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Finding Faith Through Family


Family faces are magic mirrors.


Looking at people who belong to us,


we see the past, present, and future.


~Gail Lumet Buckley
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Finding Faith at the Run for the Cure


To one who has faith, no explanation is necessary. To one without faith, no explanation is possible.


~St. Thomas Aquinas


I was afraid to ask the question because I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. My sister Deb and I were stuck on a bench outside a public washroom because she did not have the strength to walk back to the campsite. Her breathing was shallow and raspy, and she looked so small in her now oversized jacket. Cancer had taken its toll, and my big sister was fading into herself. The trek had been a mistake. I didn’t want the question to be one as well. There had never been boundaries in our past conversations. Deb and I talked about everything. So, how could I not ask the one question that tore at my heart and threatened my foundation of faith? After months of my vision being blurred by hope-filled glasses, I realized there might not be a next time to ask the question.


“Aren’t you angry at God for putting you through this again?” The words came out in a hesitant whisper.


I waited for an emotional rant of “Why me?” Here she was losing the fight against inoperable lung cancer after battling through and surviving breast cancer. I would be mad at God. I had lashed out at Him for so much that now seemed so trivial. I was taught that if you were a good Christian and believed, you would be blessed and healed. Deb was a good Christian. She was involved in her church; she dedicated her life to the ministry of leading women to faith-filled lives; she shared her faith wherever she went. She didn’t deserve this. She deserved a miracle, and God hadn’t given her one.


In the little voice she had left, she answered, “No, I’m not angry at Him.”


“What do you mean ‘no’? You never once got mad at God? Look at what you are going through. Going through cancer once is bad enough, but now this?” My raised voice tried to bully her whisper away, as if volume were more important than conviction.


As she struggled for the breath to reply, she looked at me defiantly, and her eyes glazed over with tears. My stomach sank. Deb cried more in her lifetime from laughing than from sadness. I knew I had upset her, and that was the last thing I wanted to do. She looked down at her hands cradled in her lap.


“I would never have made it through this without God. How could I be mad at Him?”


I had made the commitment not to cry in front of Deb, for I was her cheerleader. But the grace in that statement, the magnitude of faith, was overwhelming, and I could not stop the flow. On that quiet evening, outside a public restroom, on a bench made for stopovers, not long conversations, I saw the power of faith.


This faith, her faith, was strong enough to carry me through her last breaths, the funeral and the many steps over the past year I have walked without her.


Today, as I stood outside a public restroom, waiting impatiently for my children to join the Run for the Cure, I felt as if this faith, which had carried me through all of the heartache, had run out. I was miserable as the fear of being late for the start of the race wrestled with the anxiety of completing it without Deb. I scanned the sea of thousands, looking for a familiar face, a tether to the oasis of family and friends we were supposed to meet. In the current of pink and white moving past me, I saw a young family go by — a man pulling a wagon with a toddler inside and a woman wearing a pink bandana that didn’t quite mask the baldness underneath, holding a little girl’s hand. At first, they were just part of the stream of people flowing into the mass gathered at the starting line. Then the “I am running for. . .” sign on the small child’s back caught my attention. It simply said, “Mommy.”


The words sucker-punched me, and I struggled to breathe. In that moment, I felt the pain of losing my sister. I remembered Deb walking years before in the same park, wearing a pink bandana that didn’t quite mask the baldness underneath, holding the hand of her granddaughter, one of the people she had fought so hard to live for. I saw the hole left in a family when a mother dies and leaves such big shoes to fill. I felt that family’s pain.


I sat down and cried. How could God let this happen? As I struggled to regain my composure, I concentrated on the crowd heading to the starting line, trying to distract myself from the pain. Teams danced their way forward, wearing pink from head to toe, topped with strange hats and feather boas. A group of men, who might have refused to wear a pink shirt in their ordinary lives, looked extraordinary in their sequined pink bras. People walked arm in arm, each wearing “I am running for. . .” signs that listed those who mattered today and every day. And, somewhere in that crowd, my team waited for me. I started to feel the power of hope.


Over the din of thousands of people, I could hear the whisper of my sister. “No, I’m not angry at Him.” She had endured suffering I hope I never have to know, yet her faith never wavered. I looked back over the past year, feeling again the anger and pain, the abandonment and loneliness. Then I donned my hope-filled glasses and began to see the blessings. The presence of God shone through new faith-filled friends who carried me when I didn’t have the strength to go on. The story, The Promise, was a gift that allowed me to have a conversation with God through fiction, one I could never have had in real life. The love of my family was a balm soothing my battered soul. My broken heart had finally healed. I was here, being a witness to and a participant in this incredible display of love for family, friends and co-workers. Faith that a cure would be found was abundant. Hope for the future was infectious. How could God not let this happen?


As my daughters came bounding down the stairs toward me, smiling and laughing, proudly wearing their shirts with love letters to their Auntie Debbie written all over them, I thought, “How can I be angry with God? I would never have made it through this without Him.”


~Darlene Gudrie Butts
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In the Basement


I am not afraid of storms for I am learning how to sail my ship.


~Louisa May Alcott


Thunder and lightning come and go in our lives but therein lies a lesson. When the sun comes out again, the raindrops on the leaves will sparkle like diamonds. If we stand long enough to watch the last of the clouds blow away, we will also see that the storm had nourished us in a way that we could not predict. It was in such a storm that I learned to have hope.


I must have been four or five years old. My father had died and our mother had to work, so our grandmother came to stay with us one summer. Our home was surrounded by lovely trees, but this terrified my mother whenever a storm blew up. I didn’t understand then what I do now — about house insurance deductibles and how much money a widowed secretary with a mortgage and three kids could actually have at her disposal in 1962 to pay for repairs. Impossible numbers must have swirled in her head with every thunder clap. Worse yet, we lived on an island where the waters frequently attracted lightning.


But, oblivious to all these facts, I was standing on a chair by the window really enjoying the sight of the trees fighting against the wind when I heard the phone ring. My grandmother answered it with the shaking hands of someone who’d only ever gotten bad news over the phone. My older sisters sensed trouble, and I recall that a shadow fell across their countenances as Grandma put down the receiver and shepherded us down the basement stairs.


“Grandma, who was it?” they pleaded as we descended. “What’s wrong?” It had been our mother calling from work to order us to seek shelter. Grandma, anxious that nothing would happen to us on her watch, complied. At the bottom of the stairs, I stood and watched the old woman pull over a chair and instruct my sisters to drag over the old shaggy pink rug for us to sit upon. The basement, rarely used, was dimly lit with only a bare bulb or two and a pair of cobwebbed windows through which I observed the wind bending the grass flat. I sat by her right knee, my two sisters on her left, and enjoyed the cozy little situation I found myself in for the first time with family members that I loved. As I happily took in the scene, I noticed how peaceful Grandma appeared compared to my sisters.


“What if the tree falls on our roof, Grandma?” they asked. “Who will pay for it?” More pleadingly, “Where will we live then? How will we eat?”


Suddenly alarmed, I looked eagerly to our grandmother. As our father’s mother, I held her in high esteem. Touching her, I always felt a connection to him. Today, I know that some family members felt she was a woman of small intellect who, putting everything in the hands of the Lord, unflappably stood her ground. But I was small and looked to her.


She was just smiling and shaking her head.


“Grandma,” I ventured, comparing her face to those of my older siblings, “why aren’t you afraid?”


She looked up, and we looked up with her. I think my sisters only saw the floor joists and impending doom, but somehow I knew she was focusing her eyes on something farther away than the rough-cut boards, pipes and metal ductwork. “God will watch over us,” she declared as the lightning cracked.


My sisters disagreed heartily. Where was God when our father died and left us destitute? Where was God when our mother locked herself in her room sobbing and left us to our own devices? Wasn’t it God making the storm? Didn’t God grow the trees that were perilously near our eaves, which would take out the hall window if they brushed too close?


I looked at my sisters and weighed their complaints, and then I looked back at Grandma. She sighed a little, folded her hands, and looked up again. And you know what? We were already in the basement. We couldn’t hide any deeper from the storm; we had done everything in our power to protect ourselves, and I knew that. When she repeated “God will protect us,” making that promise again, I made the first and most valuable decision of my whole life, one I need to remind myself of time and time again. I decided that I liked my grandma better at that moment than the fearmongers. In her seventy-plus years, she had seen many trees felled by storms, watched many loved ones fall around her, but she had still learned, or taught herself, the inner discipline to look beyond the situation at hand and trust that there was something bigger at work than what she could fully understand. I’m just sorry that she never knew how much I needed to see her looking from the basement out at the storm and declaring, against all doubts, that it was going to be okay.


Years later, as I lay in my sleeping bag beside a Rocky Mountain lake with another storm raging around me, I felt the same thrill as that day with Grandma in the basement. I smiled at the power and might of the storm, certain that the sun would shine again in the morning. My tentmates, shuddering in their bags, began to murmur as my sisters had so long ago. “How can you be so calm?” they charged. “We’re camped at the highest point on the mountain, and metal poles are holding up the tent! We’ll be toast if we take a direct hit!”


I didn’t know then how to tell them why I enjoyed the storm, but I do now. When the wind had died, I followed my grandmother up the stairs. I watched her place her hand tentatively to turn the doorknob, not knowing what the storm had wrought on the other side. Then I saw the sun break upon her face and the great relief that rose from her heart. I heard my sisters laugh and saw them jump up with joy. Perhaps I was awfully young to make the decision to follow Grandma’s way, but the more I’ve opened doors and seen the sun greet me in my own life, the more I have hope that there are many more sunny days ahead.


~Kathy L. Baumgarten
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Early Mornings with God and Mom


Welcome every morning with a smile. Look on the new day as another special gift from your Creator, another golden opportunity to complete what you were unable to finish yesterday.


~Og Mandino


Growing up, I went to church with my parents, attended Sunday school, and participated in youth groups and service projects. Although these activities supported my faith development, a daily routine I shared with my mother created the foundation for it.


In one of my early memories, a soft glow floated down the hallway from my parents’ bedroom when I opened my eyes in the morning. The smell of coffee lingered in the air. During some months, it was still dark outside. I slipped out of bed, grabbed some books from the shelf close by, and padded down the hall in pajama feet.


After Mom saw Dad off to work for his sand and gravel business, she returned to bed. In her housecoat, she stretched out to read her Bible, daily devotions, and Sunday school lessons.


Mom smiled when I entered the room, calling out, “Hi, honey!” I climbed into bed with her, flopping down on my dad’s pillow and snuggling up to her side.


While she finished the page and marked her place, I flipped through a book, my brown hair splaying across the pillow like my mom’s wavy locks did on hers.


Mom tugged a thick book from the pile on her bedside table. “Now, where were we?” she asked, as she opened the book of Bible stories for children.


I took out the marker and pointed to the page. “Here, Mom!”


After she finished the story, if we had time, she read from a book of children’s prayers or one of the Golden Books I lugged from my room.


As I listened to the sound of her voice and the rhythm of the language, my hands ran up and down the ridges of the chenille bedspread. Words and pictures became stories, and stories became windows to understand a world that sounded different to me, a child with hearing impairments since birth.


We talked about the pictures as we looked at them. Mom listened patiently to my observations. Sometimes, my words didn’t sound accurate — a concern greater than typical developmental errors for young children — but she didn’t correct me. She simply repeated the word, and then said, “Let’s say it together!”


The early morning quiet time I shared with Mom throughout my childhood gave me a significant lifelong routine. Reading together, interacting with Mom, and observing her daily life taught me about faith. She believed, no matter what, that things worked out — though not always in ways we first imagined. I gained confidence in a world understood through language, scriptures and stories of the Bible, as well as through people who acted on their faith. I began to believe that I, too, could live successfully in such a world.


My mother followed her early morning routine until she died. During my college and career years, my quiet time took a less predictable path. Most days, I grabbed devotional time whenever I could and sometimes fell short. As years passed, I gravitated toward early morning again, by then recognizing more fully this piece of my mother’s legacy — starting with a calm routine set a positive tone for the day. After life-altering surgery in my late forties, I began writing in the early mornings as well, not waiting to see if opportunities occurred later in the day.


Now, at age sixty — wrapped in a purple prayer shawl — I consistently read the Bible and daily devotions, much like my mother, and follow up with writing reflections. Sometimes, I use her Bible, engraved with her name “Marybelle Parks” on the front, and inscribed by my older sister who gave it to her for Christmas in 1955. The Bible embodies her presence because I left her penciled earmarks and notations and scraps of handwritten notes, prayers, and church programs stuck in it, just as they were when she died more than twenty years ago from cancer.


Mom gave me a foundation in language and faith, but more than that — the lifeline, the routine to anchor me. She lived her belief that faith nourished through all times and sustained through all times. Over my own lifetime, as I experienced handling tough situations, I grew in my understanding of a personal relationship with God — a pattern of ongoing reflection and conversation — and the realization that without it, life could well be chaos and restlessness, with no feeling of safe sanctuary. Whether life seemed happy, mundane, puzzling, or troubled, the comforting routine centered me.


My mom knew a firm faith meant gratefulness, spiritual growth, and willingness to witness by example. By sharing her routine and acting as a model, she gave me the foundation to nurture my faith through the joys and jolts of life. Thanks to her, I keep it growing strong every morning.


~Ronda Armstrong
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Life with Ray: A True Adventure


Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles come your way, consider it an opportunity for great joy. For you know that when your faith is tested, your endurance has a chance to grow. So let it grow, for when your endurance is fully developed, you will be perfect and complete, needing nothing.


~James 1:2-4 (NLT)


It was the summer of 1981. Christian Outreach Center in Hillsboro, Missouri was hosting various camps. The family camp I attended in June proved to be a good time of fellowship and Bible study. When I saw the notice about singles’ camp, something inside me said, “Go.”


Camp consisted of fun activities, Bible study, and meeting other Christian singles. As the week progressed, I found myself spending quite a bit of time with a young man from Wisconsin. Another camper warned me, “It looks like something neurological is going on with Ray. I would be careful about getting too involved.”


Ray’s last words to me before heading back to Wisconsin were, “We’ll see what God will do.” As the weeks went on, letters and phone calls became more numerous. I soon realized that even if there were a neurological problem, it could not keep me from falling in love with this man.


Ray’s deep commitment to God, his zest for life, and his childlike ways won my heart. His lighthearted, fun-loving spirit was almost a cover-up for this sensitive romantic. Somehow, I knew life with Ray Knudsen would be a real adventure.


I often think back to a poem by Robert Frost entitled: “The Road Not Taken.” The last lines of the poem state:


Two roads diverged in a wood, and I —


I took the one less traveled by,


And that has made all the difference.


The road I chose to walk with Ray definitely made all the difference in my life. That road totally reshaped me and actually served to catapult me into God’s destiny for my life.


Four years after we were married, Ray was diagnosed with a rare form of cerebral degeneration with ataxia. Always optimistic, Ray took the diagnosis very casually. I was the one who struggled with worry.


My life with Ray was not a typical “happily ever after” story. In most respects, it was just the opposite. It seemed like it was just one hurdle after another. We were not delivered out of the fires, but rather given the grace to walk through them. With God’s help, the adversities shaped us into stronger, more determined individuals. We found out that faith in God and a good attitude far outweigh anything this world can throw at you. God stayed our main focus no matter what storm clouds loomed about us. He proved Himself faithful over and over again as we cried out to Him day by day.


Through the years, Ray’s example of faith, surrender and trust began to rub off on me. I don’t know if I ever achieved Ray’s level of acceptance and trust, but I did grow to understand that God was in control — no matter what — and He had our backs.


As the years progressed, so did the disease. Initially, it was weakness in his legs, trouble walking in a straight line, and excessive dizziness. At the onset, he used one cane, then two canes, then crutches, a walker, and finally a wheelchair. But walking was not the only thing taken from him. He also lost strength and usage of his hands to the point that he could not take care of basic daily needs or his personal hygiene. He had some hearing loss. Then swallowing became difficult as he lost muscle tone throughout his whole body. Choking episodes at the dinner table were regular events.


Every loss was devastating, but probably the most difficult was losing his voice. The words he could pronounce came out garbled and hard to decipher. Ray loved to talk, so being stripped of the ability to communicate was quite a blow. The verbal exchanges we had were very limited.


Through all of this, the grace of God continued to lift us above our circumstances. One of our wedding gifts said it best. It was a photograph of a serene wooded pathway. Inscribed at the bottom were the words: “The will of God will not take you where the grace of God will not keep you.”


Now I am able to look back and see why Ray was a victor even in the midst of disability. Although he had days when darkness and despair tried to engulf him, he would not allow himself to stay there. Somehow he knew that having pity parties would just make matters worse. Ray’s joy seemed to bubble out of him when you least expected it. His smile and laughter lifted up people around him. He made the decision to think about others more than he thought about himself.


Ray never shook his fist at God and wondered why his life was so hard. He offered praise and worship to Jesus Christ with the giving of thanks on a continual basis. His profound love for His Creator was seen by all who knew him, and it never diminished. The last audible words out of his mouth were the song: “Oh, How I Love Jesus.”


As I cared for this man and watched this disease ravage his body, I marveled at how the spirit of this man soared even while his physical body was deteriorating. He was the one who lifted me up many times. His joy, love, laughter, and prayers carried me through many dark days.


Somehow, God planted in both of us the tools needed to be overcomers in the midst of adversity. Words cannot completely depict how hard some of our days were. But another reality is also true — mere words cannot begin to express the love, strength, peace and even joy that God richly poured on us.


As I look back now, I would not have changed our situation. James 1:2-4 in the New Living Translation states: “Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles come your way, consider it an opportunity for great joy. For you know that when your faith is tested, your endurance has a chance to grow. So let it grow, for when your endurance is fully developed, you will be perfect and complete, needing nothing.”


Through all of the storms, God was in our midst. Was it ever easy? No. Was it worth it? A resounding YES. Was my life with Ray an adventure? Without a doubt. It was an adventure only seen with spiritual eyes.


~Sandra Knudsen
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Waiting for Faith


We all walk in the dark and each of us must learn to turn on his or her own light.


~Earl Nightingale


I unbuckled my seatbelt as my seventeen-year-old brother pulled into the church parking lot. “Hurry,” he chided me. I rolled my eyes, jumped out and dashed toward the heavy, wooden doors. Sixty seconds later, I raced back to the car, a smile on my face, church bulletin clutched in my fourteen-year-old hand.


That was the proof that we did, in fact, “go” to church. At home, I dropped it on the counter and headed up to my room so that my mom couldn’t question me. I was not a good liar.


Ten years later, I gave birth to my first child. Shortly afterward, my mom asked when the baptism would be. I told her I hadn’t thought about it yet. I just wasn’t sure what I wanted for my own children where religion was concerned. By the time baby Will had turned one, though, I decided that it was my job to instill some faith in him so that he’d have a basis on which to make his own decisions when the time came. So at fourteen months, I had him baptized. Soon after, he was joined by a brother, and then a baby sister, both of whom were baptized within months of their births. Going to church had become part of our family’s way of life. But when Will turned nine, his dad and I divorced. It was a tough time for all of us. I tried to keep a sense of normalcy in our home, taking the kids to church each Sunday, but my heart just wasn’t in it. Neither were theirs.


“Why should I believe in God when He did this to our family?” Will said to me one Sunday. His words mirrored my thoughts exactly. And I didn’t have an answer. So, church became a holiday-only proposition. The kids attended the parish school of religion (PSR), but our attempts at attendance were half-hearted.


When that nine-year-old turned thirteen, we began preparing for his confirmation. Much as a bar mitzvah signifies adulthood in the Jewish religion, confirmation confirms these newly teen boys and girls as adults in the eyes of the church. Will went along with the rest of his PSR class, selecting his sponsor, choosing his confirmation name, even writing the required letter to our Catholic bishop, all steps toward the big day. But just days before the ceremony, he began to tense up each time it was mentioned.


Finally, late one night, he came to me in tears. “Mom, I don’t want to be confirmed.” My knee-jerk reaction was anger. How could he back out now? Was he just nervous about his role in the ceremony? All he had to do was stand there and recite a few lines with several hundred other eighth graders. What was so hard about that? This is a tradition in our family, I explained to him. I was confirmed; my mom before me was confirmed; and so were her parents before her. I can’t let it end with you, I reasoned. He was adamant. And the more he dug in his heels, the harder I pushed.


We fought about it for days, and finally I called our parish director, apologizing and explaining. She listened to me vent my frustration, and then she explained, “This sacrament is about choice. Typically, kids this age don’t raise much of a fuss because it’s what they’re supposed to do. The majority of them tend to go with the flow of things. The fact that your son is refusing is not a bad thing.”


“It’s not?” I was incredulous. She explained that this sacrament is meant to be chosen, not demanded. The fact that Will was choosing not to be confirmed meant that he was truly thinking about it, contemplating what it meant, and deciding that he wasn’t ready.


I relented, and Will skipped the sacrament. But at the end of his eighth-grade year, as his friends were preparing to head to the public high school, Will had other plans. He wanted to attend a Catholic high school in our area. Academically, it was a perfect fit for him. Personally, I was thrilled. Carved above the front entrance of the school is a quote from the Bible: “Knowledge has built herself a home.” In the center of the two-story building is a round chapel. Standing inside, we looked up to see the library, a circular path around the chapel, filled floor-to-ceiling with books. As a writer, I could appreciate this coming together of hearts and minds. Libraries have always been a kind of chapel to me — the peace, the respect, the endless words. Will simply nodded. He had found his second home for the next four years.


This year, as we stood together as a family for Midnight Mass on Christmas Eve, I watched as Will recited the “Our Father.” He followed along, respectfully, throughout Mass, setting an example for his two younger siblings. Maybe he has the same doubts as me. Would he have run into church and grabbed a bulletin — proof of attendance — just like I did at his age? Probably. But does that mean he has no faith? I don’t think so. I believe in him, just as I believe in that higher power. I can’t always see his faith, but I know it’s there. And maybe all those years ago, my own mom knew exactly what I was up to. Maybe she let it go because she, too, knew that I would come around eventually, finding my own faith. Just as my son is finding his.


~Beth M. Wood
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My Cherokee Grandmother and My Faith


When you were born, you cried and the world rejoiced. Live your life so that when you die, the world cries and you rejoice.


~Cherokee Proverb


Grandma was brought up a real Baptist lady, but she also knew about Native religion. I came to find out that although she claimed she was Baptist (on government forms and in front of formal non-native company), she privately told friends she practiced the Native religion her mom taught her. I learned how to worship both ways and the commonality of all religions stuck with me.


My first lesson on the Four Directions came at an early age while gathering plants for healing. Grandma would point at the directions and explain: East was linked with the color red, the power of the rising sun; North was linked with the color white, for strength; West was black and the direction of sundown; and, South was yellow for comfort. These colors made up the medicine wheel and the circle of life, rebirth and unity of the Cherokee tribe. This was a lot to take in at such an early age, and she repeated the wheel many times and expanded on its meaning as I grew.


By the time I was a teenager I also knew that Winter (go-la) was the Cherokee connection to the direction of north, which meant cold (u-yv-tlv); Spring (gi-la-go-ge) and East (ka-lv-gv) were linked to new life; Summer (go-ga) was linked to the word warm (u-ga-no-wa) and meant peace; and Autumn (u-la-go-hv-s-di) was west (wu-de-li-gv) and stood for the cycle of life.


She explained to me that all life was a circle. A person is conceived, grows, is born, and cycles through the seasons over and over until the transition of death to another place — a good place. Life never truly ends; it continues in a circle. She said that the Cherokee Nation is like this circle: no matter what befalls the Nation, the circle will continue as the Creator intended.


So it came to be that I viewed each season with new eyes. As spring came, I saw that Mother Earth renewed everything, and a rebirth took place among her inhabitants. The plants grew, flowers bloomed, seeds dropped, and the Earth was alive. And so it was with each season, not just a time of frost, snow, cold and warmth, but a part of the cycle that my life was running. In my own life, it was meant for me to be born, grow, repeat the cycles, mature, grow old and transition into death — all in the Creator’s time.


We spent many hours discussing the Bible, the Four Directions and the medicine wheel. She did not have much schooling, as her parents had pulled her from school in the eighth grade to work on their farm, but she was wiser than almost anyone I have ever met.


My knowledge expanded through the years, like children’s building blocks stacked upon each other, and I was taught the ceremonies of our tribe: of birth, the use of the spirit fire, the pureness of tobacco, reverence for life, and the bonding of the members of the tribe through hardship and happiness.


I remember crying as my great-great-grandmother told of the Trail of Tears, the story that her mother had told her, and of the many along the way who had starved or frozen. At first, I could not believe the hardships and broken promises our Nation had faced, along with broken treaties and boarding schools. Yet the ring of truth was heavy in my great-great-grandmother’s solemn words. I learned that wisdom comes with a price.


In Lawrence, Kansas, at the university where I work, there is a full earthworks medicine wheel with the Four Directions marked by granite pillars. Many times, I travel to that wheel and give praise for my blessings and ask for help in times of trouble. How do I reconcile this with the practice of Christianity that I also believe in? It is not hard. The religions have many things in common. They share aims of living the way I want others to treat me; the love of Mother Earth; the belief in the great Creator; the oneness of all things, and their place in the circle of life — all of this flows in my beliefs smoothly and easily. One form of worship honors my mother and her ancestors, and the other honors my father and his ancestors. Both honor life and the spirit and gifts received through the circle of my life.


~Pamela Tambornino
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The Faith of a Child


While we try to teach our children all about life, our children teach us what life is all about.


~Angela Schwindt


I never used to give a whole lot of thought to my spirituality. I grew up attending church and I believed in Jesus, but the subject wasn’t one I explored in depth.


Then I got married (in a church) and recited vows that had much meaning for me. Afterward, my husband and I graced the threshold of a church on holidays and during weddings of friends. It wasn’t that we weren’t religious or spiritual; we simply didn’t make it a priority on a daily (or even weekly) basis.


I was in my early twenties and immortal. I thought I could do it all. I was going to be career woman of the century, wife of the world, and mother (someday) of the millennium.


I was comfortable when I felt in control, but if someone asked me to pray for them or said their prayers were with me, I wasn’t quite sure how to respond. I wasn’t accustomed to praying or surrendering to a higher power.


Then my husband and I were blessed (I now understand) with a pregnancy. It was a joyous time, but I wasn’t drawn any closer to a spiritual awareness. We had our baby — a beautiful and miraculous girl — and had her baptized, saying now that we were a family, we’d have to think about joining a church. . . someday.


Our baby girl blew out the candles on two birthday cakes, and we still hadn’t found ourselves a church. As our daughter headed toward her third birthday, our thoughts turned to preschool. I found a program conveniently located close to my work. The teachers seemed superb. They had a proven curriculum and provided plenty of positive feedback to the children. The price was reasonable, and there was an opening. It all seemed ideal.


The school offered one more benefit to students: a Christian foundation.


The whole Christian thing was fine with me. I didn’t have a problem with it. After all, I was a Christian myself — albeit not a very active one. Because the program had so many desirable features, we decided to enroll our daughter.


About a week after starting at the school, our little girl came home singing the familiar “Jesus Loves Me.” We took it in stride and thought it was cute. One night at supper, she stopped us from eating because we hadn’t said grace. We paused and listened as she sang us the “Johnny Appleseed” song.


Still, the religion and spirituality thing was something our daughter did in school. We were going to get to it someday — when we had the time. After all, we worked all week, and Sunday was really our only day to sleep in.


Easter rolled around, and our daughter came home with joyous news: “Jesus is alive!” More and more, her spirituality and love of God crept into our daily lives. When she was nervous about something, we’d say a prayer, and she’d feel better. When she was happy, she’d want to give thanks. She observed God’s miracles in every moment of every day. He made the rainbow, the clouds and even the puddles. To her, spirituality was as integral, necessary and basic as eating, breathing or rolling out of bed.


At first, I felt self-conscious about praying, especially out loud, but my little girl showed me how natural and easy it could be. Prayer with her was a joyous, satisfying and spontaneous event, so I began practicing on my own, with the same results. We started attending a church and recognized how much it added to our lives.


Because of my young daughter’s ease and openness, my husband and I discussed topics of faith and spirituality we’d never ventured to before. As I watched him listen to her bedtime prayers or explain the miracle of Christmas, I saw him in a whole new light, and I loved him in a whole new way. We’d been a family before, but now we were something even better.


I used to think I could do it all. Now, I know I can; it’s just that my definition of “all” has changed as my faith has grown. I no longer feel the need to be in control. I’ve relinquished that and have never been happier, more at peace or more fulfilled.


It took the innocence of a child’s faith and some of God’s own intervention to remind me of the importance of my own spirituality. I’m lucky. God gave me the gift of a daughter to show me the way toward His perfect love. I now recognize the importance of my own spiritual journey and realize that some people never get around to making the trip. Still others go through hardship or tragedy before finally turning to God.


And then, there are those who come to the idea as small children and grow up just knowing. For them, God’s love is as integral, necessary and basic as eating, breathing or rolling out of bed.


~Jill Pertler
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From Selfish to Faithful


A whole human life is just a heartbeat here in heaven. Then we’ll all be together forever.


~Chris Nielsen, What Dreams May Come


“I got the job! I’m going to be a camp counselor this summer!” Zach, my then-boyfriend, now-husband proclaimed the second I opened the front door to find him standing there, beaming.


“That’s great news!” I exclaimed, giving him a big hug. We’d been dating for a year, and I knew he loved God, kids and sports. This gig at T Bar M, a Christian sports camp in the Texas hill country, was absolutely perfect for him.


There was just one thing: What was I supposed to do all summer long? My happiness quickly faded to disappointment.


“Wait. Just how long will you be gone?” I quizzed him. With my boyfriend out of the picture for potentially weeks at a time, my summer was beginning to look bleak.


“Well,” he began softly, “it’s an all-summer kind of thing. But you can visit me!” His eyes pleaded with me to see the good in this opportunity, but all I could think about was myself.


What would I do when my shifts were over at the restaurant where I waited tables? I’d grown so accustomed to hanging out with Zach that I didn’t know what I’d do without him. It was my junior year in college, and, quite honestly, I just wanted to have fun. I didn’t think much about God.


Zach, on the other hand, grew up a devout Catholic. God was a very big part of his life. While my family attended the occasional Mass, we mostly slept in on Sundays and rarely, if ever, said prayers.


Maybe that’s why I was instantly drawn to and inspired by Zach’s faithfulness. He invited me to join him at Mass on Sundays, and soon it became part of our normal weekend routine. As much as I would have preferred to stay burrowed under the covers until noon, Zach gently made it clear that going to church on Sunday morning wasn’t optional — it was mandatory.


I loved this about Zach, but standing there in the sunshine-soaked entryway of my mom’s house, his faith made me angry.


“What am I supposed to do while you’re gone? Do you know how boring my summer will be now? It’s like I don’t even have a boyfriend. I can’t go weeks without seeing you,” I fumed.


Undeterred by my bad attitude, Zach grabbed my hands and guided me to the couch. “You know that movie, What Dreams May Come?”


I immediately recalled the movie; we had watched it together in his dorm room just a few weeks ago. It made me terribly sad when the husband in the movie left heaven to rescue his wife from hell.


“Well, the reason I want you to go to church with me, read the Bible and invite Jesus into your heart,” he said, holding my hands in his, “is so that I can see you in heaven.”


Those words changed my life. A spark had been struck somewhere deep within my soul, and I, for perhaps the first time in my life, felt true love.


There was a great love sitting in front of me, and there was the love of Jesus. I only needed to invite Him into my heart.


“How do I ask Him?” I murmured softly, tears welling up in my eyes.


Zach gave my hands a squeeze and said, “Just invite Him in. There’s no wrong way to do it. He just wants you to ask.”


I dropped to my knees right there at the side of the familiar cream-colored couch, pressed my hands tightly together, closed my eyes and asked Jesus to come live in my heart.


The rest, you could say, is faith history. Zach and I got married in 2005 and had a precious baby boy in 2010. I count my blessings every day. And when the Lord calls me home, I’ll tell Him Zach helped me find the way.


~Audrey Sellers
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In His Hands


It is not flesh and blood but the heart which makes us fathers and sons.


~Johann Schiller


At twelve years old, I had no faith in God. I believed that He was our creator, and I had memorized plenty of Bible verses, but I did not trust His plan for my life. Already it seemed that I had struggled through so much, and I often felt like God had forgotten me and my family. Thankfully, God blessed my life with patient and loving people who taught me that unconditional love is really possible. The support and guidance of two generous families showed me the love of Jesus and brought me into His arms.


My mom left our family when I was four years old to move to another state with a new husband. I missed her, and sometimes I felt like I hated her. I wanted to be with my mom while my dad worked, instead of at daycare, and I wanted a mom to brush and braid my hair in the mornings. I wanted my mom to hold me in her arms again. Part of me couldn’t believe that she had ever loved us at all, and I felt like I had been thrown away. I felt lonely and out of place, and I acted out with tantrums that strained my relationships with caregivers and friends.


Over the next few years, home became a place of secrets. I learned to tell lies or to avoid questions. My big sister went through so much hurt that I stopped praying, feeling sure that no one was listening. When I was twelve, she reached out for help. On the day that I was taken away from my dad and my home, I felt more broken and abandoned than I had ever felt in my life.


Now I can see just how much God held me up during that time. Thankfully, my brother and I were placed in the same foster home, and we were able to stay together during our entire stay in foster care. Our foster parents, the Corders, agreed to keep both of us until we were able to move onto our permanent home, though they had originally signed on to keep us only for the night. It was the first gift of kindness that we received from them, unasked for and unearned.


My foster parents had their work cut out for them with my brother and me; we were used to watching the shows that we wanted, eating what we wanted, and looking out for ourselves. The first few weeks in a home with firm boundaries and set rules was a tough adjustment for us, and a tough time for everyone. I tested them, waiting for them to turn on us in anger and turn us out of their home.


The Corders had built their family on love and faith, and they shared both with their foster children. I settled into a routine that included church every Wednesday and Sunday. Going to church wasn’t new, but for the first time in my life, I attended one church regularly and got to know everyone who attended. There were always friendly faces to greet me, and Sunday school was a place where I could get real answers instead of canned expressions. I had a lot of questions that year: I wanted to know why God let bad things happen to kids, why some people had so much and others had so little, and why some people were so mean to others. The answers were not always what I wanted to hear, but my Sunday school teacher and my pastor took me seriously and tried to help me understand that God had a plan for me, too.


I was saved through God’s grace while singing a hymn on a Sunday morning. Every Sunday we sang “Just as I Am,” with every voice joined to lift the words to heaven. I sang along as always:


“Just as I am, without one plea, but that thy blood was shed for me.”


Suddenly, the words wrapped around my heart and squeezed hard, and for the first time I felt the truth in the song. Even though I had lied and hated, even though I was just a poor girl from a broken family, Jesus loved me, too. I didn’t have to do anything to earn it; I only had to walk into His waiting arms and give control of my life into His hands. I began to cry with joy and relief. My foster mom looked into my face and knew that I had opened my heart. She hugged me and cried with me, and then I walked to the front of the church and turned to face my family with a smile.


Of course, life did not become an easy stroll after that day. There were still times when my faith faltered, and I doubted my worth in the eyes of God. At sixteen years old, I became an emancipated adult. I struggled to prove that I didn’t need anyone to help me, and I sometimes felt that I could only trust myself. But again God blessed me with supportive guides who bolstered my faith through their unconditional love. My boyfriend’s parents, the Kendalls, opened their hearts and home to me, and showed me the unwavering support and acceptance of true parents. They forgave every harsh word and mistake, and expressed their love even when they were disappointed in my behavior. In times of doubt, my father-in-law reminded me to look to God, and his unfailing faith reminded me to look to my blessings. The entire Kendall family of aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents accepted me into their number with sincere warmth, and I saw a reflection of God’s love for his children in their support.


In order to find lasting faith, I had to accept the truth: God is the one in control, even if we think otherwise as we’re struggling or succeeding. It was hard for me to trust in God, but the acceptance and love of the Corders and the Kendalls made it possible for me to believe in His guidance and unconditional love, and to return that generosity of heart into the world. They taught me that all of us have an opportunity to do God’s work on Earth, just by loving others. As a mother, I’ve been blessed with the opportunity to set my two children on God’s path. Each day I teach them about trust and faith through my patience and steady devotion, and in time they will be able to do the same for their children.


~Miranda Kendall
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Heaven’s New Star


Watching a peaceful death of a human being reminds us of a falling star; one of a million lights in a vast sky that flares up for a brief moment only to disappear into the endless night forever.


~Elisabeth Kübler-Ross


At the age of forty-seven, my sister, Char, had already endured ten months of breast cancer and chemotherapy. She was in remission for two months when she noticed a persistent stiff neck and a new lump in that area. It was diagnosed as the same aggressive cancer that had now spread. Chemotherapy was to start again.


Another chemo treatment was scheduled for the Thursday before Christmas. A body scan indicated a new area of concern; her liver was now affected, too. Despite not feeling well, her family drove five hours north to share Christmas with us. My sister looked thin and pale. Her bright and shiny eyes were dulled by a yellow hue. We fixed all her favorite foods, attempting to make this our best Christmas ever. She picked at everything and had to leave the kitchen because the smells we loved were nauseating her. She slept a lot and seemed in a fog most of the time. She seemed so small and helpless. Their vacation was cut short when my sister noticed the yellowing of her eyes had worsened. She called her physician, who suggested she come home immediately for testing. She left with tears in her eyes, trying to be brave for everyone. The lab testing showed some increased liver functions, but nothing to be alarmed about.


Char continued to teach her preschool class and help out at Sunday school, but she got weaker as the days went on and eventually developed ascites, a pooling of fluids in the abdominal region. She had to have the fluids drained weekly with a huge needle that pierced her abdomen. As the ascites progressively got worse, a permanent tube was placed so she could drain herself at home. Neuropathy settled into her feet, and they were swollen and tingling all the time. She began using a walker for balance.


When I called my sister, she said weakly, “I wish I could eat. I miss food. I’m so thirsty all the time. All I do is drink water — hot, cold, and ice cubed. You know in the Bible where they say hell is an unquenchable thirst? I’m there. I’m in hell, and I don’t want to be here anymore. I know where I am going someday when I die. It will be heaven.”


It wasn’t long before laboratory results revealed that Char’s liver had failed. She looked at the doctor and simply asked, “Am I going to die?” She was told she had only one to three days left, and any family should be notified immediately. Char lovingly cupped her hands around the doctor’s face and looked deeply into his eyes. She said, “I know you did everything you could for me. God is good.”


She was taken by an ambulance across town to a cancer hospital, accompanied by her loving husband Brad. With heavy hearts, members of her family awaited Char’s arrival. Tears drenched each person’s face as she entered the room. She looked around at everyone and exclaimed, “Chop-chop! Get the tears over and done with. I’m going to heaven to be with Jesus. God is good.”


Meanwhile, my husband and I picked up Dad and Mom and searched for answers on our five-hour journey to the hospital. Where was God in all of this? The trip seemed like a lifetime. We arrived at the hospital around 10:30 P.M. to find Char still awake. She smiled and called to our parents. “You’re here! I’m not afraid to die. I’m going to heaven. God is good.” She had so willingly accepted her fate and was consoling us instead of us consoling her.


Throughout her stay at the hospital, the morphine drip eased her pain so she could talk to us while taking short naps in between. She had so much to tell us and so little time left. Her sense of humor never ceased. She had asked our sister, Mindy, to clean out her closet and take whatever each of us wanted. She said, “I only need one outfit where I’m going. Just make me look good.” Char also informed all of us that she was going first to prepare our rooms for us in heaven. She looked at me seriously and asked, “What do you want your room theme to be?” I sputtered out, “How about a spa theme? Clean and crisp and very relaxing.” She loved to decorate, clean and rearrange. She de-cluttered all of our houses and souls.
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