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      An old eighteenth-century hymn states, “God works in mysterious ways, his wonders to perform.” The unusual ways that God works in our lives are certainly beyond our comprehension. In fact, in the Book of Isaiah, it says that, “As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts higher than your thoughts.” This is a book that is filled with stories of the great variety of ways that ordinary individuals experience God's extraordinary blessings.

      Although God richly blesses us in every way (physically, materially, and spiritually), as long as we live in this world, we will experience all kinds of trouble and hardship. It is perhaps during those times of waiting on God with no answers that his ways seem most mysterious. Yet in the end he comes through for those who have a faith that doesn't waver, and he brings good out of the bad. “We know that God works all things for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28).

      For me, reading each story in this volume felt like entering into the most intimate part of each person's life, sharing his or her most sacred moments. These were the moments when Jesus was most tangible and real — when he says, “Where two or three are gathered in my name, there I am in the midst of them.” His presence in this book was like a cup of cold water in the midst of many desert experiences.

      One of my favorite stories, the opening story in this book, demonstrates the vast scope of God's plan in our lives and why hope and trust in his ultimate purposes is so important. A serviceman who was a foster child marries a girl from Thailand with the hope of starting a true family of his own. After receiving a new assignment in the United States, he returns home alone, his wife to follow soon. Tragically, she dies in childbirth before she leaves Thailand. Twenty-five years later, he returns to her gravesite and there encounters his daughter, the child he assumed had perished with her mother. The daughter revealed that her mother had a medical condition that made having children life threatening. She had not told her husband because she so wanted to fulfill his dreams of having a family. As daughter and father tearfully embraced, he realized his wife had performed the ultimate sacrifice to fulfill his dreams, and he now had a daughter to enjoy after all those years. God does indeed work in mysterious ways.

      In these stories, God works in supernatural ways and also in quiet, ordinary ways. He unfolds, as the Bible says, beauty out of ashes; he brings healing, comfort, hope, and joy out of seemingly impossible situations. When God works in the lives of his people, those lives are forever changed. Hearts are mended. Relationships are restored. Bodies are healed. Faith is strengthened. After reading these stories, I felt that God has blessed my heart with greater faith and love, a greater sense of his compassionate responses, and a more sympathetic understanding of our human frailty.

      Just as God eventually answered the deepest needs and longings of those within these pages, I wish you, the reader, to experience the blessing of Psalm 20, verse 4: “May He grant your heart's desire and fulfill all your plans.”

      — Margaret Bell
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      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, with high school graduation a month away. My foster parents and I knew that I might be drafted and sent to the front lines 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, though that was strictly taboo according to Thai custom. But as the love of my life, Su cared more about our relationship and our being content than she did about cultural rules and regulations. I told her of 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, where Surapun's grave was. 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
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      Our little house was really shaping up. At less than 700 square feet, it had a homey feel that made it just right for our family. We'd sold a larger home to enable me to be a stay-at-home mom while our son was young. Buying a house we could afford on one income meant a fixer-upper for sure. With some major drywall replacement here and some minor electrical work there, the tiny house showed promise. Inside, we papered, carpeted, and painted it into a cozy nest. Outside, however, the clapboard siding was peeling and in dire need of paint.

      We were wondering how we could afford that next step when a relative who worked for a local paint store called, offering us excess paint for the entire house for free. Nothing fancy, he warned, as he made arrangements to get the paint to us. We were delighted and grateful!

      The exhausting process of scraping and sanding lasted a couple of weeks. During the day, I'd do what I could reach, and after coming home from work, my husband worked on the higher sections from his perch atop the ladder. The new paint seemed to glide on, shining and glowing, considerably renewing the tired cottage's curbside appeal.

      We chose a bright contrasting trim color and got right to the final prep work. As we were scraping around the first window, we noticed that the glazing was so old, it had shriveled and pulled away from the pane. To our horror, we discovered that the only thing holding the glass in the window frame was inertia — a strong wind could have blown that window right in! Since our bed was directly beneath that window, it made the matter far more serious. Upon closer inspection, we found that all the windows were in various stages of decay.

      Now what were we to do? This was more than a matter of sprucing up our little place; our family's safety was at stake. High winds were not unusual in our area, and with winter only a few months way, we faced a dilemma. We simply could not afford to replace the windows. We prayed for guidance, and we priced replacements, trusting that somehow God would provide.

      As I called supply houses and home improvement centers, it became evident that the quaint charm of an older home also translates into expensive, hard-to-find replacement parts. I kept on looking for a better price. Later in the week, I chanced to pass a locally owned lumberyard. Hoping for a bargain, I stopped in to check. “Can you order those tall narrow windows? I have the measurements right here. Would you price them for me, please?”

      As the manager's wife looked up the items, she chatted amicably with me and my son, who sat at her eye level in my backpack carrier. I told her about our little “dollhouse” and all the work we'd already done to fix it up. I'm sure I was oozing with pride and delight at our handiwork.

      She flipped catalog pages and quickly found the windows, tapping the page as she read off the cost to me. Aghast, my face paled, and tears burned my eyes. I hurriedly turned to leave, embarrassed by the sudden welling of emotions within me. I mumbled my thanks for her trouble; we couldn't afford to order the windows just now. I asked myself if we would ever have that much money at once and wondered how we'd be able to order the windows at all. I adjusted the backpack for the walk home and handed my son some raisins to munch along the way. But when my hand rested on the doorknob, I stopped, turned back to her, and quietly asked, “Would you allow installment payments?”

      “Not for this type of special order item.” She shook her head. “It needs to be paid in full before we place the order. The unusual size makes them impossible to sell in the event of a default.” From the look on her face, I could see that they'd been burned before.

      “Oh.” I scraped my shoe on the worn wooden floor. Digging in my pocket, I extracted my checkbook and gently persisted. “Look, here is my checkbook.”I strode back to the counter and held it open for her to read. “See those payday deposits the first of every month? And the remaining balance? Each pay period there is exactly $16 left after the bills are paid. I will give you half of that every payday.” I went on before she could say anything. “Honestly, we're good for it, I promise. And if any bonuses or overtime come our way, we'll pay more than the installment minimum. I will come in every payday and make a payment.”

      To this day I have no idea where my boldness came from. Her eyes searched mine; I returned her gaze steadily even though my heart was pounding. My son, usually wriggling around in the backpack, was still and silent. Was it wishful thinking, or did I see her face soften ever so slightly?

      Without another word, she wrote up the order. As she asked for our address and made arrangements for delivery, a hint of a smile danced in her eyes.

      “W-what do I have to sign?” I stammered.

      “Nothing,” she said. “Just show up like you promised, and don't make me sorry for this.”

      Show up I did. I made the first payment the day the windows were delivered. We so enjoyed the lovely, easy-to-open, easy-to-clean windows that let the sun in and kept the weather out! Throughout the summer and fall my son and I regularly walked the several blocks to the lumberyard. I chatted with the store personnel, and he waved at the manager if she was too busy to talk. They always seemed have a sucker or a little something to delight my toddler.

      Whenever we could, we made extra payments in addition to the one promised each payday. Before we knew it, I was making the last payment. When I walked into the lumberyard office that day, the manager came out from behind the desk and gave me a hug, smiling hugely. “You know, if everyone was good to their word and made small but regular payments, this would always work. Thank you for your diligence. This has truly been a pleasure. You've restored our faith in humanity.”

      At that, I couldn't help but ask, “What made you give me, a total stranger, the credit?”

      “Well, honestly, you have the most earnest face I've ever seen. I don't know why I did it, except that I just couldn't say no to the need in your eyes.”

      It seems the manager's faith was restored, and our needs were supplied. Once again, when a door was closed, God opened a window — in this case, quite literally!

      — Maryjo Faith Morgan
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      I had just put my two-year-old in his crib for a nap when the phone rang. It was my neighbor Alicia. “Did you see the news last night?” she asked me.

      I hadn't watched the news since October, when coverage of the sniper attacks in Washington, D.C. made me afraid to buy groceries or fill my gas tank. “No, what happened?”

      “The Office of Homeland Security announced the threat of a chemical attack. We need to buy plastic sheeting and duct tape to seal our windows and doors.”

      “Seal the entire house with duct tape?” I asked, wanting to get the instructions right.

      “No, just one room,” she said. “Preferably one with a bathroom. And be sure to stock the room with water, nonperishable food, and a radio, as it may be a while before you can come out.”

      “Where did you hear this? Tabloid news?” It sounded so surreal.

      “It was on all the stations, even CNN.”

      Well, that confirmed it.

      “Oh, and if you're going to get a gas mask, you better hurry,” she added. “People are buying them by the dozen, and stores are selling out.”

      “I will,” I said, though I wasn't sure where to get one. I made a note to check the wilderness store where I'd bought kerosene grills and canned meat for the Y2K crisis. I ended the conversation and called my husband at work.

      “You need to go by Home Depot on your way home and get some plastic sheeting and duct tape,” I said hurriedly. “We're under the threat of chemical warfare. We need to seal our windows and doors.”

      “I'm not stopping to buy any sheeting,” he said, “and we have duct tape in the garage.”

      “But it's not enough,” I whined, thinking of the two measly layers of tape left on our roll and all of the homes we would have to seal. There was my mother, who was retired on disability, and my grandmother, who was in her seventies and lived alone. And I couldn't forget my uncle, who was mentally ill, or my friends in apartments who didn't have ladders to reach windows on the second floor.

      “Sorry, dear, I'm not stopping,” my husband said. His voice was as calm as if I'd asked him to buy a loaf of French bread, rather than provisions to ensure our family's existence. “If the chemicals are that strong, duct tape won't stop them. Besides, who says we'll be at home when the chemicals hit? You're likely to be at the mall.”

      “But that's why we need the gas masks — ”

      “I have to go,” he interrupted. “I'm late for a meeting.”

      “Engineer,” I said with disgust, hanging up the phone. I collapsed on the couch and clicked on the television for news about the attack. I am just as capable as he is, I reasoned. I'll secure the house myself.

      “Immunizations — are they lifesaving or deadly? News special at six,” the announcer said. The screen showed a picture of a family in surgical masks, standing around a young boy in a hospital bed. I programmed the VCR to tape the broadcast, then flipped to channel five. “Identity theft — one woman's story,” the anchor intoned.

      I turned to channel eight. “What is growing in your vents that can kill you?”

      Channel eleven. “How secure is your retirement money?”

      Channel thirteen. “Have big companies polluted our water supply? Full story ahead.”

      Mind racing, I turned off the television, closed my eyes, and listened to my son's rhythmic breathing over the infant monitor. A truck roared past, and I heard him stir for a moment before whimpering softly and bursting into an all-out wail.

      “Mo-o-m-m-my!”

      I rushed to his room, lifted him from his crib, and held him tightly to my chest as his wails returned to whimpers. I felt the warmth of his tears as he hid his head in my neck.

      “Everything's okay, sweetie,” I whispered. “Mommy's here.” I stroked his short, fuzzy hair and rocked him gently. He closed his eyes and sighed, once again at rest. He was still too young to know I did not have all the answers. Only I knew there was nothing I could do to keep him safe.

      Fear not. I heard a voice, whispering in my subconscious.

      Fear not. A little louder, quieting my anxious thoughts.

      Fear not. It was my Father, stilling the storms of my heart.

      Fear not for I am with you. (Isaiah 43:5)

      “He is with me,” I said aloud, calming myself. In the midst of my nightmare of worry, God came to the rescue, and I clung to his Word as my son was clinging to me.

      At two years of age, there is little my son can control. He eats what I feed him, wears what I put on him, and goes where I take him. Though I am approaching thirty, I cannot control much more. What do I have that my Father hasn't provided? What door can I enter that he hasn't opened? What danger will I face that can't be conquered by his power? If my son can rest securely in my incapable arms, then I, forever in the presence of an almighty God, should always be at peace.

      I never did go out and buy that plastic sheeting, and to my husband's delight, I'm no longer asking for a bomb shelter. Crime, pollution, disease, warfare — I can't stop the list from getting longer, but I can control where I place my faith. In this world of many terrors, I'll seek shelter in my Father's shadow, and I'll dwell in his secret place (Psalm 91), a place where no illness, no snipers, no chemicals can reach.

      “Everything's okay, sweetie,” he whispers. “Father's here.”

      — C. Carletta Sanders
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      I hear it, feel it, and immediately wish that it's not happening. But it is — my tire has gone flat. Drawing a deep breath, I quickly strategize, evaluating my options. Steering to the right toward the curb won't obstruct traffic, I reason. So I ease the car onto the shoulder and begin looking for help.

      On the sidewalk are hurrying pedestrians, some talking on cell phones, others deep in thought — all of them too preoccupied to notice my fate. On the road cars speed past with drivers rushing frantically to their varied destinations.

      Silently I pray, “Father, send someone. Anyone!”

      Momentarily I'm distracted by two familiar figures just a few feet away — a woman and a young child. The woman, dressed in an ankle-length jean skirt and faded yellow blouse, displays a homemade sign with crooked letters in bold black that spell “Homeless” followed by the words “Please help.” The child, a little girl who looks to be about five, clings to the woman's skirt and holds a Raggedy Ann doll. They've been standing on this corner now for at least four weeks, collecting change in a tin can from pedestrians and passing motorists who happen to be stopped by the intersection's traffic light. I, too, have dropped change or an occasional dollar into the woman's can, reasoning, like so many others, that these two need help.

      Then I remember that a man, lean and balding, with a similar sign hanging from a rope around his neck shares the same corner. But today he's missing, and despite my own troubles, I wonder for a moment where he might be. Soon honking horns disrupt my wandering thoughts and force me back to my present dilemma. Observing no available assistance, I walk to my car's trunk, hoping and praying that someone might stop.

      “Need some help?” I hear over my shoulder.

      Turning to my left, I see him — the man bearing the homeless sign. I look him over and try not to appear startled. I reflect on his daily request for help, which other people, including me, have selectively ignored. His tenor voice repeats the question, clearly the offer I've been waiting for.

      I back away from the trunk and allow him to open it. It is an awkward moment, but I permit a weak “Thank you” to pass my lips.

      A closer look at the man's features suggests that he is actually prematurely bald and much younger than I had always thought. He is nearly six feet tall with a considerably lean frame and has a limp. There are holes in the knees of his jeans and in his faded green T-shirt.

      “I… I appreciate your help,” I say, breaking the silence between us. He nods, and I wait for permission to continue. He never looks up from his work, so again I speak up, adding, “Thank you again for changing my tire.” After more silence, I muster more courage. “I've seen you at this corner for a while.” This time I wait, hoping he will say something — anything to indicate that he's heard me.

      This time my wait is short and rewarded with a sour, “I've seen you too!” His tone suggests that more is coming, so I wait for an indictment to pass his lips. But when no such accusation surfaces, my thoughts shift, and I ask if he lives in a shelter.

      This time he looks up, briefly catching my eye, and I think twice about what I've asked. This answer is even shorter than the last — a polite, “No, ma'am.” After a seemingly long pause, he continues, “I lost my job more than six months ago, and due to a chain of bad luck, well, I — ” he stutters — “well, I… I ended up on the streets.”

      “What kind of work do you, or did you do?” I ask. He proudly responds, “I'm a mechanic.”

      “I take it you've been looking.” I stoop to catch his eye as he continues to work.

      “Yep, every day. But with no fixed address or phone, it makes it hard for folks to get back to you. Where they gonna call, if they want to hire you?”

      He pauses as if deep in thought, then adds, “Folks that come through here every day probably think I can do better. But ma'am, I'm trying, I'm really trying.”

      He finishes changing the tire, pats his hands on his already dirty jeans, and closes the car's trunk.

      I fish through my purse looking for a dollar or two, but instead I decide to empty my wallet and give him all its contents — $15.00.

      He smiles, saying, “I'm not charging you.”

      “I know,” I answer, “but I insist that you take the money.” After much urging, he thrusts the bills into a pocket and starts to walk away.

      I again say thanks but motion for him to wait while I ask one more question. “Why did you choose to help me, when I've rarely helped you?” He looks at me, and without batting an eye answers, “′Cause it's the right thing to do.” With that, he walks back to his street corner, and I drive away, knowing that I'm not the same.

      The next day, I see him. He smiles, and we talk while waiting for the light to turn green. Before leaving the intersection, I drop a dollar bill in his cup. He says thanks.

      The following day I do the same, and the next day too. On week two of this new routine, I leave a bag of fruit and a sandwich. He again says thanks. This continues for another two months. Then one day he tells me that he has a job and will start the following day. I wish him well and see him no more. And again — I'm not the same.

      
        Heavenly Father, thank you for the lesson you taught me through this man. Thank you for the opportunity to learn from him the true meaning of benevolence.
      

      — Yvonne Curry Smallwood

    

  
    
      

      
      
[image: illustration] Prayer for an Easy-Bake Oven

      The whir of the electric beaters, the clouds of flour puffing into the air, the grainy feel of sugar beneath your fingernails, the smell of brownies in the oven, the first bite of still-warm chocolate after a Saturday afternoon in the kitchen…

      In my eight-year-old mind, there was only one thing that could be better than baking cookies and brownies with my mom — doing it all by myself.

      “Dear God,” I whispered as I snuggled under layers of blankets, “please send me an Easy-Bake Oven for Christmas.” Let other kids write to Santa. I knew someone much more important.

      Then, as an added incentive for God to fulfill my request in between the more pressing issues of earthquakes and endangered dolphins, I added, “I promise to make treats for my whole family. All the time.” I paused. Was that enough? Better be sure, I thought. “I'll let my friends play with it. Even Mark.” It was doubtful my six-year-old brother would be even vaguely interested, but I was sure God would be impressed by my generosity. “Thank you in advance. Yours sincerely, Michelle.”

      At that point I had a pretty successful track record with prayer. I prayed that no one would kick the soccer ball in my direction during P.E., and no one did. (Of course, the fact that I constantly ran in the opposite direction of the ball may have been a factor.) I prayed that my mom would never find out that I secretly hid my Halloween candy in my room and ate it after I was in bed. That worked pretty well, until my dentist let it slip that I had seven cavities. Still, I reasoned, that wasn't God's fault. I just hadn't thought to include the dentist in my prayer. The key to successful prayer, I figured, was being specific.

      I closed my eyes and pictured the Easy-Bake Oven: smooth white box, lavender and pink trim. On the TV commercials, the girls mixed up their own chocolatey batter and seconds later pulled out finished brownies in their own tiny pan. If that wasn't a miracle, I didn't know what was. If God wanted me to be happy (and didn't it say that somewhere in the Bible?), then he would listen to my prayer. Getting me an Easy-Bake Oven was a small thing, I reasoned, an easy thing. Something relaxing and fun for God to do in between the heavy-duty miracles of saving lives and converting enemies into friends. There was no good reason that my prayer wouldn't be answered.

      Except one. Which I didn't discover until Christmas morning.

      “Why?” I asked my mom, blinking back the tears. “Why didn't I get an Easy-Bake Oven for Christmas?”
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