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Chapter One
FAITH 

Faith is the confidence that what we hope for will actually happen; it gives us assurance about things we cannot see.

—Hebrews 11:1 


For years, I kept my collection of African violets in the dining room on a coffee table in front of a big, lovely window. Every day, I spent time fussing over them—checking the soil to see if they needed a drink, fertilizing them, removing dead leaves, and rotating the saucers on which they sat to promote their full growth.

But then, one morning, my violets met disaster when the cat my son brought home decided to take a sunbath on the coffee table.

I moved the remaining plants to a similar location in the upstairs bathroom, out of harm’s way—or so I thought. Because I rarely went in the room, I often forgot the plants were there, neglecting to tend to them and help them remain strong. One day, I delivered some towels to the bathroom and was horrified to discover my once beautiful violets in a parched and pathetic state.

There was a time when I believed my faith was a fixed part of my life. Like the violets, I knew it was there but was not actively tending to it. This attitude rapidly led to discouragement and doubt, and I found myself experiencing the same emptiness that had plagued my life before I accepted Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior. Fortunately, I realized that my faith would not thrive and grow unless I gave it attentive, loving concern in the form of going to church, fellowship with other Christians, and spreading the gospel. Above all else, I needed to spend time with God,  and that meant getting into the habit of praying to Him and reading His word.

Just as my violets responded to my renewed care with their brilliant greenery and gorgeous blossoms, God rewarded my efforts to nurture my faith. He blessed me with an increased awareness of His existence, not only in the world around me, but also in every aspect of my life. I still have moments of uncertainty, but when my confidence and trust in the Lord falters, I know what to do. It’s time to feed, water, and fertilize my faith!


My Own Personal Cheerleader 

O, Father give the spirit power to climb 

To the fountain of all light, and be purified.

Break through the mists of the earth, the weight of the clod, 

Shine forth in splendor, you that are calm weather, 

And quiet resting place for the faithful souls.

To see you is the end and the beginning, 

You carry us, and You go before us 

You are the journey and the journey’s end. Amen.

—Boethius 

I had been up during the night with an upset stomach and headache, and I was exhausted. I opened one eye and wondered how long it was until naptime. I usually get up about an hour before the children, so I have a chance to really wake up and prepare myself for their onslaught at six, but when I opened my bedroom door, I could hear them, all of them and what sounded like half the neighborhood, downstairs. My hand poised on the doorknob, I entertained the appealing  idea of taking a few steps backwards, closing the door and crawling back into bed before anyone knew I was up.

It was too late. I heard Owen shout, “Hey everybody, Mom’s up.” How did he know? I hadn’t made a sound, but I wasn’t surprised. Like the rest of my children, Owen possessed “mommy radar,” a special sensitivity to anything I might be trying to do without interruption—leisure activities like having a bath, talking on the telephone, or sleeping. I took a deep breath and forced myself down the stairs. 

Truth was, I wouldn’t have stayed in bed long, anyway. My usual chores were waiting for me, and I knew countless other things needed to be done—things that I couldn’t quite remember while my mind remained mired in an exhaustion-induced fog. Life was a lot more organized when I used to keep lists, but I hadn’t found the time to make one since about 1994.

I had almost made it to the bottom of the steps when Owen appeared. “Hi, Mom, you slept in. Can you make me a waffle?”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Obviously, my voice wasn’t functioning yet, so I only nodded. Connor was next. “Mom, I need you to sign this paper, and can you make me a waffle?” I nodded again and took a few more steps. I glanced at the floor just in time to avoid stepping in a good morning offering from the dog.

Miraculously, my voice returned. “Emily,” I shouted. When my daughter appeared at the top of the stairs, I explained that if I should happen to sleep in, I would greatly appreciate it if she would take the dog out.

“Oh, Mom, I need a bus note. I’m going to Lisa’s house after school, remember?”

I must not be speaking English, I thought, or perhaps the stomach virus had also affected my voice. I decided that if I just kept nodding, I might make it through the morning. I gave it another try and told her about letting the dog out. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ll be down in a minute to clean it up.”

Since I knew the odds were astronomical that someone else would find the dog’s surprise with a foot before Emily made it downstairs, I cleaned it up myself. I finally made it to the kitchen to find Owen and Connor making their own breakfast. I knew the road to self-sufficiency was littered with pools of spilled syrup and puddles of milk, but that morning, I was low on tolerance, patience, and whatever else it took to foster their independence. The boys took one look at my face and slunk out of the kitchen.

I felt a twinge of guilt, but my fatigue had opened the door to an assortment of feelings that weren’t the least bit maternal. I stared at the mess on the kitchen table while my resentment and indignation simmered and then came to a boil. My son Dylan came into the kitchen. “Good morning, Mom,” he said.

“Have you done your chores?” I asked. His smile vanished, replaced by a wounded look not unlike that his two brothers had worn a few minutes earlier. He shook his head, picked up the broom and dustpan, and left the room.

I poured myself a cup of coffee. As I headed for my desk, I recalled that Dylan had a big science test that morning. He needed words of support, not demands, but I was too far gone. I had started the day’s journey on a path of thoughtless words and ugly feelings and I didn’t seem to be able to come to a stop and change direction. Writing bus notes, handing out lunch money, and signing letters didn’t help one bit. While I filled everyone’s cup with strength, comfort, and encouragement to face the day, my own cup remained empty and dry.

I glanced at my computer screen and noticed an e-mail from my pastor’s wife. She often sent me messages during the day. Her short, friendly notes usually made me smile, but not today. Not with the thick blanket of self-pity I had draped over my shoulders. I hit the reply button and sent her a long message describing my terrible morning. Surely, she would give me the sympathy I deserved. I wrote, “I feel like I’m everyone’s cheerleader. Who’s my cheerleader?”

It didn’t take long for her to write back, and it wasn’t the answer I expected. Her message read simply, Philippians 4:13. I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.

I had heard my pastor’s wife repeat these words many times. She had whispered them to me one Sunday at church when I was asked to get up and speak in front of the congregation, something I had told her I dreaded. She had been right then, and she was right again. I did have a cheerleader. The best one I could possibly have.

It was definitely time for some apologies, but before I rounded up the children, I thanked God for sending me a map and getting me back on the right road.

—SBT 


Focusing on Faith—Not Fear 

Hold on to the pattern of wholesome teaching you learned from me—a pattern shaped by the faith and love that you have in Christ Jesus.

Through the power of the Holy Spirit who lives within us, carefully guard the precious truth that has been entrusted to you.

—2 Timothy 1:13–14 

I was sick. Yet another man had kidnapped, raped, and killed a child. I felt overwhelmed with rage, grief, and especially fear.

Fear because our cute toddler draws a lot of attention every time we go into a store. And we live on a very busy corner, so I’ve been petrified someone would grab her if she even stepped outdoors.

As I fought waves of anxiety that day, I prayed, “Lord, I know hundreds of people who’ve raised children with no problems. I can’t live in fear like this.”

“Give her to me,” God seemed to say.

“Lord, I can’t,” I cried. “She’s my baby.”

“She’s mine, too,” He replied.

I thought of 2 Timothy 1:12 and entrusted her to Him that day. I still keep a careful eye on her. And I have to entrust her to Him again sometimes. But I’m beginning to focus on his faithfulness instead of fear.

—Jeanette Gardner Littleton 


In God, We Are Overcomers 

“Don’t be afraid!” Elisha told him. “For there are more on our side than on theirs!”

Then Elisha prayed, “O Lord, open his eyes and let him see!” The Lord opened his servant’s eyes, and when he looked up, he saw that the hillside around Elisha was filled with horses and chariots of fire.

—2 Kings 6:16–17 

The king of Syria was not a happy man. The information he shared with his own officers was being passed on to the king of Israel through the prophet Elisha as revealed by God. The king eventually discovered this prophesying. As a result, Elisha and his servant soon found themselves surrounded by a small army sent by the king of Syria. The end appeared to be at hand.

But Elisha knew to the depths of his soul that a world existed beyond his own that possessed an army greater than anything the nations of earth could muster—the servants  of fire. God’s undefeatable angels. The prophet’s faith was in the God he served, not in what his eyes could see.

In our daily living, life’s trials can cause us to lose sight of the infinite power of the omnipotent God we serve. His limitless resources are there for us by faith, empowering us to overcome any obstacle.

—Dan Edelen 


I Have Seen Him 

Behold, Lord, an empty vessel that needs to be filled. My Lord, fill it. I am weak in the faith; strengthen me. I am cold in love; warm me and make me fervent, that my love may go out to my neighbor. I do not have a strong and firm faith; at times I doubt and am unable to trust you altogether. O Lord, help me. Strengthen my faith and trust in you. In you I have sealed the treasure of all I have. I am poor, you are rich and came to be merciful to the poor. I am a sinner; you are upright. With me, there is an abundance of sin; in your is the fullness of righteousness. Therefore I will remain with you, of whom I can receive, but to whom I may not give. Amen.

—Martin Luther 

Three times in my life I have waited through endless days and bottomless nights while someone I love fought for life in an intensive care unit. We lost the first battle in 1970. My sixteen-year-old sister, Debbie, lost control of our father’s car and hit a tree; she was pinned between the steering wheel and the side door. Her  ribs were crushed, puncturing both lungs. In the hospital, she was completely conscious but unable to talk or move around because of the respirator and drainage tubes in her chest.

According to ICU rules, Debbie was only allowed one short visit every two hours, but because she was so alert and frightened, the kind nurses let our mother sit with her several hours a day. Exhausted, Mama would keep up a cheerful front, singing to Debbie and sharing news about the family, everything except how badly she was hurt.

By the fifteenth day, the only song Debbie wanted to hear Mama sing was “Jesus Loves Me.” Later that evening, she left us.

Seven years later, the situation was just as heart-wrenching, but my ten-month-old niece was healed. Cristy had been plagued for months with persistent chest congestion, coughing, and high fevers. Finally, Cristy’s doctor put her in the hospital to receive stronger antibiotics and intravenous fluids. But instead of improving, she continued to get worse until she was moved to intensive care in critical condition with viral pneumonia. The sight of that little darling, with drainage tubes and a respirator in her chest, so much like Debbie had been, was almost too much to bear. With every labored breath that Cristy took, we relived Debbie’s agony and our loss.

For nearly a month, Cristy lay unresponsive as doctors fought to save her. Then, miraculously, she began to recover. Within a few days of leaving intensive care, she was the same bubbly toddler she had been before.

My third ICU nightmare came in 1996. This time it was my own daughter, our beautiful Karyn, now twenty-five, who lay attached to chest tubes and a respirator, and monitors of every description. They said it was a miracle she had lived long enough to get to the hospital after a pickup truck rolled over her Toyota.

Her doctors were blunt. Karyn was unconscious from a closed head injury and would not live through the night.

But she did. As the hours of darkness turned into a new day, and then another day, the prognosis didn’t change. Karyn simply could not live with the kind of brain damage she had sustained.

Now I was the mama at my daughter’s bedside, singing and making cheerful conversation while my heart pounded in terror. Blinking lights and beeping monitors proved that Karyn’s heart was beating, but she responded to nothing. With both Debbie and Cristy, the doctors had tried to give us hope. But with Karyn, they offered no such expectation. They didn’t believe she would live.

As days and weeks passed, it became apparent that Karyn had survived her accident. But her prognosis went from the worst possible to the unimaginable: Her doctor told us she would never come out of the coma.

Six weeks after her accident, Karyn left the hospital. But this time we had neither the finality of death, with its hope of heaven, nor the blinding joy of healing and restoration. Karyn was neither alive nor dead, but trapped in  that netherworld somewhere in between. She was moved to another hospital, one experienced in coma stimulation. Her doctors still told us that she would not wake up.

Then it got worse.

Four months after the accident, the doctors told us Karyn might come out of the coma but would likely not be able to move or speak, hear or see. If she woke up, we might not even know it.

I found my hell on earth that day. It’s a dim room with a shell of a child, head and limbs tied upright into a wheelchair, body twisted into impossible contortions, and eyes void of life. I sat on the floor at Karyn’s feet, looking up into the face of this pitiful stranger who used to be my daughter, and I began to imagine painless methods for us to escape this unspeakable torment.

Then in the black pit, the fiery agony of that day, I found hope. It was only a flicker, kindled so deep inside of me that it might have gone out. But, like Karyn, it lived, against all reason. I found hope lying on a gray metal cabinet by Karyn’s bed. It was a small white card from a stranger. It simply said, “Dear Karyn, I am still praying for your recovery.” It was one of hundreds, some from family, some from friends, and some, like this one, from someone who had never met us. She wanted us to know that after four months, she had not forgotten. After four months— more than 120 days—she still lifted up Karyn’s name to our heavenly Father in prayer.

Five months after her accident, Karyn began to rouse from her coma—not in a glorious burst of consciousness, but rather as if she were trapped in a dark cave and feeling her way out. One day she cried out in pain, on another she laughed, and on another she watched me walk across her room. Then one day, we put a keyboard in her lap, and she typed these words, with one crooked finger: “I love.”

Today, eight years later, Karyn is no longer a social worker with a husband and a career. But she is a poet and a philosopher. She spends her days corresponding over the Internet, offering encouragement and insight into issues like religion and politics, poverty, and child abuse, with friends all over the world. Her wheelchair offers silent testimony to the physical changes she has undergone, she often forgets her nurse’s name, and her halting speech is difficult to understand. But her fine mind, her love for her family, and her faith in God are alive.

People often marvel that our family has been through so much. They tell us that we are to be commended for keeping our faith, no matter what, that Karyn would be healed. But I was there. And I know it was not our faith that helped us through losing Debbie or that healed Cristy or that brought Karyn back to us. During those times in my life, I could not pray because of the choking fear that swallowed me; it was the prayers of other people that God heard. People who dared to ask Him for what they wanted, and what they knew we wanted. Good people who understood  when I couldn’t find my own faith and who stood in the gap, never criticizing, but interceding for me, for my family, and for the wounded people we loved. People who remembered, day after day, week after week, month after month, to pray for us, even when their own lives and the problems they faced claimed their attention.

In each of these desperate times, God chose to answer those prayers differently. I don’t pretend to know why, but I realize now that I don’t have to know. What I do know is this: that God is always God, in the bad times and the good. And as long as we can see Him in the faithfulness of His people, He will never be invisible. And yes, I have seen Him.

—Linda Darby Hughes 


I Not Ready Yet!

For I hold you by your right hand—I, the Lord your God. And I say to you, “Don’t be afraid. I am here to help you.”

—Isaiah 41:13 

Dorothy’s little grandson Jake received a bike with training wheels for his birthday present. The gift sparked his interest, but he postponed riding the bike 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 resist and do nothing.

But then I remember how we all learn to ride a bike— our Father holds us until our balance is just perfect.

—Mabelle Reamer 


Worship!

The heavens proclaim the glory of God. The skies display his craftsmanship.

Day after day they continue to speak; night after night they make him known.

They speak without a sound or word; their voice is never heard.

Yet their message has gone throughout the earth, and their words to all the world.

—Psalm 19:1–4 

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 glittering lights draped over our yard. At that moment, the most common of tasks had become a moment of worship.

—Diane Rosier Miles 


The Ultimate Sacrifice 

Eternal Light, shine into our hearts; 

Eternal Goodness, delivers us from evil; Eternal Power, be our support; 

Eternal Wisdom, scatter the darkness of our ignorance; 

Eternal Pity, have mercy on us— 

So that with all our heart and mind and soul and strength 

We may seek your face, 

And be brought by your infinite mercy into your holy presence 

Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

—Alcuin of York 

People who didn’t grow up the way I did—in a foster home— can’t understand what it’s like not to have a family. Without a place to call home, I always felt that I was somehow less than other people.

My counselor in high school was the first to show me how to come to terms with my feelings of inferiority. He told me to accept my situation and my life the way it was: accept that I will never have that “family of origin,” as he called it,  and move on. Then I was to create the concept of my “family of destiny,” and make that idea a part of my life now: hold it, care for it, nurture it, and keep it in my heart until I was old enough to accomplish it. Although it wouldn’t be a family of origin, I could have a family, a real family all the same. He told me to have faith that it would happen, but also to understand that whatever God gives me is all that I need. God had already given me foster parents who were Christians, and faith was their gift to me. But it would take many, many years for me to realize that faith truly is all I need.

I was eighteen years old. High school graduation was only a month away. My foster parents and I knew that I might be drafted and sent to the frontlines of the war in Vietnam. As Christians, we opposed the war, so we started looking for alternatives. We learned that if I joined the Air Force, not only would I fulfill my military obligation and not have to worry about the draft, but I would also be safe from direct involvement in the war.

My four-year enlistment in the Air Force began in November 1971. The first three years were spent stateside, but just before my fourth year, I got orders sending me to Thailand. While stationed there, I fell in love with a young Thai woman named Surapun.

Su and I shared our Christian faith—not a common one in Thailand at that time. She was the happiest woman I had ever met. We held hands and even kissed in public, although that was strictly taboo according to Thai custom.  But as the love of my life, Su cared more about our relationship than she did about cultural rules and regulations. I told her about my feelings about being a foster child and my dream of a family of destiny. The idea of helping to fulfill my dreams by starting a family together seemed to only add to Su’s happiness.

Surapun and I were so in love, we decided to get married and start our family right away. As a military bride, she would have to undergo a complete physical examination to see if she needed any medical attention. A few days after our small military wedding, Surapun underwent a morning-long battery of tests and X-rays to make sure she was healthy. My wife came home with her typical broad smile, assuring me she was fine and we could start our family immediately.

Three months later, I received orders to return to the United States. But Surapun didn’t come with me right away. It would be a long time before she would be able to visit her friends and family once we left Thailand, so I returned to the United States alone. Su would say her proper good-byes and join me soon.

About a month after I arrived at my stateside assignment in Nevada, I got a letter from Surapun telling me she had visited a doctor the day before, but not to worry, everything was fine. In fact, everything was great—she was pregnant! I was happy beyond words.

Over the next few weeks I sent several letters to Su along with some paperwork for her immigration, but a long  time went by with no response. Keeping in mind this was her first pregnancy and she might not be feeling well enough to get back to me, I remained patient.

But so much time passed with no word from Surapun that I began to wonder if she’d changed her mind about leaving Thailand. The thought of that was bad enough, but anything worse was unthinkable. Within a few weeks, though, I got a letter from Surapun’s mother telling me that my wife had died. Her funeral had already been held two weeks earlier.

My dream of a family of destiny was shattered. The love of my life had perished, and our baby, our creation of love, had perished with her. Although my faith didn’t die with Surapun, I found little comfort in it. I continued to go through the motions, but inside I kept asking God, “Why?” I prayed for Him to take me too, because I no longer wanted to live.

All this happened in 1975, just before my discharge from the Air Force. I was very young then, and having a spouse die wasn’t something I ever thought I’d experience. In the years after Su’s death, something kept gnawing at me. I felt the same way I would imagine the parents of a missing child feel. They keep saying that they know she’s safe somewhere. They always hold out hope that she’s alive, but deep down, they feel the truth. They know she’s really dead, but they can experience true closure only when they see her body. It was the same for me. For years I held onto that little glimmer  of hope that Su was alive. Deep down, I knew Su was dead, but I wouldn’t be able to truly close that chapter of my life until I went back to Thailand and saw her grave for myself. Part of me wanted closure, but part of me really wanted that sliver of hope to live forever. I was torn. The U.S. government discouraged Americans from going anywhere in Southeast Asia for a long time after the Vietnam War was over, so that gave me the out I thought I wanted.

The possibility that Surapun wasn’t dead lingered with me for twenty-five years until I just had to know for sure. In 2000, I finally returned to Thailand to visit her grave. As the nonstop flight from Atlanta touched down on the runway in Bangkok, I gazed out the plastic window at the dense cedar forest that ran alongside the airstrip. I got off the plane quickly and walked the red-carpeted corridor into the crowded terminal.

On to the busy city street in front of the airport, I looked around wistfully. Bangkok looked the same as it had before. It smelled the same, it sounded the same—but it just wasn’t the same as when I was here with Su so many years ago.

I flagged down a taxi to take me to the Kumpawappee Field, the site of Surapun’s grave. By the time we got to the suburbs of Bangkok near Surapun’s burial site, I began to feel anxious as the hot summer breeze whipped briskly through the windows of the taxi. How would it feel to finally see her grave for myself?

I also thought about why God had punished me all my life, even though I had kept my faith. That’s the way it seemed, anyway. I had been raised by a decent family but had still felt inferior because they were not my family. When I had attempted to make a family of my own, that was taken away too. I couldn’t understand why.

I was still thinking about that when the taxi entered Kumpawappee Field. My senses were nearly overcome by the aromatic flowers and pungent spices that Thais use to decorate graves. My throat burned slightly as I exited the taxi.

I found Surapun’s grave. As I stood there, shivers went up my spine, and I had goose bumps on my arms. My hands started shaking and my eyes filled with tears. I stood there looking at her tomb, replaying in my mind some of the times we’d spent together a quarter of a century ago. Her happy smile and her laughter, the way we had let everyone see our love for each other in spite of cultural constraints—it all came back to me.

I bowed my head in prayer, and a tear trickled off my cheek and onto the white marble slab at my feet. While I was praying, I felt a soothing warmth slowly come over me. I felt comfort like I hadn’t felt in a long time. Suddenly, I had peace. Su was there, and I was here; we were apart and yet together. For twenty-five years I had longed to feel this close to her. My prayers continued to flow out of my heart as I rejoiced that God had uplifted part of me into the domain where Surapun now was with Him.

Then a young woman walked up beside me and reverently put her hands up, her thumbs touching her nose and her fingertips on her forehead. In the Thai custom, she curtsied as if paying homage to the occupant of the grave.

“Did you know her?” I asked curiously.

“No, I never knew her,” she said, “but when I feel lonely, I come here and talk to her.”

“Then you must have known her,” I answered.

“No, but I will spend the rest of my life wishing I could have known her. She was a wonderful woman. Without her courage and sacrifice, I would not be here.”

“What do you mean?”

“When she married, the doctor told her she should not have children because of a medical condition she had, but she told her husband everything was fine. Having a baby could kill her if everything didn’t go exactly right, and she lived so far from the base hospital. And everything did not go exactly right.”

My head was spinning as reality set in. No! She must be talking about someone else. She has the wrong grave. Please, God, don’t let her say what she’s about to say.

Then she said it. “This woman sacrificed herself so everyone else would be happy. Her mother wanted grandchildren, her husband wanted children. She had concern only for others, never for herself. I love her so much. I’m the cause of her death, and that makes me so sad.”

The woman covered her face with her hands and began crying hysterically. “Oh, I love her so much,” she wailed.

I closed my eyes and shook my head. This was the daughter my wife had given me, to make my life complete so I would never feel inferior again. But it had taken years for the dream to come to fruition, and it was Su’s own mother, probably in a tearful quandary, who had delayed it. She let me assume that both Surapun and the baby had died because she feared I would come and take her grandchild away, the child that I was now holding tightly in my arms. Suddenly I realized that God had not been punishing me. Even though it had taken twenty-five years, God had brought me here to fulfill my dream of a family. My faith had not been in vain; it was instantly renewed.

As my daughter and I stood clutching each other in that graveyard, together at last, I was amazed at what my wife had done. She had set aside her own needs and made the ultimate sacrifice for the well-being of everybody else, but then, Christians live in the shadow of Someone who committed that same act, so many centuries ago.

—Larkin Huey 


God Talk 

But watch out! Be careful never to forget what you yourself have seen. Do not let these memories escape from your mind as long as you live! And be sure to pass them on to your children and grandchildren.

Never forget the day when you stood before the Lord your God at Mount Sinai, where he told me, “Summon the people before me, and I will personally instruct them. Then they will learn to fear me as long as they live, and they will teach their children to fear me also.”

—Deuteronomy 4:9–10 

“Good news,” I announced to my family at dinner. “One of my best clients renewed my contract.”

As I scooped up fajita fixings, I felt an internal nudge. Is that all you’re going to say?

This contract was a direct result of my prayers, and I knew I should also mention that to my family to encourage them that God answers prayers.

Recently, I’d connected with a dad who said after his kids flew the nest, his one regret was that he hadn’t been more verbal about his faith. He wished he’d praised the Lord for little things more in front of his children. His words had resonated with me. After all, if I want my kids to sense God as part of their everyday lives, I need to talk a bit more about how he provides blessings.

“You know the neat thing about the contract,” I began, and then I told them how God had answered my prayers.

—Jeanette Gardner Littleton 


Flying Lessons 

Like an eagle that rouses her chicks and hovers over her young, so he spread his wings to take them up and carried them safely on his pinions.

—Deuteronomy 32:11 

”Mama, what’s the eagle doing?” Olivia asked. We had watched the mother bird tend her young one for weeks, bringing him bits of meat in her talons. Now she gave a shrill cry and swooped over her nest.

“I think her baby is about to get the ride of his life!” I told her.

The eaglet climbed onto his mother’s wing and held on with tiny talons. Soon, his mother fluttered her wings, flipped upside down, and shook him loose, dropping her young one onto an air current.

“Oh, no!” Olivia cried. “He’s going to die!”

The mother circled her panicky fledgling, caught him on her wing, and began the process again. Over several weeks, he became strong enough to stay aloft.

God does the same for His people! He asks that we step out in faith and hold firmly to His promises, even when things look impossible. When we trust Him, we will soar!

—Susan Estribou Ramsden 


When Faith Was Lost 

Behold, Lord, an empty vessel that needs to be filled. My Lord, fill it. I am weak in the faith; strengthen me. I am cold in love; warm me and make me passionate, that my love might go out to my neighbor. I do not have a strong and firm faith. At times I doubt, and am unable to trust you altogether. O Lord, help me. Amen.

—Martin Luther 

There were only seven of us teenagers—ranging in age from thirteen to seventeen—who lived in the small, close-knit community where we shared the same school and church. We were typical teens full of life and dreams. We played silly pranks and shared serious moments from our hearts. We enjoyed hanging out together during good times and bad, fellowshipping often, and watching each other grow up.

The years passed, and as is often the case, life turned hectic and we became less connected. We focused our attention on the things in our own adult lives. Still, none of us ventured very far from home, and we all remained in touch,  sharing the important news from our busy lives. Life seemed to be going the way I had imagined it should, until one spring day in 2000. I received word that one of our friends, Ava, had been diagnosed with a brain tumor. The news took the wind out of me. I knew about cancer, of course, but I had only viewed its destruction from afar. I had never experienced it up close and personal, but that was about to change.

When I heard the awful news, I did what I’ve done all of my life in times of trouble. I prayed. I prayed for Ava to be strong and well. I prayed for the doctors to be wise and thorough. My faith was strong and my expectations sure. I had heard it said many times that God, the Creator of all, is a tender Father, full of grace and love. I felt sure in my heart he would touch Ava’s body and make her whole again. Believing was second nature to me. There was no room for doubt or fear.

One day, several of us got together and paid Ava a visit. When I first saw her, she had already been through several rounds of chemotherapy. I should have been prepared to see her, but I wasn’t. The ravages of cancer and chemotherapy had taken their toll. Once a strikingly beautiful girl, with thick gorgeous hair, full of life and laughter, she sat in front of me, bald, weak, and frail in a wheelchair that seemed to swallow her whole. I felt a lump in my throat, but I managed to swallow hard and keep the tears from falling.

We spoke of old times and mustered a little laughter. Then she shocked all of us with news that she had just  discovered she was pregnant. Although the doctors explained that carrying a child to full term might cost Ava her own life, she insisted on taking her chances. It meant she would stop the chemotherapy treatments and radiation, leaving the door open for the cancer to spread. Still, she turned her attention to the new life growing inside her.

Her news was bittersweet for all of us. What horrible timing; Ava had wanted a child for such a long time. She smiled and, in a weak voice, spoke of her excited anticipation of having a child. . . . I managed a smile and told her I believed all would work out for the best. We ended our visit with prayer, and although I don’t remember the exact words of the prayer, I do recall that a sweet feeling of peace enveloped the room. My faith had never been stronger.

In the following months, I kept in touch with Ava and her family. We gave her a baby shower and enjoyed watching her excitedly open the gifts, just as every expectant mother does. Each time I visited her, I said a simple prayer for her to deliver a healthy child. Seven months later, she gave birth to a beautiful baby boy who looked just like his mother.

Immediately after delivery of her son, Ava’s health began to spiral downward. We watched the life slowly ebb from her, and as she grew sicker, I prayed harder. Within five months of giving birth, I received the call that Ava had passed away. I couldn’t believe it. Hadn’t we prayed for her health? What was the purpose of our prayer? What good could come from her death? My heart ached, and I was filled with so many  questions. Like water in a broken jar, my faith began seeping away, bit by bit.

After the funeral, I slowly grew angry with God. Just like the horrible disease Ava had struggled with for so long, an old root of bitterness began to grow inside of my heart. I questioned everything in my life that I’d known to be true.

Then, one day I met Jack. He was an elderly gentleman who had taken a job cleaning the offices where I worked. One afternoon, I had a chance to strike up a conversation with him. He pushed his broom while humming a familiar tune.

“Jack, what is that song?” I asked. “It sounds so familiar to me.”

He stopped sweeping and looked up with a smile. “‘Amazing Grace,’ ma’am.”

“Oh,” I replied, and went back to my filing.

“Do you know that song, young lady?” he asked me with another smile.

My cold heart didn’t want to hear anything about religion. “Yes,” I said abruptly.

I could tell Jack knew I was trying to brush him off. Still, he was relentless and proceeded as if I asked for his opinion. “Well, the Lord is mighty good to us, ma’am. I know bad things happen to everybody, me included. But the Lord is surely good.” I kept my eyes on my work, but that didn’t deter him. “Did you know,” he said, “I once had a wife and a little baby boy, but they’re in heaven now?”

I wanted to be polite, but I didn’t want to be drawn into this conversation. “I’m sorry to hear that, Jack.”

“No, ma’am. Don’t be sorry. You see, I didn’t know the Lord back then. My wife was a faithful Christian lady, and she loved the Lord. I loved my liquor more.”

I stopped my filing and looked at him. His eyes glistened. “It’s true, ma’am,” he said with a quick nod. “But my wife, Mary, prayed for me many times. Even when I found out we were going to have a baby, I wouldn’t quit drinking. I was a mean drunk. Mary kept the faith, though. Then one day, it came time for her to have our baby. I insisted on driving her to the hospital. It was a stupid thing, but I did it anyway.”

By this time, he seemed to be talking to himself. “I was too drunk to drive that day. I wrecked our car. I slammed head-on into another car. Everyone was killed except me. I didn’t have a scratch.”

I tried not to appear shocked as he told me about the accident. “The last thing my Mary said as they put her in the ambulance was, “I forgive you, honey. God forgives you, too.’ I couldn’t forgive myself for a long time, and the law wasn’t so forgiving, either. But I found out God is good. I’m here today because He is so good. You know, bad things happen when people do bad things, but bad things can happen to good folks just like my Mary. God isn’t to blame, ma’am. Even He lost His son in a cruel and hurtful way.” Apparently finished, Jack returned to his sweeping.

I was speechless, but I couldn’t stop thinking about his words. “Bad things can happen to good folks. God lost a good son.” For the first time in many months, I realized even God hurts, and I think it hurt Him to see Ava suffer. The knowledge that she was no longer suffering gave me great comfort. Once again, I found myself praying to a caring God, who had always been there, waiting to hear my prayer. 

—Mary Catherine Rogers 


The Heart of Trust 

Trust in the Lord with all your heart; do not depend on your own understanding.

Seek his will in all you do, and he will direct your paths.

Don’t be impressed with your own wisdom. Instead, fear the Lord and turn away from evil.

—Proverbs 3:5–7 

At a corporate retreat I had to take what’s called a “trust fall.” I stood on a platform seven feet high, crossed my arms over my heart, and trustingly fell backward into the arms of my coworkers.

From the ground, watching others do it, it looked easy. From the platform though, it felt impossible. I didn’t fully trust that I would be caught!

We can trust the Lord with our whole heart, not just when we’re in a position of safety. From the ground it’s easy to say, “God will provide.” But He asks for our faith and trust when we are standing at the edge of the precipice, too. 

It takes courage, and yet God is eternally faithful in His promises. If we trust with our whole heart and let go, He will not let us fall.

—Adrian Ward 


The Faith of a Child 

“I assure you, anyone who doesn’t have their kind of faith will never get into the Kingdom of God.”

Then he took the children into his arms and placed his hands on their heads and blessed them.

—Mark 10:15–16 

The three- and four-year-olds in my Sunday school class are precious. One little boy is an exceptionally good listener. As I told the story about Jesus rising from the dead and how the women found his tomb empty, he raised his hand. “What is a tomb?” he asked.I described it, and his brown eyes grew big and round. “Sounds scary to me,” he said.

About that time there was an unexpected knock at our classroom door. The little boy stood straight up and shouted loudly, “It’s Jesus!” It was only a man coming to count the children I had in class, but whenever my faith wavers, I think about that little boy and the pureness of his faith.

Oh, to be like him and to be aware that at any moment Jesus may knock at the door!

—Teresa Bell Kindred 


The Master’s Voice 

O Lord our God, grant us grace to desire thee with our whole heart, that so desiring, we may seek and find thee; and so finding thee we may love thee; and loving thee we may hate those sins from which thou hast redeemed us; for the sake of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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