
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Sandy: Godwinks and Giftwinks

Like so many women on Christmas Eve, Sandy Locke had a lot to get done. She moves like a Road Runner cartoon, in a figurative cloud of dust, zooming from store to store—beep beep—checking and rechecking her lists—beep beep—watching the clock like a coach in the final seconds of a game.

Sandy and Rick Locke’s daughter had invited them for Christmas Eve, with a request for Sandy to bring one of her special dishes: her delicious gluten-free Strawberry Jell-O Pretzel Salad. Two of the family members were gluten intolerant.

Rapidly, Sandy and Rick pushed their cart through the supermarket, grabbing things they needed—and too many more they didn’t—trying to get to the checkout as fast as possible.

Darn. The store didn’t carry the one item Sandy absolutely had to have for her special salad: gluten-free pretzels.

She looked at Rick. “Why don’t I drop you at home? You put away the groceries, and I’ll run over to Albertson’s to see if they have ’em.”

Rick nodded.

“Tell you what,” she continued as an afterthought, “while I’m checking out, why don’t you bring the car up. I’ll meet you out front.”

Rick again nodded and disappeared.

Sandy lunged her cart forward, then immediately was slowed. Blocking the aisle was an older couple. Sandy looked to see if she could squeeze by. No. Not possible. They were moving very deliberately, both holding on to the cart to steady themselves.
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Other customers began to display annoyance, rolling their eyes, heaving sighs. But as Sandy looked at them, something caught a piece of her heart, a tenderness that was evident between the two of them.

When the opportunity arose, she circled into another aisle, found an available checkout, and soon saw Rick waiting in their car out front.

A short while later, they pulled into their driveway. As Rick gathered up the groceries, Sandy slid into the driver’s seat and said, “I’ll try not to be too long.”

At Albertson’s, Sandy didn’t bother with a cart or basket but headed directly to the gluten-free area. Thank goodness, there they are! she thought as she grabbed what she needed.

As she headed for the shortest checkout line, she saw a few other things and, on impulse, piled them onto her now overloaded arms.

The line wasn’t moving; then she saw why.

Two places ahead in the line was the older couple she had seen from the other store. They were methodically counting out their money to pay the bill. Sandy watched as the lady took out what appeared to be a gift stamp book, looking at the cashier with anticipation.

The customer standing between Sandy and the older couple was now making smacking sounds and groans.

Sandy looked above the register. A sign described an Albertson’s holiday promotion. For every ten-dollar purchase you would receive a single stamp toward gift items, silverware, etc.

The cashier handed the older woman her stamps, and, as her husband watched, she began to paste them into her book.

The cashier, sensing the growing anxiety of the next customer, asked the older couple if they would mind stepping to the side to finish their task.

Sandy’s eyes followed as the sweet couple shuffled off a short distance and stopped to glue their stamps into the book. She saw simultaneous disappointment descend upon their faces. Their already slumped shoulders seemed to sag further. They must have been saving up for something they needed and didn’t have enough stamps.

The older man put his arm on his wife’s shoulders, comforting her.

Sandy’s arms were getting weary with all the items she was carrying. And now the impatient person ahead of her was challenging the price of something. A courtesy clerk was called to go check a price.

Everyone waited.

Just as the courtesy clerk returned, Sandy strained to see where the older couple was. She saw the dejected pair shuffling behind their cart, exiting the store.

There was an unmistakable sense of dearness between the man and woman. He helped her, and she helped him.

Feeling helpless, she whispered a prayer, just “Please Lord . . . bless them.”

It dawned on her that in a single moment, with a sweet snapshot, she had been lifted from all of the anxiety—the pressure to get everything done, the hassles in the checkout line—and that God had provided her with a peace that surpassed all understanding.

“Next.”

It was the cashier, pulling her attention back to the matters at hand.

Sandy was surprised that her total came to a little over forty dollars. It occurred to her that if she had purchased only what she had come in for, it would have been around five.

Now the cashier was handing her change and four stamps.

She looked at them. She knew what she had to do: find that older couple!

Now she had a new anxiety. Could she find those dear people in that big parking lot? Several minutes had already passed since they’d left the store.

Running was no longer an option for Sandy’s knees, but she rushed as quickly as she could. She scanned the handicapped parking areas.

There they were!

The wife was just getting into the driver’s seat. Her husband was already in the passenger seat.

Not wanting to frighten her, Sandy walked briskly, speaking loudly, saying, “Excuse me. I noticed you’re collecting stamps. Would you like mine?”

She held out the four stamps.

The lady’s mouth opened slightly. Her eyes filled with tears. And she reached for her stamp collection book.

“Oh. Oh, my goodness. We’ve been saving stamps for a Christmas gift for our daughter. Silverware.” The lady held up the book to show Sandy the empty spaces for stamps. “You’re not going to believe this. We just needed four more stamps!” She smiled at Sandy with childlike wonder. “Thank you so very much,” she said with twinkling eyes.

Sandy returned the smile. “Merry Christmas,” she said with a lump in her throat.
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The lane to exit Albertson’s parking lot routed traffic past the front of the store. Sandy had to bring her car to a stop. The older couple was now shuffling past the front of her car, returning to redeem their stamps and get their daughter’s gift.

Tears came to Sandy’s eyes. God’s fingerprints were all over every detail of that day, leaving her with one of her favorite God memories.

“Thank you, God,” said Sandy, realizing she’d just been given the stamp of approval . . . to be a Godwink Link—the unexpected deliverer of a Christmas Godwink to someone else!

REFLECTIONS

You, like Sandy, have probably found yourself barreling toward a destination when all of a sudden God prompts you to make a U-turn. You find yourself at a crossroads where you need to make a choice.

You ask yourself: Should I stop in my tracks, turn around, and tend to the needs of someone else? Or should I continue on with my intended mission?

Sandy was up against the clock, feeling there wasn’t enough time in the day to complete everything on her to-do list. The fact is, it doesn’t matter if you’re rich or poor, famous or unknown, God has given each of us 1,440 minutes in a day. The question is, what are you going to do with your gift of time?

In Sandy’s case, when opportunity knocked, she made the choice to slow down and allow God to work through her. To her it seemed like such a small gesture, but she soon found out that the smallest package often contains the most precious gift. Such as the gift of kindness.

Each of you should use whatever gift you have received to serve others, as faithful stewards of God’s grace in its various forms.

—1 PETER 4:10 (NIV)
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Jonna: The Extraordinary Gift

You’d never have known she was painfully shy.

Nine-year-old Jonna Fitzgerald spent hours gliding across the front porch, her stage, smiling demurely and waving to legions of fans.

Jonna’s princess tiara, cut from a margarine tub, glued and sparkled, perched atop her long auburn hair. Makeup, a bit too rosy on her cheeks, matched the long train of her make-believe gown rescued from sheets swiped from the laundry bin.

Jonna was emulating her heroine, Miss Texas 1973, Judy Mallett. She had been captivated from the moment she’d seen Judy in a whirlwind of fiddle playing during the televised talent competition. She had instantly resolved: she, too, wanted to learn to play the fiddle so she could be just like Miss Texas.

That September, when school started, Jonna got her first Godwink.

She brought home a flyer that had been handed out by the music teacher. It said that a new program was going to begin, called Mini Strings. A violin teacher would be coming to the school two mornings a week to teach students who were interested.

Jonna couldn’t wait to tell her mother that she wanted to sign up. She knew in her heart that if she wanted to be Miss Texas when she grew up, she would have to learn to play the fiddle like Judy Mallett.

Conversely, Mrs. Fitzgerald couldn’t wait to surprise her daughter; she’d read in the paper that the fiddle-playing Judy Mallett was going to be appearing just a couple hours’ drive from their home in Tyler. And she’d gotten tickets!
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Jonna could hardly contain her excitement when the big day arrived. On the drive, all the way there, Mrs. Fitzgerald heard every morsel of information her daughter had ever gleaned about Judy Mallett: how she did her hair, how long she practiced her fiddle, her favorite ice cream flavor . . . this, that, everything.

When they arrived at the venue, people were lined up outside. Eventually they got to their seats, and the performance began. Jonna must have told her mom a dozen times that she thought the next song was going to be her favorite, “Orange Blossom Special.”

But Judy Mallett saved the best for last!

Even better, at the end of the performance Judy said she would be signing autographs and that she’d be giving away signed copies of her 45 rpm hit, “Orange Blossom Special.”

Jonna looked at her mom. Her mouth dropped with excitement!

Quickly they joined the crowd that moved toward the stage as Judy’s helpers yelled out instructions for everyone to get into line. Uncharacteristically for a shy child, Jonna was determined to meet her idol. As she got closer, she watched how Judy would pull a record from a bag, sign it, and hand it to the next person in line.

Her heart was beating faster as it became her turn. She had worried that she might be too shy to say anything. But she blurted out, “I’m learning to play the fiddle, and I want to be Miss Texas, just like you!” Her own courage startled her.

Judy nodded quickly, smiled, and looked at Jonna with deep sincerity. “If you practice hard, every day, and say your prayers, your dreams can come true,” she said. She reached into her bag, but suddenly a look of sadness came over her face. “Oh, I’m so sorry, my dear. I’ve just given out my last record.” She shook her head. “I don’t have any more.”

Jonna was crestfallen. She hadn’t even imagined such a possibility. She tried to hide her disappointment—and to hold back the tears that were straining to burst out.

“But, I do have something for you, an autographed photo,” she said sweetly, handing it to Jonna—while looking past her, indicating that the next person should step forward.

On the drive home Jonna was quiet. Her mother knew she was upset. She tried to cheer her up. “Honey, let’s count our blessings, shall we? Miss Texas herself gave you a priceless treasure that she was saving especially for you. She gave you the gift of encouragement. She told you that if you practice every day, you too can one day be Miss Texas.”

Jonna allowed her mother’s kind perspective to sink in. After they got home, Judy Mallett’s autographed picture found a prominent place on Jonna’s bedroom wall.

And she took her heroine’s encouragement to heart. She practiced and practiced.
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Twelve years later, in July, Jonna made it into the finals of the Miss Texas competition! Her talent performance won rave reviews. With dizzying speed she played “Orange Blossom Special,” and the commentators could hardly contain their enthusiasm. When she was crowned Miss Texas 1985, the headline writers couldn’t help themselves, proclaiming “Lone Star State Gets Its Second Fiddle-Playing Miss Texas.”

Jonna knew that her Miss Texas demands for personal appearances would require her to crisscross America’s second-largest state from end to end, over and over. Yet because her reign coincided with the Texas Sesquicentennial, her calendar began to fill up rapidly—even one date five months in advance, a bank owner booking her for his annual employee Christmas party in December.

She rapidly learned that a year as Miss Texas was going to be the next best thing to getting a PhD in human relations. Living out of a suitcase, she’d often make appearances in three or four cities in a single day, losing track of where she was. She had no idea that she was on her way to earning the dubious award for making more appearances than any prior titleholder in pageant history.

She met hundreds of people and encountered every situation. Most were pleasant, but some were scary and highly challenging for a young single woman from a small city in east Texas. Jonna was both shocked and disillusioned to discover that her lifelong dream had a dark side. In later newspaper accounts, she and other young women shared stories of unsavory advances that had been made toward them.

As December approached, Jonna felt emotionally wounded and road weary. Her princess tiara was lacking the luster she had imagined as a little girl on her front porch in Tyler. Her prayers increasingly took the form of a plea: God, why is this so difficult? What am I supposed to learn from this turmoil? Please help me understand.

When she finally arrived at the bank Christmas party booked long before, the wife of the bank owner met Jonna with a warm but sad greeting. She told her that her husband had passed away just a couple of weeks before. But he had been adamant that the celebration for his employees be held just as it was every year.

After Jonna’s performance, which electrified her audience with her charm and extraordinary fiddle playing, the widow of the bank owner stepped to the microphone to give out gifts of recognition to the employees. She surprised Jonna by calling her back to the stage. “My dear husband was looking forward to meeting you,” she said, “and before he died, he personally wrapped a gift for you.” Choking back tears, she smiled slightly, and said, “He asked me to be certain that Miss Texas receive this package. He didn’t tell me what was in it, just that ‘it’s something she needs.’ ”

Jonna was puzzled as to what could be inside the small, beautifully wrapped package. As a hundred or so employees looked on, she carefully opened it. Her astonishment was incalculable! Inside the box was a 45 rpm record of “Orange Blossom Special”! It had been autographed by Judy Mallett, Miss Texas 1973!

God had used a man she’d never met, who had known almost nothing about her—and surely nothing about her disappointment at the age of nine—to send her a Godwink that profoundly changed her life.

By clearing up a childhood disappointment through a remarkable gift from a stranger, whom she will meet only in the next lifetime, God let her know that He had placed her exactly where He had planned for her to be; that she had been doing His work, and He was pleased.
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Jonna represented Texas in the 1986 Miss America pageant, winning second runner-up. She received a rare standing ovation for her rousing fiddle performance of “Orange Blossom Special.” Today she is the district director for Congressman Louie Gohmert of Texas.

REFLECTIONS

The disappointment of a little girl was buried deeply in Jonna’s heart. She really wanted that “Orange Blossom Special” 45 rpm from her Miss Texas hero.

Over the years, that disappointment faded into a distant memory. But God never forgot. He knew that the gift she had hoped to receive as a young girl would have a much more powerful meaning for her at a later time and place.

That time was after Jonna had traveled down countless roads and had begun to feel disillusioned and weary. She questioned her purpose—what was it all for? What was she supposed to learn?

Who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as this?

—ESTHER 4:14 (NIV)

Yet as soon as Jonna opened that special gift, she knew exactly what she had learned: that God’s magnificent gift of grace was guiding her every step along her path.

A gift opens the way and ushers the giver into the presence of the great.

—PROVERBS 18:16 (NIV)

We live life forward but so often understand it backward. You cannot see all that God has planned for you. But you can trust that He holds your future in His hands and that He has a plan to guide your steps and light your path.

Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths.

—PROVERBS 3:5–6 (NKJV)

Whenever you think God has forgotten about you, remember Jonna’s story. He didn’t forget the desires in the heart of that little girl. He won’t forget yours, either.
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Carla: A Lost Christmas—Found

“My marriage is a wreck!” cried Carla.

It didn’t seem possible that the images of a blissful life together that she had imagined on her wedding day, only three years earlier, were now crashing upon the shoals of life, hopelessly broken.

Separating from her husband seemed like the only reasonable option for her. It was terrible timing with Christmas only a few days away, but she had no choice. She was desperate. What would she do? Where could she go?

She couldn’t bear the thought of telling her family what was going on. It was still too painful. The last thing she wanted was to face a flurry of family questions that she couldn’t answer or to provide explanations she didn’t have.

One of Carla’s coworkers, Sally, reached out to her and offered her a place to live while she sorted things out. Carla was very grateful. Yet it seemed strange, leaving the house that she and her husband had fixed up to perfection and moving into someone else’s home, sleeping in a twin bed in a tiny, low-ceilinged attic room.

She remained torn. Should she call her family? No. Every time she thought about it she concluded that it just wasn’t the right time. Not Christmastime.

Sally could feel her friend’s heartache. She could see it in her face, hear it in her voice. She invited Carla to her mother’s house, to spend Christmas Eve with her family.

Carla declined, saying she would prefer to stay in her attic room by herself. Trying to make a joke of it, she told Sally, “I’m very grateful for your offer, but I want to spend Christmas Eve wallowing in self-pity, bingeing on old movies and eating cold pizza.” What she really meant was “I have nothing to celebrate. I feel lost, confused, and alone.”
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On Christmas Eve, Carla said good-bye to Sally, wished her “Merry Christmas,” and then went up to her room. She wondered if God was watching. Curled up on the twin bed, she prayed, asking Him for a sign that things would work out.

At 8:30 p.m. the phone rang. It was Sally, imploring her to change her mind, to come spend the evening with her family. She said that they had all decided it wasn’t right for Carla to be alone on Christmas and everyone was urging her to come over. “It’s only a thirty-minute drive,” insisted Sally. “Come on. It’ll be good for you.”

Trying to resist, Carla kept clinging to her private pity party, even though it wasn’t much of a party. Then she surprised herself upon hearing another part of her, saying almost involuntarily, “Oh, okay.”
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It was cold, windy, and snowing as she scraped the windshield, just enough to see through it, and slipped into the car. Squinting, hugging the wheel, the road barely visible ahead of her, Carla kept punishing herself for being weak and succumbing to Sally’s coaxing.

It was nearly 9:30 by the time Carla found Sally’s mom’s house and made her way to the front door. As she walked into the house, she felt more depressed than ever. There was a family of brothers, sisters, cousins, aunts, and uncles all having a great time celebrating together. She thought, They are all strangers to me. I’m the proverbial fifth wheel.

Carla couldn’t believe it when Sally handed her a warm plate. “Mom saved you something. She thought you needed a home-cooked meal,” said Sally with a smile. Fact was, Carla was hungry. And the food tasted good.

As the evening wore on, Carla began to warm up, open up, and go with the flow. Pretty soon she was laughing and enjoying being with everyone in the family.
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At one point, one of the uncles announced that he had checked the weather conditions and all the roads were closed. Those who had been planning on going home for the night would have no choice but to hunker down and stay. That brought on a flurry of chatter, some voicing disappointment, others joking that it would save them a trip back the next day.

Sally and her mother handed Carla a sleeping bag and pointed to a spot on the living room floor. As she tucked in for the night, she felt out of sorts all over again. What am I doing here with strangers, on Christmas Eve, sleeping on the floor? she wondered. Eventually she gave in to her emotional exhaustion and drifted off to sleep.
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Noises in the kitchen caused her to stir and realize that Christmas morning had arrived. She wasn’t ready to get up and greet anyone cheerily. Pulling the sleeping bag up a bit more, she pretended to remain asleep.

Now what should I do? she wondered. She entered into a state of dread, imagining the family running around gaily opening presents while “Miss Fifth Wheel” huddled in a corner, trying to make herself inconspicuous.

Squinting through one eye, she could see that there was now a lot of movement in the living room . . . people in PJs, some borrowed, were gathering around the tree, becoming more vocal and excited.

How long can I stay in this sleeping bag? she wondered. Now she could hear them calling out names and distributing presents.

God, let me vanish, please!

“Carla!”

What? Why are they calling me?

“Carla, here’s a present for you.”

How can that be? she thought as she opened her eyes and sat up.

Someone came toward her, handing her a present wrapped in red tissue paper. Someone’s name had been crossed out, and “Carla” had been written in. She was stunned and speechless. But before she could finish opening her gift, her name was called again. “Carla. Another one for you.”
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Someone else delivered Carla’s second gift. This one was wrapped in colorful gold-and-green-striped paper with a red ribbon. Again, the tag had someone’s name scratched out, and written in ink was “Carla.”

And so it went.
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Carla realized that this group of strangers had each taken one of their gifts and put her name on it so she would be welcomed into their family and have something to open on Christmas morning.

“I can’t tell you the feeling of warmth, love, and acceptance I felt at that moment,” said Carla when she reflected on that day. “This was by far the closest I felt to the true meaning of Christmas that I had ever known.”

She remembered that she had prayed for a sign. “That morning, with those people, I saw the human manifestation of God’s Love. I was meant to be there to experience it. That was my sign—a Godwink—attesting that no matter how low you feel or what troubles you may have, God is always there. Right there next to you.”

REFLECTIONS

We all feel sorry for ourselves now and again, but let’s face it, a pity party isn’t fun. The likely guests are bitterness, hopelessness, and depression. Carla was entertaining all three!

Even though she had been given an invitation to be with Sally’s family for Christmas, she didn’t feel comfortable. Her situation was like that song from Sesame Street:

One of these things is not like the others.

One of these things just doesn’t belong.1

She was wondering where she belonged.

Like Carla, you may have wondered, Does God see me? He always does. You matter to Him and are never forgotten. That means you are never alone.

Carla learned the true meaning of Christmas. It’s about giving to others and not expecting anything in return.

When you give the gift of sharing, as Sally’s family did, it can last a lifetime. And for Carla, it became the most unforgettable Christmas ever!
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SQuire: The Birth of Godwinks on Christmas Eve

This story is about Godwinks: how the word was birthed and how it has entered into our language and dictionaries.

It started on Christmas Eve with a Godwink linked to my hero, subsequently involving me—in an extraordinary manner—and in due course, resulting in the first Godwinks book finding its way onto Oprah Winfrey’s nightstand.

Follow that?

Hopefully, by the end of this story, you’ll see that this is really a journey about all of us: how God is using you, me, my wife, Louise, and many other Godwinkers to help spread the word “Godwink” into culture, providing people with a new way to explain how God communicates with each of us, at all times, through all things, to bring us hope and encouragement.
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Once upon a time there was a picture-postcard church called Quaker Hill Church, overlooking a pastoral view of rolling mountains in upstate New York. Its traditional white steeple and small-paned windows brought to mind a Grandma Moses painting.
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