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Foreword

For most of my growing-up years, I played the character “Blair” on a sitcom named The Facts of Life. We filmed the last episode of the show in March of 1988. I was married in July of ’88. I got pregnant in ’89. Then I had a child in ’90, ’91 and ’92.

That means I had three babies in diapers, ran after three preschoolers, homeschooled three children, survived three teenagers, and am recently the mother of three baby birds who have left the nest. Life is suddenly very different for me.

I remember when my children were babies and some well-meaning older woman (probably the age I am now!) would counsel me with, “Enjoy every minute; they grow up so fast.” I must be honest… I was tempted to slap her with a Wet Wipe! That was so not my experience. From my perspective, the days seemed to drag on forever until the magical moment when the last bath was taken, the final cup of water was fetched, and I could at long last do what I wanted to do. Well, in theory I could. The truth was, I was too tired to do anything but fall into bed and feel guilty about the dirty dishes still in the sink and the pile of laundry I really meant to fold that day.

Guilt was a primary emotion throughout those years. There just didn’t seem to be enough of me to go around. I was either falling asleep with crunchy kitchen floors or I was berating myself for popping in a video or two (or two hundred). I always had the best intentions of getting out of my pajamas and into something sexy before my husband came home, but, inevitably, he counted himself lucky if I met him at the door in my sweats and T-shirt, ponytail Scrunchie, and a little mascara.

Finding time to do anything for myself during the day felt like a thing of the past and an even more distant future. So I concentrated on trying harder to be a better mother, wife, and friend. There was just one tiny problem. There were many days when I had nothing left to give by 9:00 in the morning! And, for the rest of the day, I was running on empty.

I believe that is a common experience for mothers. We are, by nature, caregivers. This is wonderful, and I wouldn’t trade my role as mother for any Academy Award leading role. But, as mothers, we must learn how to receive. We tend to give and give and give, but if we don’t take time to receive, we can burn out. Then we end up giving out of the dregs. We scrape the bottom of the barrel to give a little more, but our offering is often tainted by irritation and exhaustion and a strain of emptiness.

I am so proud of you for picking up this book, Chicken Soup for the Soul: Devotional Stories for Mothers. Even taking the time to read a book means you are doing something for yourself. The irony is that when we take time to care for ourselves, we are better able to care for our families — out of the overflow rather than the overwhelmed.

I want to encourage you to give yourself permission if you need it (and, sadly, so many of us do) to take a few minutes every day to pick up this book and fill up your soul. It is the perfect book for busy mothers. Each story is just long enough to read while you are waiting in the carpool line, or in the bleachers at soccer practice, or in the sanctuary behind the blessedly closed bathroom door.

In the throes of child-rearing, I often felt guilty for not having time to read anything other than parenting books (which usually made me feel even more guilty, by the way). I felt like I should be reading my Bible more, the newspaper occasionally, or maybe even the seemingly decadent choice of an Oprah’s Book Club selection.

On the other side of young motherhood, may I offer a word of advice? Be gentle with yourself during these chaotic days. This season really is shorter than you think at the moment. There will come a day when you can read a whole book that doesn’t rhyme. In the meantime, thank God for books like those in the Chicken Soup for the Soul series.

Allow me to illustrate, once again, from my personal experience. My oldest child, Tucker, is away in college. During finals week, I sent him twenty-five Cup-a-Soups. Would he have preferred Mom’s homemade chicken noodle soup? Absolutely. Was that an option? No. Was he thrilled to receive the box of instant soups? Completely.

I am thrilled to present this book to you. It is perfectly sized, tailor-made, especially designed, specifically written just for you at this busy season of your life. Someday, you can read War and Peace and make homemade chicken noodle soup. Until then, Chicken Soup for the Soul: Devotional Stories for Mothers is just what the doctor — and this older mother — ordered. Enjoy.

~Lisa Whelchel
Actor, Speaker, and Author of
Creative Correction and Friendship for Grown-Ups
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Introduction

There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven.
~Ecclesiastes 3:1

Every year, we eagerly await each new season and its unique gifts. In the same way, throughout our lives, we celebrate the distinct seasons of motherhood and the blessings of each step along the way. We start our parenting journey in the spring when life is about expectancy. The seeds we planted have resulted in life, and new blooms emerge all around us. This is the time when we are pregnant and raising young children. Life is full of highs and lows — April showers and May flowers — and our lives seem eternally busy. We long for sleep, wish for sanity, and through it all tend to these little seedlings that are our children.

Summer comes along, and with it the hot days and cooler nights. Our children are growing and testing our patience with their own attitudes and rebellious ideas. Some days, in the heat of the moment, arguments erupt over their desire for independence and their struggles to forge their own identity. And yet, in the quiet evening, our teenagers come to us seeking peace and forgiveness. They still need us to water their roots and offer the unconditional love that only a mother can give.

In the fall, the leaves change color, and the world seems to slow down. Our children are grown now and moving away, starting careers and even their own families. Some days, the wind blows cool as we realize our important job of mothering is almost over. They have left home, and our lives begin to feel barren. It is the time when we look to fill our lives with other passions and desires that have been pushed off to the side while we raised our children. Our crops are now sown, but our field can be used again for new pursuits and interests.

And, finally, winter comes. We move slower now, and the days are much quieter. We are the grandmothers, and our children are now the mothers and fathers. They move at the fast pace of spring and summer, but we watch it all with a sense of peace and acceptance. Our hearts are content knowing that our own seeds have sprouted and grown, and are now producing new little seeds in God’s earthly kingdom.

Wise King Solomon wrote a thoughtful and beautiful scripture more than 2,000 years ago illustrating the changes that occur in our lives. Read it today with fresh eyes from a mother’s perspective. Although we cannot escape the passing of the seasons, we know that God watches out for us and guides us through every season of motherhood.

There is a time for everything,

and a season for every activity under heaven:

a time to be born and a time to die,

a time to plant and a time to uproot,

a time to kill and a time to heal,

a time to tear down and a time to build,

a time to weep and a time to laugh,

a time to mourn and a time to dance,

a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them,

a time to embrace and a time to refrain,

a time to search and a time to give up,

a time to keep and a time to throw away,

a time to tear and a time to mend,

a time to be silent and a time to speak,

a time to love and a time to hate,

a time for war and a time for peace.

~Ecclesiastes 3:1-8

This book is filled with stories celebrating the seasons of motherhood, from pregnancy and the early years to the trials of adolescence and the resulting empty nest. Whatever season you may be in, you’ll find that each story and accompanying Bible verse has a lesson to teach. And the common thread through it all is the knowledge that God is present in every season, whether it turns out to be stormy or filled with sunshine.

There are several ways in which you can read Chicken Soup for the Soul: Devotional Stories for Mothers:

• Start at the beginning! Spend a little time with God each day by starting at the beginning of the book and reading a story each day for inspiration.

• Pray for guidance. Holding the book closed, pray for God to guide you to just the right devotional that you need to read that day. Randomly open the book and see where the Spirit leads!

• Select a topic. If you’re dealing with a particular problem, scroll through the table of contents and turn to the appropriate chapter. Select a devotional that applies to your situation.

We feel confident that the words of wisdom from the women in this book will warm your heart and show you that God is your partner through every season of motherhood.

~Susan and Karen
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Devotional Stories for Mothers
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Treasured Moments

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.

~Romans 8:28
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A Handful of Hope

[Love] always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.
~1 Corinthians 13:7

“Goodbye, Trevor,” I said to my nine-year-old son as he trudged through the snowy yard on his way to school. But, as usual, he didn’t turn around or acknowledge my words. He had just been diagnosed with Pervasive Developmental Disorder (PDD), which explained his lack of expression and communication. But it left us with more questions, more pain, and more worry for the future. Since the age of three, he had almost completely stopped talking. He wouldn’t even look at me and smile.

Everything had to be the same every day, including his black mittens. No other pair would do. But this morning I couldn’t find his black mittens, so he had to wear a spare pair. He had become angry with me and slammed the door.

I watched his little blond head bob up and down behind the fence as he continued walking to school, gesturing with his hands. He talks to himself all the time. If only he would share a story or two with me, I thought, as I left the window and returned to finish the breakfast dishes.

Tears dropped onto the table as I wiped the spot where Trevor sat each morning for breakfast. He routinely blurted out inappropriate messages to his cereal, but I was merely the invisible robot that served him.

“Goodnight, I love you,” was only a rote saying that he recited each night at bedtime after he brushed his teeth and put on his pajamas.

A knock at the door interrupted my sullen thoughts. I wiped the tears from my face and wondered who could be here so early.

When I opened the door, Trevor stood trembling on the doorstep.

“Trevor! What’s wrong? Did you forget your books?”

He didn’t answer. He stepped in and looked up at me. His cheeks were a rosy pink from the cool February day.

“Mommy,” he began.

I held my breath. For several years, he hadn’t looked me straight in the eye or called me by name.

“Yes?” I whispered. I slowly lowered to my knees to be at his eye level. If I moved too quickly, I would shatter this fragile moment.

His bright blue eyes grew shiny, and a tear slipped down his round cheeks.

“Mommy, I’m sorry,” he said.

He only spoke three simple words, but his soul had opened. He had talked to me from his heart. He showed emotion.

Then his face hardened, and he turned and ran. The moment was over. Iron bars separated my heart and his once again.

I stayed in that spot on the floor and pressed a handful of hope to my heart. It was like a door had opened for the first time, and he had pulled me through it into his world.

It didn’t happen again for a long time, but I always knew it would. I knew that Trevor was in there. I knew he would come out again. That moment sustained me for years. Sometimes, he smiles so brightly that the chains of autism rattle their retreat for a few moments, and we connect.

All it took was three words, a tear, and his round blue eyes looking into mine. And I will always be grateful to God for giving me this little spark of hope.

~Pam Mytroen
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My Prayer

Thank you, Lord, for the gift of hope.
May you give hope to others who
are raising developmentally challenged children.
Help us to see the perfect soul
that resides within each of our children.

Amen.
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That Praying Family

Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.
 ~Matthew 18:4

It was the tail end of our little family getaway, just my children and me. We were tired, cranky, and aching for home and our own beds. We stopped in Reno at a circus-themed hotel for our last “hotel night.”

Our first stop was the restaurant. When the food arrived, I reached for my napkin and watched all but one of my kids reach for their forks. Glancing over at my five-year-old, I was surprised to see him sitting quietly. (He does NOTHING quietly.)

“We need to pray,” he said.

My little one’s clear blue eyes told me he was very serious about this. My other children immediately grasped the situation and began to giggle at the thought of praying right here in Reno, Nevada, in the middle of a circus/casino/restaurant.

“My turn,” Noah told us. Then he solemnly closed his eyes and began his prayer.

I felt a giggle coming on, too, and had to suppress it. I knew we were most likely the only people who had ever prayed in this place. But I also struggled to control my mirth because Noah is deaf, his prayer was entirely in sign language, and he is very expressive! My giggles were quickly replaced with tenderness as my heart swelled with pride. Noah blessed the food and gave thanks for it, but he also blessed his mommy, his kitty, the hotel, his fork, trains in general, his grandparents, our car’s tires, and pretty much anything and anyone he had ever met.

I felt the people seated around us grow silent as Noah prayed. And as I watched his little hands talking to God, tears filled my eyes. How blessed I am to be the mother of this incredible little spirit! The silence around us was magnificent as everyone in the restaurant watched a child offer a prayer. I wondered how many of them had ever witnessed a prayer in sign language, let alone in this unlikely place. I felt the Lord’s presence with us, and a warmth and sense of immense joy settled around me. As the prayer continued, I realized what an example we, as a family, were setting. And I felt ashamed that I hadn’t thought of praying as we normally do at each meal.

As the “amens” rounded our table, I stole a peek at the tables around us. An elderly man with Elvis sideburns mouthed “amen” to me, and his smile told me that Noah’s prayer had touched more than my own heart. Everyone at the restaurant seemed to sense the same peace, and the meals were eaten with quiet reverence. As the man with sideburns passed our table on the way out, he gave Noah a thumbs-up — the universal sign for “good job.” Noah grinned at the man, spaghetti sauce on his cheeks, even though he had no idea of the impact he’d had on the man. I know it will be a while before that man forgets Noah or his prayer.

After dinner, it fully hit me what a difference my little guy’s prayer had made in this corner of the world. A circus act was beginning, and the kids and I crowded in to see. As I held Noah up for a better view, a lady crowded in next to us. Glancing at me, she put her arm across my shoulders and said “Oh! You’re that praying family!”

I looked at my golden boy, smiled, and couldn’t think of anything better to be. That praying family.

~Susan Farr-Fahncke
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My Prayer

Dear Father, let me show in my everyday life
that there is no wrong time or place to pray;
you are always listening.
Help me to remember that I am an example
to those around me.
And through my actions,
they may come closer to you.

Amen.
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A Window of Light

When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”
 ~John 8:12

I have three children. Two live with me here on Earth, and one lives with God in Heaven. But wherever they are, they are my children — all three — and I love them.

When I was thirty-seven years old, I had my third and last child — a baby daughter. She tiptoed into my life on a warm August evening and then left as quickly as she had come, seeing the light of only one morning. She was nine hours and one minute old. But in my heart she had lived a lifetime and a day. In the days that followed, it was hard for me to see anything through my tears. I was heartbroken. Devastated. I didn’t know if I would make it.

But one Sunday morning, a few months later, something strange and wonderful happened. I was sitting in my family room, looking out at boxes of red geraniums I had just planted, when an exceptionally bright beam of light flashed across the sliding glass door. The light quickly bolted toward the back of the kitchen, leaving me breathless. Without hesitation, I got up from the couch and followed it. The light had settled in the center of the kitchen window, appearing in the form of a beautiful dove, its perfectly sculpted wings painted with sunlight. Awestruck, I called for my seven-year-old daughter and four-year-old son. I wanted to share this moment with them.

“Hurry!” I called out. “Come see the beautiful white bird!”

They scampered down the hallway and into the kitchen where the brilliant rays from the dove warmed the room. My little son grabbed my hand, his eyes fixed on the window. The unexpected Sunday visitor softly fluttered its wings, as if it wanted to come in.

“Let’s let it in, Mamma!” my daughter cried.

“How will we get it back outside again?” I said, not knowing what to do. “Maybe it wants to be free.”

Where did this bird come from? Why was it at my window? Had it seen my tears? Did it have a message for me?

We stood there bathed in this circle of light, totally caught up in the dove’s presence. Ribbons of peace, joy and contentment enveloped me. I gently embraced my children, grateful for their presence in my life. And for a moment, I felt like everything was right with the world… like all three of my children were standing there with me. All three. My heart was full.

And then the light seemed to disappear as quickly and miraculously as it had appeared. I didn’t see the dove fly away. It was there… and then it wasn’t. It simply slipped away, blending quietly into the morning sun.

The following day, I dropped my daughter off at her second-grade classroom. I told my daughter’s teacher, Sister Roberta, what we had seen. She listened to my story as if every word were a prayer, serenity gathering in the neatly pressed folds of her veil. She was convinced that this magnificent white bird was the soul of my baby daughter coming back to Earth to thank me for giving her eternal life. What a beautiful sentiment, I thought. And what’s more… I believed her.

~Lola Di Giulio De Maci
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My Prayer

Watch over my children,
Lord, wherever they may be.
Sometimes, I find it difficult
to let go of their hands,
wanting to keep them close to me.
Encircle them in your light
so that where they are,
you will also be.

Amen.
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A Butterfly Moment with Mike

You open your hand and satisfy the desires of every living thing.
 ~Psalm 145:16

“Mom, come here!” Michael called. I was stirring spaghetti sauce, but hearing the urgency in his voice, I hurried to his bedroom.

“What do you want?” I asked, glimpsing the unmade bed littered with clothing.

“Quick!” he said.

He was holding a cocoon that dangled from a string while balancing a jar in his other hand.

“I’m going to tie this up. If it falls, will you catch it?” Obediently, I cupped my hand beneath the fragile object. I studied my teenage son’s face, noting the concern in his piercing blue eyes and the earnestness with which he worked nimble fingers to tie the string to a branch overhead.

“There, I hope it’s all right. The butterfly is already beginning to peep through its protective wall,” he sighed.

Where had I been? How did this happen? A cocoon inside our home. This was the least of the problems, I decided, scanning the room. The branch, sprayed with gold paint, hung from the ceiling. Posters, books, and papers lay scattered about, like debris after an explosion. In the corner, I noticed a book on organic gardening, a half-painted seagull, a bottle of straw flowers, and rocks glued with seashells.

Had my job taken me so far from home that I had missed seeing what was happening here? My first inclination was to complain about the clutter and chaos, but Michael was studying his newest jewel so intently that he hadn’t seen my displeasure.

“Do you see the wings?” he asked. A tiny monarch butterfly was about to be born.

I breathed deeply and tried to block out the messy room. My son’s focus was on the new birth. His life was alive — overflowing with the natural world. My mind drifted back to memories of him as a small boy, always so interested in his surroundings.

“Look, Mom,” Michael squealed. The butterfly fluttered on Michael’s open palm.

“This is amazing,” I marveled.

I had nearly missed seeing my teenage son’s inner spirit. That day, I saw a compassionate young man.

This must be the way God sees us, I mused. In the midst of our busy lives, often filled with clutter and confusion, how often do we miss the beauty of God’s work and the palm of His hand beneath us?

~Phyllis Cochran
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My Prayer

Lord, help us to blot out the clutter around us
and see the inner beauty in our children.
May their desire to embrace the beauty of nature
and all of God’s creation
never fade away.

Amen.
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Crazy Normal

From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another.
 ~John 1:16

Crazy is our new normal. With two teenage boys and three little boys, our family is in perpetual motion — to the baseball diamond, track field, piano lessons, and Bible club. Even though we’ve limited each boy’s activities and try our best to defend our family time, it seems that we’re in a constant state of flight.

“Embrace it. Roll with it,” my husband, Lonny, says. “It’s going to be like this for a while.”

He’s right. It’s likely that life will continue to careen full-throttle forward before it slows down. But I remembered the still, quiet days that our family used to enjoy. I missed long walks through the park when we clutched the boys’ little hands and took time to feel the sun on our shoulders. I longed for lazy Saturday afternoons under the oak in our backyard, when towheaded boys built forts of sticks and castles of sand. I wanted to slip back a few years, when busyness was the exception and not the rule.

One night, after a particularly full day and evening Little League games, our family gathered on the porch for ice cream. Two parents, two teens, and three small boys piled on one old swing and a couple of rocking chairs.

We were together, in one place, for a small slice of time.

The moon was full. The Mississippi River, flowing past our home, was smooth as glass. The creak of the swing was the only sound. Lonny’s arm draped across my shoulders in the comfortable way it had for twenty years. I wrapped my own arms around the son who sat on my lap and breathed deeply to inhale his little-boy scent — dirt and sweat and a hint of Tide.

My heart was still and content.

I realized that while crazy is our new normal, God is faithful to provide blessings along the way. They may look different from before, but they are still there — even if they’re in the form of a single moment on the porch, when Rocky Road runs in sweet rivers down small, brown arms, and the night drapes our porch and frames our family.

Maybe I just needed the eyes to see.

~Shawnelle Eliasen
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My Prayer

Lord, you are faithful to provide everything that my
family needs. In a crazy, busy time of life,
help me to appreciate the quiet times
and see your blessings.

Amen.
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The Greatest Gift

“But blessed is the man who trusts in the LORD, whose confidence is in him. He will be like a tree planted by the water that sends out its roots by the stream….”
 ~Jeremiah 17:7-8

My mother’s health took a turn for the worse two weeks before my cross-country trip to visit my daughter, Nicole. When I had booked my flight six months earlier, my mother’s condition was stable, and she had encouraged me to go. But now as I sat by her bedside, I questioned if going to California was in my mother’s best interest.

“Don’t cancel your trip to see Nicole,” she said.

“I’m afraid to leave you,” was my honest response.

“I have nurses round the clock. I’m in good hands,” she assured me. “Nothing is going to happen to me. Go see Nicole.”

I tried to smile, but only nodded.

“Do you still have my wedding ring?” she asked.

“Of course.” My mother had given me her jewelry to take care of when she was admitted into a nursing facility.

“I want you to bring my wedding ring to Nicole,” she said.

I was deeply touched and wiped away tears. My heart’s desire had always been for my only daughter, my mother’s only granddaughter, to have her ring.

“Nicole has always loved my ring, and I want her to have it,” she said.

“Momma, it will mean so much to her that you are giving it to her. It would be an honor to bring it with me.”

I knew then that I had to travel to California. The night before I left, my mother’s condition was the same.

“Did you clean my ring?” she asked.

“Yes, Momma. It’s sparkling.”

I told her that I was going to wear her ring until Nicole noticed it, and then I would tell her that Maw-Maw had sent it to her.

For most of the flight, I gazed at the ring, anticipating what this gift would mean to Nicole. Excitement welled up in me as I imagined Nicole’s reaction, but fear haunted me as I thought about my mother’s failing health.

It wasn’t until we returned from the airport to Nicole’s apartment that she noticed the ring. I was petting her dog when she gasped, grabbing my hand.

“Maw-Maw’s ring!”

“Yes, my love,” I said. “She wants you to have it.”

In an eruption of tears, Nicole hugged me. I slipped the ring from my finger. She shook her head in disbelief. I wasn’t sure she was going to take it from me.

“Maw-Maw is going to live for a long time,” she sobbed. “She doesn’t need to give me this now.”

“She wants you to have it. It is wonderful that she can give it to you while she is still with us.”

Nicole let me place the ring on her finger. She held out her hand to admire it and then ran to telephone my mother.

On the last morning of my trip, my greatest fear was realized. My mother’s condition had worsened. It would be twenty-four hours before I could be at her bedside.

For the next eleven days, I watched my mother abandon herself to the inevitable, while keeping Nicole informed. I was privileged to be with my mother to the very end with a blessed assurance of where she was going.

Nicole proudly wore my mother’s ring to the funeral and spoke at the service. She gave a beautiful tribute to her grandmother’s life. I was privileged to watch my child demonstrate sincere love and respect. As the ring sparkled on Nicole’s finger, I knew that my mother’s gift was much more than precious jewelry. It was a testimony of love between mothers and daughters.
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