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Introduction

38 For I am persuaded that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers,

39 neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Romans 8:38–39

“Love” is one of the most frequently used words in the Bible, where it appears thousands of times as both a noun and a verb. Scripture after scripture reminds us of the love of God and of Jesus Christ. But the Bible also commands us to love one another.

The first scripture I ever learned, as a child of five or six, is still my favorite: “. . . Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another.” (John 13:34, NIV) Of all the scriptures, church sermons, and Sunday school lessons that have affected and guided my life, “love one another” has been at the forefront. In my mind, it is the root of all of Christ’s teachings and of walking in His path, for we cannot harm and can only help what we truly love, in the way that our Father and His son love us.

When I reflect on the Christian women who have had the most profound impact on my life and on my faith, I realize that every one has been a living example of that simple scripture, love one another as I have loved you.

Coincidentally (or perhaps not), I found that same underlying message running through virtually all of the more than 1,500 stories that were submitted for publication consideration in this book. This Christ-like love for one another definitely runs through the more than forty personal stories gracing the pages of A Cup of Comfort® for Christian Women.

I hope you will enjoy and be inspired by these personal testimonies to the abiding love and amazing grace of our Savior, Jesus Christ.

 — Colleen Sell


Air in My Tires

Mary C. M. Phillips

[image: cup]

I need air in my tires.

I’m almost flat.

My bike, my adorable, mint-green Trek with the brown leather seat and flowered basket, is tough as steel and can handle the roughest terrain, but even she can handle only so much. Today, the tires need air. When the air is low, a heavy weight sets in and my bike rides differently — sluggishly, like a tired old tractor pulling around the weight of the world, and roughly, sending vibrations through my body with every bump I hit. When the tires are full, my ride feels great. I roll along, and I can take the hits.

It’s amazing what a healthy dose of air can do for my bike — and for me.

Today, I needed some air, too. So I hopped on my bike and headed for Tanglewood.

I love riding my bike, even in a light rain. Know what the best cure for depression is? Driving through a big puddle!

I do all my errands on my bike. I used to use my car more often, but now my van sits in the driveway much of the time. On a nice day, only my bike will do, especially when my air is low — when I feel weighed down and deflated by the trials and troubles of life.

It’s been a difficult week. So I need air today. I need to feel the rush of fresh air on my face as I cruise down the road on my bike. I need to get away from the house and feel alive.

I need air.

When my soul needs air, I read the Psalms. The Psalms are my spiritual oxygen.

So I head off on my trusty Trek, looking forward to pumping some Psalm air into my soul at the Tanglewood Preserve.

The ride to Tanglewood is about a mile. Most of the road is flat and freshly paved; there’s only one hill, and it’s not too steep. Once I get to Tanglewood, I plan to sit next to the pond and read the Psalms.

Today, I’m lucky. I get there before the residents of the nearby seniors home and actually get a bench to myself. With sweat on my brow, my kickstand in place, I sit on my bench with my adorable green bike by my side and inhale Psalm 25: 4–5 (NIV):

4 Show me your ways, O LORD, teach me your paths;

5 guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God my Savior, and my hope is in you all day long.

Then I just breathe. I let God fill me up with His air — the Word, as air. And I pray for strength to get through life’s pressures and for my loved ones and my community.

On the way back from Tanglewood, I stop at a local gas station and go straight for the air hose. Some gas stations now charge 50 cents to use their air pumps, but this air is free — like God’s air.

I get my rear tire in place, remove the air cap, and attempt to fasten the air hose to the air stem — but I can’t get a tight enough grip. After three unsuccessful attempts, I throw in the towel. I’ve actually made things worse, letting air out of the tire rather than pumping air into it, and now the tire is nearly flat. I’m in for a bumpy ride home. To make matters worse, it is so hot and humid that my clothes are now sticking to my skin. Frustrated, I hang up the hose.

Only then do I see the mechanic walking toward me and notice the look of compassion on his face. Without my having to ask, he takes the hose, untwists the caps, and refills my tires. Suddenly, both my bike and I are road worthy.

As I pedal down the street, the breeze cooling my body while the smooth ride calms my soul, I am struck by a realization: Sometimes I am incapable of filling my tires without assistance — just as I am incapable of filling my soul without faith in God. I cruise the last block home with the words of Psalm 23:1–3 (NIV) guiding, protecting, and restoring me.

1 The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want.

2 He makes me lie down in green pastures, and he leads me beside still waters,

3 he restores my soul. He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.


A Sign from Above

Joyce Stark
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A few years ago, I attended a seminar entitled, “What would you do if you knew you could not fail?” The speakers were inspiring and entertaining, and the main point they made was that with enough belief in ourselves, we could eliminate the possibility of failure.

For a few weeks following the seminar, my colleagues and I were filled with single-minded ambition and determination. We addressed ourselves to our individual goals with great fervor, and in the weeks leading up to my vacation, I barely had time to chat with them. As I was leaving, Alison, one of the ladies I worked with, called out a goodbye and remarked, “You have been so busy, I don’t even know the route you plan to take and the things you want to see this year!” The disappointment in her voice was so obvious that I felt guilty about having spent so little time with her since attending the seminar.

I had also skipped a few meetings of our local Writers Circle and a retirement party because I simply had more important things on which I needed to concentrate my energies. My husband also commented that I was less prepared for this vacation than usual and maybe having a break from work had come at the right time. I wanted to tell him that it was the reverse; it had come at a very bad time. But I bit back the words rather than cause an argument. Even on the plane on the way from Scotland to America, my mind was still full of the things I could achieve.

We landed in St. Louis in the mid-afternoon and decided to drive for a few hours and then stop for the night. We normally stick to highways, and fortunately for me, we were driving along one when I saw the sign: “What would you do for me if you knew you could not fail?” Naturally, the familiar words had drawn my attention to the sign.

But as we drove through the city, past the suburbs and small towns, and into the countryside, I began to realize what had happened to me, how self-obsessed I had become. I was focused alright, but in the wrong way and on the wrong things. You see, the sign on that highway in Missouri had two words that were missing from the title of that seminar: “for me.” Those two words gave me pause and made me think. I began to go over all the things I would like to do for people if I knew I could not fail. Then I went over the things I would like to do for people even if I did fail.

I realized that I would never get success by being so singular in my pursuit of it that I cut myself off from everyone. The seminar had great gaps in it, like not mentioning how important it is to relate to people.

I glanced at my husband, concentrating on his driving, and vowed I would make this the best vacation he had ever had. I would do anything he wanted, go up things and on things and not complain about feeling dizzy or self-conscious. I vowed that when I got home, I would tell Alison and the others all about my vacation and make out a little journal for them, with photographs and leaflets, so they could share it a little.

That two-hour drive went by in no time as I went over a whole range of things I could do for people. I realized I didn’t need focus and determination to do those things; all I needed was faith, but not only in myself.

We drove through parts of Missouri, Arkansas, Oklahoma, Kansas, and Nebraska, revisited Iowa, and ended up with friends in Galena, Illinois. Along the way, we stopped to see and experience many things, and I approached everything as if I were a representative for my friends at home, visiting on their behalf as well as my husband’s and mine. Every night I wrote the day’s events down in my journal so I wouldn’t forget anything. I am sure this made us widen the kind of things we explored, because I wanted to share as much as possible with others.

Standing at the Lewis and Clark overlook at Council Bluffs in Iowa, my husband looked at me and smiled. “I think we have seen more diverse things on this vacation than we ever have before, and that is down to you. You seem to want to look at everything and anything this time!”

I smiled and knew in that statement that my re-think had been more than worthwhile. He was delighted that I was joining him in more activities and expanding my horizons. He was practically stunned to silence when at long last I agreed to go down the ski lift at Chestnut Mountain just outside Galena! Needless to say, I enjoyed it so much that I would do it again tomorrow.

On our last night in Galena, I lay in bed and saw the sign in my mind’s eye as clearly as I had seen it alongside the highway that first day in Missouri. “What would you do for me if you knew you could not fail?” The name at the bottom of the sign read “Jesus.”


Love Is a Christian Verb

Priscilla Carr
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My finest educator did not complete an elementary school education. She arrived in the United States at the age of nine unable to speak a word of English and began spinning cotton at the Amoskeag Textile Mills, in Manchester, New Hampshire. What lessons could this immigrant girl offer me? Marie D’Amours Cote was my mother’s mother, and her indelible Biblical teachings sustain me yet.

When I was in third grade, I learned from observing Gran what she termed “charity of the tongue.” Our down-stairs neighbor stumbled into the hallway drunk, and I saw his son and his wife help him into the apartment. The next day I told my classmates and a few neighbors about it.

When Gran got word of my report, she said, “What an unkind and unnecessary thing to say.”

I protested with, “I saw Mr. Maloney staggering. I saw.”

The scowl did not leave her face.

“Gran, it’s true,” I insisted.

“Because you saw it, you had to tell? Explain how you showed God’s love to this world by repeating someone else’s misfortune? Because it’s true you have to spread it like manure? How do you suppose it made young Michael feel at school? And little Maryann and Martha? Think about it, Missy.”

As usual, Gran asked many questions and raised the name of God in the midst of things. As usual, her words gave me pause. I wondered, What purpose did such gossip serve?

When Gran spoke of a “Biblical tongue,” she meant speaking of someone absent from the situation as if he or she were seated beside you. Following that instruction has made my life more enjoyable, more Christ-like.

Likewise, the terms “empathy” and “compassion” have taken on greater meaning for me as I’ve aged. Gran had both attributes in large measure. She used Christ’s life as an example to teach me the Latin word “agape” — to love without prejudice or motives of self-gain. Not only did Gran define “agape” but she also lived it and emphasized that a Christian cannot live by faith alone, that one must do “works,” as well.

Gran taught Biblical “charity of the loom.” We sorted scraps of corduroy and woolens from the mill and stitched and knitted them into caps, scarves, and mittens. We bought packs of RIT dye at Woolworth and dyed the dreary grays and browns to bright primary colors. While we loaded the cargo of charity onto a red wagon and delivered it to the poorest sections of inner-city Boston, Gran whistled and sang French nursery rhymes and smiled warmly at whoever answered each door.

“God is smiling broadly in this moment, Missy. How He loves a cheerful giver!”

Gran’s “charity of the food basket” touched me most. We would forgo pies and cakes during the holidays in order to provide the widow next door with a turkey or a ham to serve her five children. I always loved buying those holiday meats and delivering them to needy family kitchens.

The grocer ridiculed us. “So what are ya, millionaires?” Gran stomped her foot and said indignantly, “What a ridiculous idea! It doesn’t take much, sir, to pass on some of our bounty.”

On the walk home, though, she had a light in her eye when she said, “Girlie, though we haven’t pies or cakes at our table, you are tasting generosity, and its sweetness will last you a lifetime. Remember, our Lord loves a cheerful giver!”

The smiles on our faces proved it, and I imagined God smiling, too.

When I was fifteen, Gran taught me the “charity of forgiveness” after I had spent the better part of a day sulking and moping. Over tea, I explained to Gran that my best friend and I had a bitter argument and were no longer speaking.

She advised, “Swallow your pride for her sake and for yours.”

That girl and I recently celebrated fifty years as “best buds.” We have supported each other through her husband’s combat duty in Vietnam, the murder of a child in my husband’s family, the birth of a handicapped child, marital crises, and the deaths of our parents and friends. I could have lost it all for the sake of stubbornness and pride.

On my college graduation day, Gran reminded me of my “charity of social responsibility.” She advised, “Apply your God-given talents to the greater, common good. You have received many opportunities and with them comes a responsibility to create a better world.”

After landing my first job out of college, I bragged around the neighborhood. Gran did not let it pass. She delivered my lessons on humility and class over a pot of tea.

“Miss, I would like to know why you believed it necessary to reveal your starting salary, which you very well realize is double what most folks around here are earning after years in a job?”

Stupidly, I went for it, “Well, to show what a good education can get you.”

She was mute and unimpressed.

I dug myself in deeper. “I’m proud of my accomplishments and hard work.”

Here it came: “Miss, did you ever consider how it might make someone else feel about themselves? About their situation?”

I hung my head and said, “I only thought of myself.”

Then Gran gave me another definition I’d never forget. “The word ‘class’ is often misunderstood. It doesn’t mean bigger, better, more, or exclusive. People who have class have the ability to make everyone in their presence feel good about themselves.”

Silence followed as we sipped our tea.

Finally, Gran summed up with a homework assignment. “You are well schooled but not well educated, yet. In your fancy collegiate dictionary, look up the words ‘crass’ and ‘boorish,’ and then go to your Bible Concordance and read about the pride that comes before a fall.”

When I was in graduate school, I realized Gran had taught me compassion and empathy in the tradition of Jesus, as in doing unto others as you would have them do unto you and in choosing to help those less fortunate. Countless times in her presence, the tenets of Christianity were put into practice. She didn’t teach with diatribes or textbooks. It was on-the-job training, watching her do as she said, being known in the world as Christian by the way she loved and lived.

I never heard Gran speak an unkind word about anyone or reveal an unkind truth. She was the first at the widow’s door with a basket, the first to lend a few dollars to someone out of work, and the first to patch up an argument. Such were my Scriptural lessons on how to evolve into a Christian woman. Gran showed me how to live biblically. I loved and admired Gran more than anyone I knew, and I still try to emulate her.

Marie D’Amours Cote died at ninety-six, weighing less than a hundred pounds and measuring less than five feet tall. We dressed her diminutive frame in a silver cross, blue linen dress, black pumps, a pill box hat, and spectacles and lowered her body into a plain pine box. I played “Amazing Grace” on the trumpet, and my best friend sang “Ave Maria.” The service was elegant, refined, and dignified — like Gran. The overflow crowd stood on the sidewalk in drizzle. Family, friends, and neighbors — along with professors, physicians, lawyers, and entrepreneurs whom she had kept house for — bowed their heads and wept openly . . . so immensely powerful is the effect of a Christian woman who lived the words of her faith.


Personal Hannah

Shawnelle Eliasen
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I crept along the old, curved staircase, careful to stay in the shadows. It was three in the morning, and I was awake again. I skipped the stair step next to the landing. Our old Victorian home produced enough creaks and moans to wake even the soundest of sleepers.

I didn’t need to be sneaking around, of course. I was in my own home. There was no danger of waking my husband, either. He was sleeping like a babe in our first-floor bedroom. Our five sons slept on the second story, and I was plodding up the stairs, in the dark, to my eldest son’s room. I crept like a thief in the night because I was embarrassed to be making the journey again. It seemed like an invasion, to be standing above my man-sized boy.

I reached the top and tiptoed around the corner. Logan’s room was messy, and I moved across the floor with trepidation. Books. Jeans. A tangled cord from the Wii system. I imagined what his dorm room would look like. The dorm room he’d be moving to in eighteen days. One day for each year that we’d raised him.

I stopped at the side of Logan’s bed. The moon cast enough glow for me to see his features. Strong, straight nose. Wild mop of curly hair. Dark eyebrows that were more like his dad’s than mine. Then I began my nightly ritual. “Lord, help me to let him go. I know that it’s good. I know that it’s right. It’s just that he’s grown so fast.” I squeezed my eyes shut and wished that when I opened them he’d be a tiny bundle in blue flannel again. No. His six-foot-something frame still stretched beyond the end of his twin bed.

“Bless him, Lord,” I whispered. “Make him strong. And guide me through this time, too.” I tiptoed over a twist of yesterday’s denim, crossed the landing, and made my way back down the stairs.

Raising Logan has been a joy. His temperament is much like mine: laid-back, reserved, gentle. I often joke that we’d been cut from the same cloth. But there are differences. Logan is funny. He has an offbeat sense of humor and a unique way of looking at things. His special qualities have always been uplifting, and he makes us laugh. I’d surely miss his joy.

I bypassed the hall to our bedroom where my husband still lay sleeping. Instead, I curled into a soft, leather wingchair in the corner of the living room. “Okay,” I said in a whisper. “Time to count my blessings. One: Logan is healthy and strong. Two: It’s a great opportunity at a very good school.”

I was working on number three when I heard a whisper. In my soul. One word. It wasn’t audible, but it came across loud and clear: “Hannah.”

Hannah? I wondered. What about Hannah? Who was Hannah?

Then suddenly I understood and reached for the end table that stood beside the chair. I groped for the soft, worn leather of my Bible. Then I snapped on the lamp.

I knew where to find the story of Hannah. It was one I knew well. Hannah had struggled with infertility. I had, too, years ago. I’d clung to the story when my body wouldn’t conform to our desire to have another child. But as I sat that night and read Hannah’s story again, I was drawn to another part of the story. The ending.

Hannah had asked God for a baby and had promised to turn the child over to the Lord for His service. God heard Hannah’s prayer and gave her a child named Samuel. Hannah fulfilled her part of the promise. When he was still a boy, she packed up sweet Samuel and delivered him to the temple. She still loved him. She still cared for him. She was still his mom. But she gave him over to God’s care.

In the darkness, Hannah’s story felt familiar. I’d asked God for Logan. I loved him with all the love that the word “mama” encompassed. Now it was time to turn him over. Just like Hannah. Sure, there were differences. Samuel was a boy. Logan was nearly a man. Samuel was going to be raised by a priest. Logan was going to college. But the bottom line was the same.

“I think I understand, Lord,” I said aloud. “You’re not asking me to let go. It’s just time to turn him over to you.”

No answer came. But I knew that I had understood. The silence that had been disturbing became a gentle peace. The darkness wasn’t vast and scary. It was a quiet covering where a whisper could be heard.

I sat for a few more minutes. When, at long last, I felt sleep’s gentle tug, I closed my Bible and reached for the nubby afghan from a basket on the floor. I pulled it to my chin and rested my head on the soft arm of the chair. I knew that I’d made the last desperate journey to Logan’s bedside.

In the coming days, I’d help Logan pack his things. Like Hannah had cared for her son’s needs, I’d fold faded jeans, plaid shorts, and Logan’s Oscar the Grouch T-shirt. We’d fill gray, plastic totes and snap them closed with color coordinated lids. Then, we’d deliver him to campus.

My prayer had been to let Logan go. By guiding me to get up close and personal with Hannah, God had shown me that I didn’t have to. It was just a matter of turning him over. I could do that. Because I knew that, like Samuel, Logan would flourish under His care.


The Other Cheek

Nancy Brewka-Clark
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Susannah took a faltering step toward me, her face tight with concentration.

“Good girl!” I held out my arms. “I knew you could do it!”

The only thing between us now was the metal frame of the walker. She took another step, and the little bell we had tied to it to keep track of her tinkled sweetly. Her pink velveteen sweatshirt was smeared with chocolate, and the matching pants had a big pucker on each knee from all the time she spent lying in bed on her side, adding to the impression of a toddler taking her first uncertain steps.

“Well done.” I held the walker with both hands as my mother-in-law lowered herself gingerly into the wing chair by the fireplace. “Do you want the crossword puzzle?”
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