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      Introduction

      Over the centuries Christian books, manuals, and guides of all sorts have been written to help us understand the nature of prayer and to pray more effectively. Some stress the profound and mystical depths of prayer and even union with God. Others discuss the practical aspects of prayer in our everyday life.

      Actually, prayer at its basic level is very simple. God has made a way for us through Jesus to come to Him just as we are, with all our faults, problems, and needs. We don't need to earn our way into His presence or be filled with pious language. We worship Him certainly because of all His greatness and perfection found in Scripture and knowing His unsurpassable love shown us in the life and death of Jesus. But we can also be completely honest about our fears, disappointments, and pain. As we look at His promises in Scripture regarding prayer, we can be encouraged and comforted, confident that He will answer in His own way and own time.

      Those answers become apparent as you talk to Christians who take prayer seriously. Some of God's answers are subtle and some are miraculous. Some relate to something as simple as a changed attitude, whereas others point to physical healing that goes beyond a doctor's explanation. What becomes evident is that God is active and interested in the smallest details of our lives. For some reason known only to Him, certain circumstances require our asking, thanking, and worshipping Him to bring about the positive change that He and we so greatly desire.

      Stories in which prayer is the catalyst for the positive transformation of our lives are full of surprises and wonder. They motivate us to approach God's “throne of grace” with boldness as we see His power and love graphically demonstrated in the lives of others. That is the main purpose of this collection of stories, in which prayer plays a pivotal role.

      Each story is accompanied by a prayer that is relevant to its content. Similar to those found in books of prayer compilations, you can use these prayers as they relate to issues in your own life. You may even want to create a notebook including your favorites from this volume and use it throughout the day.

      
        ~James Stuart Bell and Susan B. Townsend
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      Ramp of Hope
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        … Father, the hour has come. Glorify your Son so he can give glory back to you. For you have given him authority over everyone. He gives eternal life to each one you have given him. And this is the way to have eternal life — to know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, the one you sent to earth. I brought glory to you here on earth by completing the work you gave me to do. Now, Father, bring me into the glory we shared before the world began.
      

      
        — John 17:1–5
      

      When we entered the gymnasium at 10:30 P.M., we found things had already settled down for the night. We were instructed by an older woman to pull an air mattress from a lofty stack hidden in a far corner of the room. Burdened with our bed for the next week, we carefully maneuvered our way through seemingly lifeless bodies spread across the floor like small fortresses. Our only guidance was the occasional snore that erupted from a sleeping bag here and there. We pushed through the shadows, attempting to find an empty spot on the floor where we, too, could build our own little fortress. We tripped over suitcases and blow dryers at every step. Eventually, we found a space, dropped our bags, and took a deep breath while our eyes adjusted to the darkness.

      That was when I started to wonder what I'd gotten myself into. I had ridden in a van full of people for more than 900 miles, only to find our greeters dead to the world. I had come with a purpose, and I wanted to make a difference. I was ready to change the life of a victim of the Hurricane Katrina tragedy. Why was everyone asleep? I wanted to shout, “C'mon people — let's go!”

      Our group of twenty had traveled from Spring Hill, Kansas, to Gautier, Mississippi, to a local church that generously opened their brand-new building to house the Work and Witness groups who came to volunteer. Not only did they open their gymnasium, but they also provided breakfast in the morning, sack lunches at noon, and a warm meal in the evening. There were even showers available after a long day of hard work, although the hot water was on a first come, first served basis.

      When morning started creeping through the small cracks under the gymnasium doors, people made their way to the kitchen for breakfast prepared by volunteers. After everyone had eaten, there was a devotional, then a short meeting led by two or three men who had been sleeping on those hard wooden floors for months and going out every day to the endless job of cleaning up. They welcomed the newcomers, discussed the schedule for the day, and assigned the groups to specific job sites. Our team soon had a plan. We grabbed our sack lunches and set off to what we would discover was an interminable job of cleaning up, filth, and heartache.

      Since we had come in late the night before, it wasn't until that morning that the realization of the horrible devastation hit us. Streets once lined with gorgeous trees were empty and bare. Buildings once thriving with business were nothing but hollow shells. The hurricane hit over fifty miles of the Mississippi shoreline, wiping out nearly every home as far as five blocks in from the coast. Beautifully kept beach homes, some handed down through generations, were now piles of debris and rubble.

      We saw a staircase standing with nothing to support it. A single stove remained where an entire kitchen had once been. Shoes and toys that children had cherished were scattered and torn into small pieces. The more we looked, the more personal it became. One backyard had debris strewn everywhere, but resting at the side of the family swimming pool stood a single Precious Moments angel statue — upright and completely unscathed.

      That day, some of our group went to a local home and began gutting it piece by piece. We wore protective clothing, masks, and gloves, being careful not to breathe in the deadly mold that grew on every section of wood and ruin. Others went to a local church where they hung Sheetrock on new framework.

      A young woman saw the workers at the church and stopped to ask if they knew where City Hall had been moved. They told her they were from out of town and didn't know, but they asked her if she needed any work done. Her friendly disposition won them over immediately. Even though she was flustered by her circumstances, she wore a smile that never seemed to fade. It wasn't long until the two groups met up and went to her home, where we learned her story.

      Suzanne was a single mom who had lived in the area her entire life. She and her two young daughters were living with her parents in her childhood home. After the disaster nearly destroyed their house, the girls went to live with relatives in another state, and Suzanne's parents moved to a nearby shelter.

      All hurricane victims were required to get a tetanus shot. Suzanne's mother received hers at the same time as a flu shot, and because of a possible allergic reaction, she contracted Guillain-Barré syndrome. GBS is a disorder of the peripheral nerves that can sometimes cause paralysis. Suzanne's mother became paralyzed from the waist down, and Suzanne asked our team to come and build a handicap ramp so her parents could return home — to a very small, borrowed travel trailer, parked in the driveway.

      Authorities had allowed residents to return to the area, so Suzanne's daughters had come home. Suzanne was looking for City Hall so she could enroll them in school, but her parents couldn't return from the shelter until her mom had a way to get into the trailer.

      We worked incredibly hard over the next couple of days. Some of us picked up shards of glass, pieces of torn photos, and small fragments from the yard and cleaned up what was left inside the house, while others built a wheelchair-accessible ramp with rails. It quickly became obvious why the volunteers had been sound asleep at 10:30 P.M. the night we arrived.

      Suzanne kept us entertained with stories as we worked, and it wasn't long before we thought of her as an old friend. Soon, the ramp was complete, and it was time to say good-bye. She expressed her gratitude and told us she had been truly blessed by our efforts, but we, too, had felt God's blessing. We had been touched in a way that would change our lives, and we were honored that God used us to glorify Him.

      We prayed with Suzanne and the girls, hugged them, and said our good-byes. Before we left, she asked if she could give us something. She took a small frame from her shelf and told us it was one of the few things she had been able to salvage from her home. With tears in our eyes, we read the embroidered words: “Work for the Lord. The pay isn't much, but the retirement plan is out of this world!” We couldn't possibly accept her generous gift, but we did take a photo of her holding it. That picture will be etched in our minds forever!

      We have kept in touch with Suzanne. In a recent letter, she wrote that since we were there, people from all over the United States have come to help her family in one way or another. She always asks them to sign the ramp and said the messages touch everyone who reads them. She calls it her “Ramp of Hope”!

      One of the ways we serve God while we are on earth is by doing the things He asks of us.

      God will disclose His will if we study His word and listen to Him in prayer. We may receive our thanks for a job well done from our friends here on earth, but just like Jesus, we know that all honor and glory belong to God.

      
        ~Jennie Hilligus
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Burnout

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      
        The Lord is my shepherd;
      

      
        I have all that I need.
      

      
        He lets me rest in green meadows;
      

      
        he leads me beside peaceful streams.
      

      
        He renews my strength.
      

      
        He guides me along right paths,
      

      
        bringing honor to his name.
      

      
        Even when I walk
      

      
        through the darkest valley,
      

      
        I will not be afraid,
      

      
        for you are close beside me.
      

      
        Your rod and your staff
      

      
        protect and comfort me.
      

      
        You prepare a feast for me
      

      
        in the presence of my enemies.
      

      
        You honor me by anointing my head with oil.
      

      
        My cup overflows with blessings.
      

      
        Surely your goodness and unfailing
      

      
        love will pursue me
      

      
        all the days of my life,
      

      
        and I will live in the house of the Lord
      

      
        forever.
      

      
        — Psalm 23
      

      I left the hospital and walked across the parking lot, the tears freezing on my face. To leave my husband, Leo, in the emergency ward meant trusting him to other hands. I yearned to help, to hold, to have a part in his healing, but God was choosing other people for that avenue of service. Reassured by the presence of two capable doctors at his bedside, I drove home to be with our teenagers.

      They were curious, concerned, but careful not to shed any tears for fear of prompting a flood of emotion. Not until I reached the privacy of our bedroom did my own pent-up emotions burst forth. Burying my face in my pillow to stifle the sound of my sobs, I reached for the crumpled tissue Leo had used to wipe his feverish brow just hours before. The symptoms had duped the doctors into treating him for pneumonia, but scans had revealed blood clots on both lungs. After numerous tests, the doctors concluded his condition was stress related. His blood chemistry had apparently reacted negatively to burnout.

      
        Burnout.
      

      I picked up the temperamental alarm clock that works only when lying facedown on the rug. As I turned it over, it stopped at 11:37 P.M. I was sharply aware of the doctor's words that the next seventy-two hours would be critical, that the shadow of death hovered over us. Leo's work clothes lay rolled in a bundle, his belt neatly coiled on the dresser. Church books were just where he had left them on the desk, the ledger open at January 1. Illness was a new experience at the beginning of a new year, and my tendency was to shrink back in fear. But as I looked at the neat rows of figures printed in a firm, strong hand, I was reassured that, whatever lay ahead, the balance of our lives was still within the purpose of God.

      As I turned back the blankets, my husband's crooked old slippers peeked out from under the bed. “Those are big shoes to fill,” someone in the church family had recently remarked. “It takes love for the Lord's work and lots of enthusiasm,” I had replied. Leo's plaid slippers, worn thin from use, yet dearly beloved, seemed somehow symbolic of his involvement, as did his dog-eared Bible bulging with lesson notes, deacon memos, hymn numbers, and Sunday bulletins.

      I chose to lie on his side of the bed, cradled by the sense of his presence and strangely comforted. I pondered whether this situation could have been avoided under less stressful conditions, whether we had been negligent in terms of health or simply obedient to what God asked. An observant friend, upon hearing of Leo's condition, likened the situation to the burnout experienced by Epaphroditus, an early church worker, whom the apostle Paul described as almost dying because he risked his life “to compensate for the deficiency of others.”

      Apathy was one aspect, but devious gossip and aggressive criticism had done much more to aggravate Leo's overloaded schedule to the point of collapse. I tried to console myself with the fact that even if God asked for the ultimate, He had also promised the eternal — not that it would be easy to let my husband go. The possibility of shivering in an empty bed with no hope of his returning home sent a fresh deluge of tears streaming into the crumpled tissue.

      At 7 A.M. I was jolted out of a fitful sleep by a phone call. “This is Grace Hospital calling …”

      I sat down heavily on the nearest chair. So this is what being a widow feels like …

      “… Your husband would like you to bring his toothbrush when you come.”

      “You mean … he's still OK?” I asked weakly.

      “Yes, he's had a restful night. Hello? Hello? Are you all right?”“Yes … yes … I … I … just concluded the worst when I heard you were calling from the hospital.”

      “Oh, I'm so sorry. I should have told you the good news first.”

      My emotional equilibrium remained precarious the entire time Leo was in the hospital, and not just when the phone rang. Tears erupted at other unexpected moments — in the laundry room when there was no Sunday shirt in the wash, at the kitchen cupboards when I caught sight of his favorite coffee mug, in the living room as I picked up stray copies of the sacred music he loved so well.

      But there were little glimmers of hope to counter the anxiety — the reassuring words of a doctor, a clear X-ray report, and phone calls from my husband himself, his tone of voice conveying more than words could say. Above it all, there was a renewed appreciation for him as husband, lover, and friend.

      That joy did not dissipate when he came home. If anything, it spread in ways neither one of us could have imagined. We rejoiced as timid hands from the church family reached out to help carry some of my husband's duties. These people grew in their faith and gained confidence in service as a result. Gossips were strangely silenced, no doubt realizing the seriousness of the situation. Criticism became constructive.

      Looking back, I believe Leo's experience with burnout was God's way of impressing upon all of us the importance of pacing ourselves. Where Leo had to slow down, others had to pick up the slack. As someone wisely remarked, “God not only orders our steps. He orders our stops.”

      
        ~Alma Barkman
      

    

  
    
      

      
      For the Long Haul
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        All praise to him who now has turned my fears to joys, my sighs to song, my tears to smiles, my sad to glad.
      

      
        — Anne Bradstreet
      

      Well, there's some consistency here.” I put down my pencil, looked at the columns of responses I'd carefully circled, and, again, consulted the answer key. This was the third standardized test I'd taken to identify my skill set and determine what career I should pursue. Since I was nearing forty, I was going through the process rather belatedly. That didn't bother me. It was the results that got my attention. Each test declared the same unfathomable thing: that I should become a teacher.

      “We've got a lot to pray about,” I told Joyce.

      We had reached the point in our marriage where we both felt a need for a dramatic change. We were living in Alaska, where the winters were long, dark, and wearying. We worked at jobs that seemed to be of no real consequence. In my case, I felt especially dead-ended. I had been trying to succeed as a fiction writer, but after a series of promising publications in my younger years, the world, including my agent, no longer showed interest. How could I justify the unpaid hours spent by myself at home, scribbling words that, most likely, no one would read?

      Spurred on by my test results and consultations with others, including our minister, we developed a plan that seemed straightforward, though the time horizon involved years. We would make a long-haul move with all our belongings and relocate to the Lower 48. There I would enroll in graduate school. After I had my degree, I could look for a teaching job at a university. We prayed about this decision, and as best as we could tell, we believed it was within God's will.

      I wasn't naïve. I had never thought of God as a cosmic vending machine, automatically rewarding anything his followers venture to do in His name. And I knew, too, that God does not always answer even the best-intentioned prayers immediately. Taking that into account, I put my faith into practice and keep moving forward, trusting that divine assistance would arrive when needed. Through it all, I had to continue to pray. So we both prayed, and that's when the sky, figuratively speaking, truly began to darken.

      We had relocated to the nation's fourth largest city, where it was inevitable that two mild-mannered former Alaskans would experience culture shock. We were stunned by the traffic, the frantic pace, the pollution, and the rampant consumerism. The city was also in the midst of a record-breaking crime wave. Every day the local news brought reports of drive-by shootings, burglaries, carjackings, and violent assaults in broad daylight.

      The level of crime was in part a function of the local economy. Business and industry were in a tailspin. Our plan had been for Joyce to support us by getting a job in advertising while I was in grad school, but agencies were laying off workers. Joyce had to find work, or as our savings dwindled, the reverse standard of living we were experiencing in our tiny apartment in an undesirable quarter of the city would only grow worse.

      At the university, things weren't exactly going swimmingly. To gain experience in my future profession, I was teaching two sections of composition. Stacks of freshman essays loomed, waiting to be graded, and I had my own classes in which I had to succeed. The scholarly reading and the required papers led me to question whether I was really an academic at heart. Should I have ever contemplated this career change? What if all the prayers we'd prayed and the answers we thought we received had been a misinterpretation? Could I still make the best of things? Would I have to give up and admit defeat?

      More blows came. We needed health insurance and heard of a supposedly good deal for people like ourselves with temporarily limited means. A well-dressed man arrived at our door with a brochure and forms. We handed him checks for several months before we found that no one answered the phone at the number he'd given us. We'd been scammed.

      Then there was the day Joyce and I made it home just before the sky split open and gushed like a fountain for hours. From our window we watched debris floating in the parking lot, saw cars stalled axle-deep in water. The flood seemed biblical and symbolic: You don't belong here.

      One night the phone rang, a rare event as we still had few friends. It was Joyce's mom calling. Her father had died suddenly of a heart attack.

      It was our low point.

      This was where, if I was going to be honest, I had to tell God that I was having problems with the concept of prayer. Why wasn't He listening? My tolerance was about to run out. I suppose, at that point, I wasn't unlike the disciples who dispersed during Jesus's trial and Crucifixion and the women who later mourned at his tomb. At such a dark hour, it feels as if there is little left. The best you can do is minimize the odor of failure by anointing the body with spices, then returning to the practicalities of life, going back to the way things were before everyone got their hopes up.

      It's odd now to realize that during this challenging time, encouragement was lurking in an unexpected setting. I was enrolled in a literature seminar with the worst professor in the department. It wasn't enough that he had a reputation for laziness and not respecting students; he also relished voicing his strident atheism. Yet it was he, as a matter of familiarizing us with early American writers, who introduced me to a woman of prayer and great patience.

      Anne Bradstreet was a Puritan and a rarity in her time. Married at fifteen, she sailed with her husband for the Colonies. What was notable was that she recorded her thoughts in poems that were actually published during an era when it was unusual for a woman to write anything other than letters or perhaps keep a diary. Even secular literary scholars would eventually be impressed by Bradstreet's verse and what the poems revealed about the sincerity of her faith, the way she humbly approached daily life, and her abundant love for her husband and children.

      In one of her most famous poems, “On My Son's Return Out of England, July 17, 1661,” Anne began her verse with “All praise for Him …” as a means of expressing her gratitude to God for bringing home her oldest son, who had been away on an extended trip to England. Anne had worried about him greatly and prayed constantly for his safekeeping during his four-year absence. On the day her son returned safely, Anne recognized that God had answered her prayers. He had sustained the young man, even in illness and during two perilous ocean crossings. For that, his mother gave thanks and celebrated in her poem “how graciously Thou hast answered my desires.”

      Four years is a long time. Reflecting upon Anne Bradstreet reminded me that I couldn't have prayer without joining it to patience. Not just run-of-the-mill patience, but patience that persists. If hope is the air that prayer breathes, patience is the solid ground it rests upon. It was important for me to dwell on that ground, not shake my head and walk away, my prayers reduced to a disappointed sigh. This woman from more than 300 years ago had taught me that I had to continue calling out to God.

      The sky was already receiving some hints of light, though I didn't see them. For example, I took it as a matter of course that during our early days in the city, we found ourselves settling into a church. What was happening there was crucial, however. We had found others who loved God, loved each other, and loved us. Sunday mornings were a refuge from the violence of the world. I was grateful, too, for a midweek potluck at church, with a drumstick plucked from a box of fried chicken, a dollop of someone's Jell-O dessert, and the conversation during the meal. Afterward, there was a Bible study where hard questions were asked and in-depth answers sought in Scripture. In this environment, I could confess to fellow believers my doubts and ongoing struggles.

      In a city that on some days seemed harsh and unforgiving, God was already answering our prayers. Though the obstacles before us were not removed, He provided the resources to deal with them. Looking back, I can see now that even as my patience dwindled, God did not leave us alone and stranded. Through the miracle of His Spirit working in others, He was giving us Himself.

      All that was years ago. Today we live in a hospitable, small city, where I'm a professor at a Christian university. Joyce and I have a young son who wasn't even a dim notion back in our difficult days of transition and change. As happily as this story of our lives has played out, I know it does not mean we won't face other dark times. That's why I tell myself to remember what God can do, will do, and has done, and to remind my family to always be thankful for it.

      
        ~Albert Haley
      

    

  
    
      

      
      God's Upside-Down World

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      
        Lord,
      

      
        Make me an instrument of your peace.
      

      
        Where there is hatred, let me bring love.
      

      
        Where there is injury, pardon.
      

      
        Where there is doubt, faith.
      

      
        Where there is despair, hope.
      

      
        Where there is darkness, light.
      

      
        Where there is sadness, joy.
      

      
        Where there is discord, harmony.
      

      
        Where there is error, truth.
      

      
        Where there is wrong, the spirit of forgiveness.
      

      
        O Divine Master,
      

      
        Grant that I may not so much seek
      

      
        To be consoled as to console.
      

      
        To be understood as to understand.
      

      
        To be loved as to love.
      

      
        For it is in giving that we receive.
      

      
        It is in pardoning that we are pardoned.
      

      
        It is in dying that we are born to eternal life.
      

      
        — Francis of Assisi
      

      But that's not fair!” Willem's shriek rasped through me. “He got more free time than I did!”

      I wanted to say, “He finished his math earlier than you did. It's time for science to start now. You had free time just yesterday, and he didn't get any.” But I knew how futile that would be. An argument would start, I'd get mad, kids would start losing recess, and no one would get any science done. Instead, I smiled at Willem. “You're absolutely right,” I told him calmly. “It isn't fair.”

      Stunned silence. Then, “So, waddaya gonna do about it?”

      “Not a thing,” I told him. “It's not fair. That's the way it is.”

      “But … but … that's not fair!” He sounded more confused than angry now.

      “You've got it! Life isn't fair. And I'm so glad!” Everyone was staring at me, wondering what in the world I was talking about. “Did you ever do something wrong and not get caught?” I asked.

      Grins and sideways glances met my questioning look. “Well, that wasn't fair, was it? But it was fun! I've sure done things I should have been punished for. But I didn't get what I deserved, and that's not fair. But I'm grateful for those times.”

      “What did you do?” Stanley asked.

      “Hey, I won't tell mine, and you don't tell yours!” I chuckled. “But right now, it's science time. Let's check our plants, okay?”

      Lord, make me an instrument of Your peace.

      “There really isn't much fair about life, is there, God?” I said in the car after school. “You act justly, though, and I'm glad.” At home, I had a phone message from a coworker, asking if we could meet over lunch. She had misunderstood something I said, and she was furious with me.

      “You're lying, Elsi,” Carole said in the restaurant. “And you're causing trouble for all the people who trusted you.”

      “But that's not what happened!” I protested.

      “You're confused.”“You just don't see reality,” Carole said.

      “I don't need to take this,” I said with as much calmness as I could muster. “If you want to meet again with the pastor or someone to mediate, I'm willing. But I won't stay here and let you verbally abuse me.” I paid my bill and walked out, shaking. But I didn't cry, I told the Lord. And I didn't start arguing and yelling, either. Thank You!

      “What happened with Carole?” a friend asked me later.

      “Let's not talk about it,” I said.

      “That's taking the high road,” my friend said. “I'm proud of you!”

      “It's not me. It's a God-thing!”

      Well, I'm sure not feeling love, I thought. But … where there is offense, let me sow pardon. And that involves not spreading the story. Help me forgive and not make things worse. And, thank You!

      At church, the missionary in charge of the International Friendship Dinners approached me. “Hey, Elsi, can you help with the craft activity at the dinner next week?”

      Oh, please don't make me! I muttered to the Lord. It's not that I would have trouble with the craft; as an old Scout leader, I had a multitude of good ideas. But I didn't want to have to deal with the language barrier.

      Reluctantly I agreed. That Friday night, I took my plate and, pasting a smile firmly on my unhappy face, sat at a table. “Hi,” I said to the Asian gentleman next to me. I looked at his name tag. It wasn't in English. “Um, what do you do?”

      “Scholar … physics,” he responded, and returned to his conversation in his own language.

      “That's nice!” I said to the back of his head. Help me, Lord! I turned to the woman on my right. “And what do you do?”

      “Journalism major at university,” she said soberly.

      “Wow! Journalism in a foreign language? That must be hard!”

      “Yes,” she said. “I not know what my professor mean many times. And my English bad, so my papers get low grade. My English not good at all.”

      “I think your English is pretty good, but maybe I could help you,” I offered. “I'm a writer and a teacher.”

      Her face lit up. “That very nice! My name Yang Lei, but you call me Angela!”

      We continued to chat through the rest of the meal. What fun!

      
        Hey, God, it's Your upside-down world again, isn't it! I didn't want to be here. But I did it because You wanted me to, and You gave me a new friend and a new way to help someone! Thanks!
      

      And I remembered, Where there is sadness, let me sow joy.

      “This is the fourth Saturday in a row we haven't had any kids come!” I complained.

      “What's the use of our being here?”

      Larry, Vicki, and I ran the children's room for the Lamb's Lunch — an interchurch ministry to the homeless population of Boulder, Colorado. I was far too frightened of the homeless to interact with them, but I could provide crafts and a story for any children who came. And that freed their parents to help the homeless guests.

      The few families who showed up wanted their children to learn to serve, however, so we sat in an empty room. Larry read aloud from his Bible, and we learned to play the Bible card games I'd brought. No kids. What a waste of time!

      A woman stood in the doorway. She was dirty and shivering, with chapped skin and uncombed hair.

      “What are you guys doing?”

      “Playing a Bible card game,” I explained. “Want to play?”

      “Okay … it's too loud out there.” She sat at the table. “Oh! You have papers to color! Can I color?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      “What's this a picture of?” she asked, and we told her the Bible story.

      “I never knew God did things like that! That's cool!” she said as she left, clutching her picture.

      Guess we're here for Your reason, Lord, instead of ours. Where there is darkness, let me sow light.

      “I can't believe you did that! I'm so disappointed in you!”

      I had come to a decision that my friend disapproved of. She felt I had betrayed her, going against her hopes and plans. Allie's anger distanced her from me, so I felt betrayed also.

      How dare she treat me that way? I fumed. Well, two can play that game!

      But when I could get my head out of my emotional quagmire for a breath of air, I knew Allie was feeling as hurt as I was. What point was there in my adding to her hurt?

      We had been in the habit of weekly phone calls, but I was afraid to call and be told how wrong I was. Instead, I called when I knew she'd be at work, leaving friendly messages: “Hi, Allie! Just wanted to say hi. Work's been pretty crazy lately, but I'm managing. Hope you are, too!” I didn't strike out at her verbally. I tried valiantly to pray for her regularly. I limited the number of people with whom I shared my grief over the broken relationship.

      I think Allie was doing the same, attempting to contain her hurt and ask God for help. And, slowly, time and our loving Lord began to heal us both. We are friends again — a bit more cautious, speaking with care, but friends.

      Grant that I may not so much seek to be understood as to understand.

      “Will you lead the high school youth group?”

      I stared at the pastor of the Chinese church in surprise.

      “No way! I'm good with elementary-age kids, and Vicki loves preschoolers. We don't do teenagers!” God, however, had other ideas. With His backward reasoning, He apparently thought we were the ideal team to work with the students. “Lord, You're stretching me too far!” I complained.

      One evening at youth group, a boy leaned across the table and demanded, “But why did Jesus have to die? It's not fair!”

      What an opportunity to speak to his heart! I was so glad I was there, in that room, at that time, with that boy. Father, give me the right words! I prayed, and in a moment, I heard the familiar whisper in my heart.

      “No,” I said, “it doesn't seem fair at all. But, by coming to earth as a man and suffering terribly, he made it possible for us all to have eternal life. And all we have to do is love him. Pretty sweet deal, don't you think?” I asked with a smile. For it is in giving that we receive.

      I don't really understand God's upside-down way of planning. When I take what I am given and return God's love in His way, it feels as though all the benefits are mine. When I give up what I want — the things I'm confident will be best for me — then God pours out His blessings. Pretty weird, I told the Lord, but pretty awesome, too! It is in dying that we are born to eternal life.
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