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DEDICATION

Very seldom does an author connect the dedication of the book to the contents. However, the dedication of this book is different. Many individuals have walked with me through the storms of my life, but two have been constant.

The first is the wife of my late brother. She has always been more of a sister than a sister-in-law. She is a woman of great strength, courage, and determination. She is known as a lover of people and an unequaled caregiver. Her counsel is wise and her heart is big. Thank you, Flo Jones Rowland, for forty plus years of friendship.

The second is a partner in the gospel. I first met this person in 1966, when she was working as a secretary and I as a young Bible professor. Her secretarial skills are unmatched, and more importantly, she has the courage of her convictions. As a friend she faithfully serves behind the scenes without fanfare or recognition. Her quiet walk with God is respected by all. Her serving heart is constant and consistent. Thank you, Peggie Baker, for thirty years of work, service, and friendship.

I have never thanked these two women enough for their support through the years. It is my prayer that this dedication will communicate what I have not been able to say. I am reminded of a statement about the women in the ministry of Jesus:

Some women were watching from a distance. Among them were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome. In Galilee these women had followed him and cared for his needs. (Mark 15:40-41)

Thank you Flo and Peggie.
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HOW TO READ THIS BOOK


This book has two parts.

The first part—“Voices from the Storm”—is a collection of testimonies from men and women who have felt the pelting rain and the fierce winds of the storm, who have been swept up in the powerful currents of rising waters and have finally made their way to the shore and found peace once again. Each story is written from the heart, even though recalling the pain still hurts. The storm victims who share these stories have been honest with their feelings, so if some of their feelings seem negative, that’s because storms bring negative things into our lives.

The testimonies are arranged under four categories—death, terror, divorce, and illness. While there are many other categories that could be included, the principles shared in these stories apply to storms of all kinds. Not only do these storm victims tell their own personal stories, but many tell what they have learned and provide helpful insight into survival and recovery.

The first chapter shares stories from those who have suffered the loss of a loved one—my own story included. Death strikes the young and old, the weak and the strong. Few of those left behind are ready for the adjustments that are demanded. Life must go on, but it’s never the same. Family reunions, holidays and special events offer painful reminders of the emptiness that can never be filled.

Chapter two contains stories from victims who survived some horrific terror. Victims of a catastropic accident, a rape, and a murder share their stories and how they survived the storm.

The third set of stories are from those who have survived the storm of divorce. Divorce brings demands and problems unlike any other storm of life. Rejection, hurt, verbal and physical abuse, and broken promises make lasting and deep scars. The loss of the dream can be nearly unbearable. No one really wins, regardless of who is declared guilty or innocent. While death brings finality, divorce carries lifetime regrets. “What if?” can be replayed time and time again. The physical presence of an ex-mate is a reminder of what should have been, but for some reason is not to be.

Chapter four shares the stories of three families who struggled with serious illness over many years. Personal long-term illness or that of a loved one creates financial problems and physical burdens on others. The pull between quantity of life versus quality of life becomes very real; an irreversible illness may trigger troubling reevaluations of hard-and-fast convictions. Not knowing how loved ones will be provided for in the future drains emotional energy. Being dependent on others doesn’t appeal to anyone.

Very seldom does any one person’s storm parallel another’s, but there are many common denominators. Although storms vary in intensity and type, each storm is “big” to the one experiencing it. Some of the most difficult storms to face are those that are not of our own making and that no amount of “fixing” can change.

Part 2 of this book is my answer to those who have asked how I have been able to handle the storms of my life. When the storms of life devastate your world, you want more than the assurances of a preacher or author or friend; you want to hear from God himself. This section asks four of the “big” questions that haunt storm victims—“Is God really with me?” “Does God really care?” “Is there life beyond this one?” and “Why must we suffer?”—and then provides “Assurances from God’s Word” that can be counted on.

Even though you might not relate to the specifics of each story in Part 1, you will find gems of wisdom and insights into survival in each story. The biblical assurances of Part 2 are words that you can truly depend on, for they are based on the Word of God.

This book isn’t a cure-all for every storm you could ever face, but it is a beacon in the night declaring that you can make it through the rough waters and the storming seas. While in the pit of the storm, we need to believe that we can make it to the shore. This book will provide evidence that others have walked in your shoes and have reached the peaceful shore. It will encourage you to read of others who have walked through the fire and have emerged without smelling like smoke. As one who cried out, “I want my life back to normal,” I soon learned that the testing of lives by storms is normal.

This book is written to reassure all those who are in the midst of storms that there is a brighter day in the future. As you read about the scars of fellow travelers and learn how God helped them to heal, you can be assured of your healing as you continue walking in the minefields of life.

The question isn’t whether storms will come, but when, where, and how often. This book is written with the hope and prayer that it will sustain you through your storms and enable you to someday guide others through theirs.
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INTRODUCTION


A furious squall came up, and the waves broke over the boat, so that it was nearly swamped. Jesus was in the stern, sleeping on a cushion. The disciples woke him and said to him, “Teacher, don’t you care if we drown?”(Mark 4:37-38)

Have you ever felt like these disciples? Your life was progressing nicely—the sun was shining, the winds were calm, the water smooth—then all of a sudden, a furious squall comes up and the waves break over you, and you are nearly swamped. Gasping for breath, you are knocked off your feet—so stunned that you hardly know what hit you. And you look up to heaven and you say, “Don’t you see what’s going on down here? Don’t you see that I’m about to be swept out to sea and drowned? Don’t you care?”

That’s how storms are. They take us by surprise. They knock us off our feet. They wrench the breath from our lungs. They fill our hearts with doubts and fears. They turn our eyes to heaven in search of help—and sometimes we can’t see the help, and sometimes we don’t know if we’re heard.

This book is written by and for storm travelers. This book is about surviving the storm.

This book is also about the end of the story we began on the previous page. When the disciples went to Jesus and asked for help, this is what happened:

He got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, “Quiet! Be still!” Then the wind died down and it was completely calm. (Mark 4:39)

If you’ve experienced a storm, you’ve yearned for what Jesus brought to the whirling winds and tossing sea—complete calm. He provided it for them, and he’ll provide it for you.

Most of us grew up with the perception that right always wins over wrong—that the good guys are rewarded and the bad guys are punished. As small children, the stories of The Three Little Pigs and Cinderella reinforced these perceptions. As we grew older, we watched Superman, Top Gun, and Star Wars. Good and evil may have struggled during the course of the story, but when the show was over—the good guys had won and the bad guys had been punished; the innocent were freed and evil was exposed.

But then we experienced the reality of life, and our dream world began to fall away. In real life, we saw the innocent punished instead of rewarded; we saw evil win and good lose. And because right and truth don’t always win, struggles set in.

For most of my early life, I saw good things happen to good people. I grew up in a loving family where I received encouragement from my parents and enjoyed a close relationship with my brother.

My high school experience was filled with sports, parties, and dating. During college I studied, played sports, made friends, and received honors. I met a lovely Christian lady and married her during my senior year. I reared three children in a strong, Christian atmosphere in a small town in Arkansas. I eventually completed a doctor’s degree and assumed the position of chairman of the Bible Department at a small Christian college, with the rank of professor. My reputation as a speaker grew to the point that I was frequently invited to speak to large audiences.

Everything was going great, and life’s challenges were minimal. I envisioned living my whole life in that small town and retiring from teaching at the college with a forty-year pin.

However, the next eleven years brought a lifetime of storms. In May 1983 my whole family felt the blast of the storm when my twenty-eight-year-old nephew was killed in a race car in full view of his father and brother, leaving a wife and small baby. The very next week, my own personal world was blown apart when I was dismissed from my job of seventeen years for what I considered unfair and unjust reasons. In 1984 I moved my family to the Northeast to work with a church. This move traumatized my family. Because of some serious conflicts of beliefs, I disassociated myself from this movement in 1987 and became a man without a church. That very same year, my mother died.

In November 1989, the storm accelerated its force into a full blown hurricane when my wife of thirty years was diagnosed with malignant lymphoma cancer of the spine. The days, weeks, and months of the next five years were defined by hospitals, doctors’ offices, and chemo and radiation treatments. When I thought the waters could rise no higher, in September 1993, I was engulfed in sorrow when my only brother died suddenly at age sixty-two of a ruptured aorta. Then, just forty-five days later, a very close friend of twenty-three years died while on a flight from Houston to London, England. Two months later, another good friend died while playing basketball. At the same time, we were told that my wife had only a few months to live. (She actually lived another year and died a very painful death on November 10, 1994.)

During all of this trauma, I tried to keep my sanity and to be a rock for my wife, my three children, and my friends. It seemed there would be no end to the hurt that I saw on every front. It seemed the storms would never cease and the challenges to my faith would never stop.

I had never turned my back on God and his Word, so I began to search and pray like never before. I don’t remember ever being angry at God during this time, but I do remember some awfully loud conversations with him.

As I began to share with others what God and his Word were teaching me, I saw the need to write this book. I have written eleven other books, but this was the first book to find me. Most of my books have been the result of academic research; this one is the result of a search for answers to life’s struggles. When I realized that storms are the common lot of all people, I decided to plot my journey for the benefit of others. There is no way I would have sought the experience necessary to write this book—hence, I say, this book found me.

As difficult as life’s struggles are, I have learned that there are benefits in struggle. The struggle the caterpillar endures as it emerges from its cocoon strengthens its wings and allows it to fly. Without struggle, the butterfly would not be able to fly. We do the caterpillar no favor by helping it out of the cocoon. So with us. Our struggles develop our spiritual muscles and enable us to “soar on wings like eagles” (Isa. 40:31). As you read the stories of the men and women in this book, you will see a recurring theme. No one prompted the storytellers to write of this, but so many did. Over and over you’ll hear: I never would have chosen to go through this storm, but now that I’m beyond it and see all the blessings I’ve gained and the lessons I’ve learned, I wouldn’t trade the experience for anything.

I’ve also learned that the most essential ingredient to surviving the storm and its aftermath is faith. Scripture tells us that “we live by faith, not by sight” (2 Cor. 5:7). Without faith, enduring trials is impossible. And if our faith is to sustain us through the storm, it must be our own. It must be a faith of choice. We cannot ride out a storm on the faith of others.

But Jesus does not ask us to take a “blind leap” into faith. Faith in Jesus is built upon a reliable historical record. You don’t have to hook on to the faith of someone else; you can examine the facts for yourself and come to your own conclusion. When you accept the fact of who Jesus is—the Son of God—you accept his statements as true, and Jesus’ teachings become trustworthy because of who he is.

Jesus asks each of us the question he asked Martha, the sister of Lazarus.

Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” (John 11:25-26)

Do you believe this? Do you believe that Jesus is the resurrection and the life? Do you believe that he can resurrect your broken life and provide real hope for the future? Your belief in Christ is the foundation that enables you to survive the storm.

In the gospel of Matthew, Jesus told a story about storms and how to survive them.

Everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash. (Matt. 7:24-27)

Whether or not we endure the storm depends on the foundation of our house. If we practice the words of Jesus and put our faith in him, we will still be standing after the storm has passed. When the storms of life beat upon your house, Jesus’ truths will hold you together.

My wife, Claudette, was in the hospital for sixty-two consecutive days in 1990. She was in intensive care for thirty-five days and on a respirator for twenty-five of those days. Her faith and trust in God helped her (and many others) through this ordeal before she succumbed to death on November 10, 1994. People often remarked that her faith must have developed during those sixty-two days. But she always declared that her faith was developed before this ordeal; she said she was too sick, too tired, and too weak to build or develop her faith during those stormy days. Faith must be intact before the struggle comes, because it isn’t easy to develop faith in the middle of a storm.

While a personal faith doesn’t guarantee that you will understand the storms of life or survive the storms in the way that you plan, it will give you the confidence and strength to survive.

Have you ever read the end of a thriller before you read the story? When you know how the story ends, you don’t feel the same tension while reading it—you know that everything turns out okay. Or have you ever watched a taped version of an important athletic contest after you knew the ending score. You were able to watch the game without the emotional trauma of a live viewing because you knew the outcome. Being behind in the second, third, or even fourth quarter produced no anxiety because you knew the outcome. Reading the book of Revelation reveals the outcome of our own personal storms, and the good news is that the outcome of your Christian faith is victory! Knowing this doesn’t take away the pain and weariness produced by the storm, but it will help you endure the storm.

My brother taught me something that has greatly shaped the way I’ve viewed the storms that have passed over me. He refused to call his struggles “problems,” but viewed them simply as challenges. When the storms come, we have very few choices but to face them. It is up to us to view them as either stepping stones or stumbling blocks.

Perhaps this easy-to-remember poem will remind you of God’s constant love and care.

Yesterday God helped me. Today he’ll do the same. How long will this continue? Forever—praise his name! (source unknown)
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CHAPTER 1
Voices from the Storm of Death
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INTRODUCTION

Very few make plans to die. And very few plan for the death of their loved ones.

For those left behind life is never the same. The vacant spot at the dining table, the unoccupied living room chair, the half-empty bed, the painful void at family gatherings and special holidays—the death of those we love affects us for the rest of our lives. As unsettling as the subject of death is, the Scriptures are clear about its reality.

Man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment. (Heb. 9:27)

Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. (James 4:14)

All men are like grass,
and all their glory is like the flowers of the field;
the grass withers and the flowers fall,
but the word of the Lord stands forever.

(1 Pet. 1:24-25)

The first story in this chapter is my own. The death of my precious life-mate, Claudette DuBois Jones, was the inspiration for this book. The struggles I faced, the strength the Lord provided, the blessings of family and friends, the hope for a continued life, the courage to go on—this is what I share with you in my story, and this is what the other storytellers in this book share through theirs.

STORY ONE
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IN MEMORY OF Claudette


Claudette taught me much about living but even more about dying.

When Claudette and I married in December 1959, I never dreamed she would precede me in death. She began her five-year battle with cancer in November 1989 and died in November 1994.

Claudette’s illness began with simple back pain. After many visits to the doctor, cancer was discovered in her spinal column between her shoulder blades. During the next five years, she received radiation and chemo treatments. While she had brief periods of remission, the cancer always resurfaced in other areas of her body, and it was always inoperable.

On October 3, 1992, Claudette’s birthday, the doctors told her she wouldn’t live to see her next birthday. Claudette wrote an inspiring article titled “My Last Birthday,” which appeared in the Christian Woman magazine. Claudette did live to see her birthday in 1993 and in 1994, but because of her gradual decline, she eventually required supplemental oxygen, a wheelchair, and constant care.

When Claudette realized that the treatments were only buying her time and were never going to cure her, she began to prepare herself, me, and the rest of the family for her death. She kept a journal of her thoughts. She boxed up items she wanted each child to have. She made last visits to friends, relatives, and her mother. She discussed her funeral plans in detail with me and told me what to do with the family the first Christmas without her.

Claudette taught me much about living but even more about dying.
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In spite of pain and the pressures of her illness, Claudette maintained a positive and cheerful attitude. She had few periods of depression. In fact, those who visited her left feeling blessed by her. Claudette had the ability to see humor in serious situations. Two situations I will always remember. One of the side effects of the morphine she was taking for pain was uncontrollable jerking—she would drop books or pencils or even slap herself accidentally. On a routine visit, a nurse asked, “Claudette, how are you doing with ‘the jerks’?”

Claudette said, “I’m doing just fine; I’ve gotten used to them.”

“How did you get used to ‘the jerks’?” the nurse asked.

Without missing a beat, Claudette said, “I’ve been living with one for thirty-five years!”

The second situation occurred in connection with her medication. One morning she sat down near me in the family room and asked me to dial a number on the telephone as she picked up the receiver. I didn’t know who I was dialing, but after a minute I realized that she was talking to the Wal-Mart pharmacy. She told the pharmacist that she needed to have a prescription refilled and noted that the prescription was for a sixty-day supply, and then she said, “I am a terminal cancer patient; so I only need a thirty-day supply.” When she hung up the phone, I was at a loss for words. How should I respond? I finally said, “I imagine you wouldn’t buy green bananas, either!”

The last week of Claudette’s life was difficult. Because she chose to die at home, we had to rent a hospital bed for her. She objected to the bed because she saw it as a step down in her recovery, even though she knew she was dying. Two of my three children, as well as several close friends, were present when she died. When death and relief finally came for her, the atmosphere in the house was joyful; we all knew that Claudette was now free from pain and that she had won the victory.

Seeing one you love slowly die over a period of five years isn’t easy. I know. Losing a loved one in an accidental death is hard, and losing a loved one due to unexpected health problems is likewise difficult. Each type of death carries with it a different set of emotions. Recovering from the death of a loved one is a very individual matter. There is no right way or wrong way to handle death and grief. Even though no two situations are ever the same, I believe that the following lessons I learned along my journey can bless the lives of others.

View death as a reality for all people. Despite the precautions we take, we can’t control how death will come. Death brings pain; pain is the price we pay for love. If you didn’t love so deeply, the pain of loss wouldn’t be so great. Expressing grief is natural. Paul declared that he would have had “sorrow upon sorrow” had Epaphroditus died (Phil. 2:27).

Bring closure to the death of your loved one. In my case, I had the assurance that I had done everything I could to sustain Claudette’s life and make it comfortable. We had time to reaffirm our love and appreciation for one another. Once she was gone, I needed to close that chapter of my life. However, some don’t have the opportunity to say and do all they can for the deceased, and this can result in guilt. The one left behind to grieve must accept the fact that no situation is ever handled perfectly and that doing it differently might not have been better than the way it was done. There’s nothing more you can do for the loved one who died; you must go on with your life.

Learn to deal with the newfound freedom one day at a time. I had been married for thirty-five years, and it felt strange to be single. I had become free in a new way. The admonition to live one day at a time is the best available. Trying to project months down the road isn’t wise.

Develop close relationships with others. Have these relationships in place before and after the death of a spouse. You need some sounding boards for your thoughts and feelings. Choose those who will be open and honest with you and who may, at times, disagree with you.

Do something for yourself. If you have been a caregiver for a long time, you need to invest in yourself a little. I’m not suggesting that you buy a new red sports car, but a shopping spree might be in order, as well as some short trips with friends.

Translate your loved one from the present to memories. Accept the reality that your loved one isn’t coming back. You will always have memories to cherish, but you will never have his or her physical presence again. Death isn’t the extinguishing of a light; rather, it is the turning off of a lamp because the dawn has come.

Death isn’t the extinguishing of a light; rather, it is the turning off of a lamp because the dawn has come.
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