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   Foreword
 
   This isn’t just any coach, this is a championship coach. They renamed a portion of the University of Washington stadium after him when he retired. He had the unique ability to rally, innovate and instruct young people. He married a woman of God who walks intimately with Jesus. This coach's daughter is the product of a home where family is first. 
 
   Yet, this is a story about a coach’s daughter who needed to draw upon that sure foundation over and over again. She displays humility and resolve in crisis after crisis. You have to ask the question - did the coach ever have a football player with the character and fortitude of his own daughter?
 
   But, mostly this is a story of a child-like faith that is supernatural. This coach’s daughter continues to discover and depend upon the love of her heavenly Father. This love enables her to persevere as she bathes in His written word. 
 
   Finally, even dramatically, she learns a painful lesson concerning unconditional love, and what it truly looks like in action.
Get a Kleenex - you'll need it. 
 
   Bill McCartney 
Former Collegiate Football Coach
Founder of Promise Keeper’s men’s ministry 
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   Pre-game
 
   The University of Washington, led by my dad, Coach Don James, had just won their first-ever NCAA National Football Championship by beating the University of Michigan in the 1992 Rose Bowl, 34–14. Sharing the title with the University of Miami made little difference. The illustrious championship that seemed to elude the team for so long was finally ours. All was well in Huskyville and with the James Gang.
 
   Or so it appeared. 
 
   
Appearances can deceive. All was not well with every member of the James Gang. 
 
   In the weeks following the team’s victory over Michigan, I fell into a pit so bottomless and black that I questioned whether I would make it out. I was in a battle for my mind. I was soon to discover the battle was against the powers of darkness that roam this world, powers bent on killing and destroying. However, it wasn’t until the fall of 1994 that I felt God lead me to write about the events that happened in the winter of 1992.
 
   We were living in Redmond, Washington. Our third child, the youngest at the time, had just started first grade. It was an emotional time—for mother and child alike! After a few days of having the entire day to myself, I realized I had too much free time on my hands with not enough to do. Wow! That was a bizarre experience for me after fourteen years of having at least one child at home. I should have seen it coming. I should have been more aware. We all look forward to the time when children don’t require constant attention, but when the time came, I was caught off guard. It was scary. What do I do now with the rest of my life? 
 
   That's when I turned to God to seek His will and direction for my life. I always believed God had a plan for my life. Because I had struggled with illness for several years, I was limited in what I could do. So now I purposely embarked on a period of prayer. I wanted in the worst way to be aligned with God’s will. I needed confirmation of that. I wanted God to tell me what I was supposed to do next. Gradually, over the course of a couple of weeks, I felt God leading me to write this book—a book about my experiences with Him, and about my struggles with the spiritual forces of evil.
 
   I have to admit that at first I was not excited about what I felt God calling me to do. Reliving the dark days I spent in the grasp of Satan and the powers of darkness would not be fun. I wondered if this was truly how God wanted me to spend my free time. I had no prior experience or training in writing. But out of simple obedience to Him, I sat down and began to write. 
 
   Writing this book has been a journey of many years. On more days than I can count I just wanted to throw in the towel—to quit and walk away from it. 
 
   
I constantly battled negative thoughts.
 
   Who would ever want to read about your journey? 
People will think you’re nuts if you tell them your story!
God didn’t really tell you to write this book, did He? 
 
   Not only did I battle with the lies from without, but also I struggled with insecurities from within. 
 
   
What if I fail?
I’m not a writer. I don’t know how to write a book.
 
   
Yet through all the ups and downs, I continued to believe this was what I was supposed to be doing. In the end, the writing process itself proved to be another example of God’s faithfulness. Impressed throughout the pages of this book are the fingerprints of our loving God and Father.
 
    
At times, I sensed God’s hand reaching down and guiding me, showing me what to write next, compelling me forward. At other times, I needed encouragement to continue—which He always provided. Sometimes I tried to go it alone, and He lovingly reined me back in and gently reminded me that apart from Him, I can do nothing. Somewhere along the line, what started out as God’s desire for me to put my story down in words also became my desire. I truly believe this is a story that must be told. 
 
 
   Many people today, like me in past years, walk around believing the lies of the enemy—maybe not to the extent that I fell for them, but believing them just the same. And those lies destroy lives, marriages, and relationships with God—and, yes, even the general wellness of those poor souls trapped by the lies. I was in the throes of illness when Satan attacked me in a time of weakness. 
 
   Today, people question whether God really does exist. They wonder, “Does God really care about me?” “Does He want to be a part of my life?” The answer is an emphatic yes. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   First Quarter
 
   Basic Drills
 
    
 
   Football players who make great tackles, or spiral the ball through air to its target, or run like the wind toward the goal don’t succeed because they decide to excel in the moment. They’ve endured grueling drills for a long time before the big moment arrives. When the pressure comes to perform in front of a stadium full of people—and sometimes countless more watching on television—they make the play because of practice after practice that the audience never sees. 
 
    
 
   Early experiences form us. When we’re young and living in the moment, we don’t realize the big plays that lie ahead of us. We don’t appreciate how deeply we’re going to have to reach into the familiarity of the old drills so that we know what to do when it counts. 
 
    
 
   My years of drills and practices happened in a faith-filled family with a spiritual heritage I appreciate more deeply with each season of my life. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   1
 
   Unpacking—Again
 
   Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous.
 
   Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go. —Joshua 1:9
 
    
 
   “What’s this?” 
 
   The question came from my daughter Janessa. Together we were wading through the boxes that drown us with every move. One by one, we sorted, opened, and unpacked.
 
   Janessa, six at the time, pulled an item from a box and looked at me quizzically.
 
   “It’s a guest book,” I said, extracting my hands from my own box and taking the book. “Someone gave it to us as a gift twenty-two years ago when we moved into our first house.” 
 
   I ran my hand over the textured beige fabric of the cover. My fingers settled in the center on the butterfly showcasing vibrant hues against a background of muted shades of nature. Then I opened the book to look at the inside of the cover. 
 
   “See?” I said to my daughter. “I’ve written down every place your father and I ever lived.”
 
   The list started with student housing on the campus of Kent State in 1976, the year we married. With an index finger, I showed Janessa the addresses, and beside them the years we lived at each place. 
 
   Kent, Ohio 1976–1979
Bellevue, Washington 1979–1982                                                                                          Sparks, Nevada 1982–1983
Kirkland, Washington 1983–1993                                                                                        Redmond, Washington 1993–1995                                                                                         Tucson, Arizona 1995–2000                                                                                                         Ann Arbor, Michigan 2000–
 
   We had left Michigan months earlier, but in the hubbub of a cross-country move, I packed the book away without closing out our sojourn there. It was time to update the guestbook. I grabbed a pen and wrote in 2004 on the Michigan line, then began a new line.
 
   El Paso, Texas 2004– 
 
   Memories tumbled through my mind of all the places Jeff and I lived together as our family grew. The list of addresses reminded me that we had just moved into our fourth “dream house.” Four times we chose a lot, drew up plans, selected paint colors and appliances, monitored the construction progress, and finally carried the boxes into a new home. 
 
   Waiting. Hoping. Dreaming. Imagining. Planning. We seemed to have made quite a habit of this process over the years.
 
   As a football coach’s daughter, and later a football coach’s wife, I was an experienced mover. Early on I came to see life as a series of plays and knew the game could be unpredictable. You can practice and plan strategies and dream of the life ahead, but you can never be sure what will happen, and only years later can you see how the experience shaped who you eventually become. 
My memories strayed into the stories of my extended family. Decades before my own birth, various members of my family faced changing plays with courage and faith, never knowing how strongly their lives would prepare me to live mine. They stepped up to the challenges with values and choices that bore fruit for generations. 
 
   1916
 
   Velma Catherine Baxter was the only teacher—and janitor and electrician—for a tiny school in the farming community of New Cumberland, Ohio. When she went to a cake social one day, she met Wayne Wanner Hoobler. The women made the most beautiful cakes they could muster, and the men bid on the cakes. Each man hoped to spend time with the baker of a particular cake by winning the bid. Every time Grandpa Hoobler told the story, he made sure to emphasize that he had his eye on the schoolteacher before this cake social. Her ankles first caught his attention one day when she lifted her floor-length skirt just high enough to climb over a fence as she walked to school.
 
   Grandpa conspired with the cake auctioneer. When Velma’s cake came up to bid, the auctioneer gave the secret signal and Grandpa made sure to win that cake. On November 22, 1916, my grandparents married. Stories of my grandparents remind me that people who lived long before I arrived on the scene had lives just as full of drama as ours. They faced the same challenges as we do now to make a living, provide for a family, and look for the love and joy that give life meaning. 
 
   Grandma Hoobler graduated from a two-year teachers’ college, but Grandpa was schooled just through the fourth grade. Growing up on a farm, he worked alongside his father. He had some talent as a baseball player, but his father frowned on the idea of pursuing the chance to play professionally. Instead, Grandpa worked for the Hoover Sweeper Plant in North Canton. He fed wires into a machine that cut them for later use. During a double shift one day, exhausted from long hours at his post, my grandfather fell asleep just long enough for the machine to cut off his little finger. That was a life-changing moment. Coming that close to serious danger was all the encouragement Grandpa Hoobler needed to find another line of work—coal mining. 
 
   Some time later, one evening my grandfather was walking the grounds of his newly acquired coal mine in Corbin, Kentucky. He was alone, and suddenly he stopped for no apparent reason. When he looked down, he saw in front of him a gully filled with copperhead snakes. One more step and he would have been down there with them. Grandpa truly believed a higher power saved him from a step that likely would have been fatal. He might never have been found, because the very next day bulldozers came in to level the land and fill in that unknown pit.
 
   Grandpa named that mine Copperhead Coal Mine, although most people never understood why. His feeling compelled to stop at the brink of that gully was another life-changing moment, and he responded to it with gratitude for God’s hand on his life. 
 
   My mother, Carol Hoobler, was born in 1932. She likes to say, “I was born a coal miner’s daughter,” just like Loretta Lynn’s legendary song, “Coal Miner’s Daughter.” The truth is that my grandparents had their share of hard times, but now they were fairly comfortable. My grandfather built a profitable business, eventually owning several mines. This allowed him to provide a comfortable, spacious home for his family. My mother was born into the biggest house in the neighborhood. It sat atop a hill with a huge front yard cascading down from the house. The bottom floor offered gracious living, and the second boasted a rank of bedrooms. The third level was the real jewel of the house. A dance floor there took up the entire level. This home nurtured many happy family memories, and from its kitchen doors, my grandmother shared food generously with homeless men who jumped from slowing trains passing nearby. The house promised a life full of love for the generations who lived within its walls. If ever there was a dream house, this was it.
 
   Six years after my mother was born, this house burned to the ground while the family was at church one frosty January Sunday morning. Neighbors attempted to save Spitz, the family dog, but the floor gave out before they could get to her. The fire happened because of loose mortar in the flue that stretched from the coal furnace in the basement up through the house. Grandpa had noticed the mortar and had already scheduled a repair—a few days too late. 
 
   My grandparents moved into a rental house until they could rebuild. When I heard this story, I could relate. Living someplace temporarily while waiting for a permanent home happened many times in my life. Long before I was born, my mother’s family knew what it was like to wait and watch, longing for the day they would move into the home they dreamed of. In time, the dream came true, and the new house—built exactly where the old one had stood—was the family home my mother remembers and I looked forward to visiting each summer. I carry many fond memories of games of tag, sledding, baseball, tree-climbing— you name it, we did it on my grandparents’ front lawn. It was a secure place where I knew I was loved. My grandparents’ home shaped me. Every time I was there I felt enriched by their abounding love and the faith at the center of their lives. 
 
   Growing up, my mother also relished the security of a quaint brick building, the Bethel Lutheran Church in Canton, Ohio, where her family was active. The church represented the tradition of faith that came before my mother. The “drills” and practices of faith in my mother’s childhood were connected to that little church, and it was a fitting place to begin her marriage and the dreams of her own family. My parents were the last couple married in that church structure before it was replaced by a new building for a growing congregation. Just as the church grew and took on a new outward form, my mother’s faith grew and took on life in her children. 
 
   1923
 
   
My grandparents on my father’s side also knew about waiting for a dream home, but for reasons thoroughly different from a disastrous fire. 
 
   In 1923, Florence Ida Haines visited her cousin Marie. Looking for something to do, they settled on going to a dance in the small town of Minerva, Ohio. Thomas Laverne James was working temporarily in Minerva with his good friend, Harold Schrader.
 
   Yes, this story is going just where you think it is. The foursome met at the dance that night, and the men walked the women home. On April 11, 1923, Florence and Thomas married, and a short time later Marie and Harold followed suit.
 
   Florence and Thomas promptly produced a string of boys. My dad, Donald James, was the fourth of five. Born on New Year’s Eve of 1932, he was delivered an hour before midnight by a doctor wearing a tuxedo. I’ve always wondered if the doctor then dashed off to his party.
 
   Daddy may have been delivered by a doctor dressed in style, but the home he was born into was anything but stylish. Located in Massillon, Ohio, the home was actually a three-car garage that served as temporary housing. It was a far cry from the comfortable home my mother knew as a little girl. My father’s parents were waiting for the day when they could build their own dream home on the property. In the meantime, they lived in the garage my grandfather built. It held a kitchen, a living area, and one small bedroom—but no indoor toilets. Sadly, one of my father’s older brothers was killed by a car as he crossed the road a few blocks up from the house in anticipation of playing with boys who lived on the other side of the highway. Still, by the time my dad arrived, he brought the total to five people living in that garage. 
 
   My grandparents purchased the land in 1929, right before the stock market crash that started the Great Depression and jolted American history in a new direction. They certainly did not expect to live in a garage nearly as long as they did. They knew a dream house when they saw one, and this was not it. Though the waiting was prolonged, they didn’t give up. Grandpa worked hard— sometimes at two jobs—to keep food on the table. He worked both as a brick layer and stonemason and also in the steel mills. A vegetable garden flourished under his care to help feed the family. Grandpa’s education ended at the sixth grade, but he aspired to better opportunities for his boys. 
 
   Grandma was just as tough. She weighed all of three pounds at birth and reached the grand height of four feet, eleven inches. Due to a premature birth, Grandma’s hips never formed properly, so she had a permanent limp. She stayed in school through the eleventh grade, and she was just as determined as my grandfather that their children would go even further. They would graduate high school and college. All four sons eventually achieved this goal. 
 
   My grandparents held onto their dreams and finally built that house and moved into it in 1941. It took years of scrimping and weekend work, but they finally had their house. 
 
   With only one family car, Grandma often dropped Grandpa off at work, drove the boys around as needed, then picked Grandpa up at the end of the day. A lot of miles must have gone on that one car—especially during the years when my Uncle Johnny played junior high football, my dad played high school football, Uncle Art played college football, and Uncle Tommy played professional ball with the Cleveland Browns. 
 
   One other structure stands as a landmark of my father’s childhood—the beautiful gray-stone Central Presbyterian Church of downtown Massillon, Ohio. Even if Grandpa’s grueling work schedule meant he couldn’t be at church, he made sure his family was there. Being in church, and experiencing life among people of faith, was a priority no matter how complicated life got. Uncle Art still boasts of the multiple perfect attendance medals he earned as a child. My grandparents gave their children a firm faith foundation, and decades later I am thankful for it because I received the same heritage. 
 
   
1952
 
   My parents, Don James and Carol Hoobler, met when they were fourteen at the Firemen’s Festival, an event held annually in the small town of Reedurban, Ohio. Mom was with a girlfriend, and Dad was with his best friend, who also happened to know my mom. Dad says the only reason he got a second look from my mother was because he was the only boy who could beat her in a foot race. Apparently Mom was quite the sprinter in her day. Two years later, Mom transferred to Massillon High School, where Dad attended. After high school, they both headed off to the University of Miami. Dad kept busy setting records at quarterback, and Mom cheered him on from the sidelines as a member of the cheerleading squad. They married on August 9, 1952, and graduated from college two years after that. 
 
   Following a short stint in the army, Dad began his football coaching career, and the James family began the roving life I grew up with. Being a coach generally means frequent moves. It’s a life of constant adaptation to new settings. 
 
   As far back as I can remember, the first thing our family did after finding a place to live was settle on a place to worship. There was simply no question about it. In fact, I thought everybody went to church on Sunday mornings. When we moved to Boulder, Colorado, I discovered otherwise. My best friend went boating instead—which sounded a lot more fun to me! From the vantage point of time and my own spiritual journey, however, I can’t think of anything I appreciate more than the fact that my parents made me get out of bed and go to church, just as when they were young, their parents made them get out of bed and go to church. This family legacy of faith has seen generations through circumstances we never expected. 
 
   ***
 
   We think we know the generations that came before us, and then we learn the stories that reveal much more complex characters than we realized. 
 
   We make plans, but houses burn down or financial catastrophe hits. 
 
   
We dream of houses we may not get to live in. 
 
   Life takes dramatic turns, and not everything is what it seems to be. 
 
   In that moment when I held the guest book and explained it to my daughter, I understood that my own life had taken one dramatic turn after another. From the days of growing up as a coach’s daughter to the coaching job that had brought my husband and me to El Paso, Texas, I nurtured many dreams. The list of addresses I shared that day with Janessa among the piles of cardboard was more than facts of where our family had lived. It was our story, a faith journey, with important plot turns in each location. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   2
 
   Early Moves, Early Lessons
 
   These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. 
—Deuteronomy 6:6
 
    
 
   Mom wanted to name me Jessica.    
 
   Grandma Hoobler, being the upstanding Christian woman she was, had a strong objection. “No granddaughter of mine will be named Jessie James.” 
 
   So my parents named me Jill. I was born the day after Christmas in 1956. My brother Jeff was already on the scene. Dad was a graduate student and assistant coach at the University of Kansas. Mom was never a huge fan of the State of Kansas. She told me more than once that the only good things to ever come out of Kansas were The Wizard of Oz and me. I suppose if I were the 
mother of two babies born sixteen months apart and were living in a twenty foot trailer where I washed diapers by hand, I would feel the same way. Mom says the Kansas winters were so cold that diapers would freeze on the clothesline into slicing edges that cut her arms as she took them down. Summers weren’t any better. It was so hot Mom could fry an egg on top of the refrigerator. These may be exaggerations. I can’t say because I don’t remember Kansas—
which may be a good thing! 
 
   The first move of my life was to Miami, Florida, where Dad accepted a
coaching and teaching position at Southwest High School. We were there only a 
couple of years before Dad moved to Florida State University in Tallahassee. 
 
   Tallahassee is the first place I remember. We lived on acreage just a couple 
of houses away from Lake Jackson, where my brother caught baby turtles and
sold them for a quarter each. We had a German Shepherd named Fritzi. I loved 
that dog. One day he ran into the street and a truck hit him, bringing me face to-face with the finality of death for the first time. Heartache lingered for days, and I wondered if it would ever stop hurting. At a tender age, I learned that emotional pain sometimes might be worse than physical pain. Gradually, though, I also learned that sooner or later emotional ailment heals.
 
   In Tallahassee I definitely knew I was a coach’s daughter. We went to Florida State football games, waved little wooden tomahawks, and hollered ourselves hoarse. “Scalp ’em, Seminoles!” One time my dad bought a baby alligator the week before the game against our archrival, the University of Florida Gators. This was his motivation gimmick for the week. My parents planned to keep the gator until it was too big for the house, then release it into the lake. Unfortunately, my mother accidentally stepped on it one day and injured it badly enough that it died. After that, screaming at the University of Florida players, “What do we eat? Gator meat!” lost its thrill.
 
   Family plans and schedules revolved around the team Dad coached. When he had new opportunities, we pulled up roots and moved. In the middle of my fourth-grade school year, Dad was invited to join the coaching staff at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. We stayed a few weeks in the clubhouse of the University of Michigan Golf Course until our home was completed. I remember the noisy pipes. They seemed to engage in lengthy conversation all night long, and I looked forward to being in a real house with walls that let me sleep peacefully. 
 
   While we stayed at the clubhouse that winter, my brother Jeff and I had a blast sledding down the rolling hills of the golf course. One day we sledded our way to a pond. After some discussion, Jeff convinced me the ice was frozen solid enough to walk on. I had my doubts, but against my better judgment I stepped out on the ice. Sure enough, my foot plunged right through. Fortunately my brother was quick to lend me a hand and safely pull me from the pond. As I shivered back to the clubhouse, he found the incident far more humorous than I did. I learned not to believe everything my brother tells me! 
 
   Our football allegiances shifted rapidly. At the Michigan games, I sang the fight song, “Hail to the Victors,” and cheered, “Let’s go, Blue!” We were loyal through thick and thin. During one game, the snowfall was so heavy I could barely see what was going on down on the field, but to leave for our own comfort was unthinkable. We stayed and cheered to the bitter-cold end. 
 
   ***
 
   Two years later, Dad accepted a coaching job at the University of Colorado in Boulder. There I learned to ski on the stunning snow-covered mountains, and I screamed for the Buffalos just the way I had screamed for the Wolverines and Seminoles in years past. The team mascot was a buffalo named Ralphie. Supposedly, when the buffalo first arrived at the university, they named him Ralph. Then someone discovered he was a she, and they changed the name to Ralphie. She barged onto the football field, pulling alongside her the men who supposedly were there to keep her under control.
 
   During Dad’s three years of coaching at the University of Colorado, the Buffalos played in the Liberty Bowl twice. This meant two trips for the entire family to Memphis, Tennessee. I was a young teenager by then, and I was thrilled to visit Elvis Presley’s Graceland.
 
   The James Gang also picked up a new member in Colorado. In 1968, my parents told me to be thinking about what I wanted for Christmas, and I said all I wanted that year was a baby brother or sister. Being the troopers they are, Mom and Dad came through, and in 1969, my sister Jeni arrived. She was a gift to all of us. My brother and I actually argued over who would get to hold her in the car on the way home from the hospital. I won! Obviously this was before infant car seats. 
 
   The next year, 1970, our loyalties moved again. Kent State University in Ohio offered my father the position of head coach. This was Dad’s first opportunity to be the head man. So midway through my eighth-grade school year, I left my friends once again and moved to Ohio. I was at an age now when it was more difficult to leave my friends behind, not to mention that I loved the beauty of Colorado and couldn’t imagine that anything in Ohio could match it. It was disheartening for my brother as well. He made his protests known more emphatically than I did, but somehow we all survived.
 
   Dad accepted the job at Kent State just seven months after the tragic shootings of May 4, 1970. The shootings left four students dead and nine others injured during a protest against U.S. participation in the war in Vietnam. Some people might have thought Dad fell off his rocker when he took that job in such a volatile climate. The shootings were sure to be the topic of conversation during every home visit he made when he recruited players. How do you persuade parents to send their sons to a school where students got shot? But Dad saw it as a challenge and plunged in to build the best football program he could imagine. 
 
   During Dad’s second season at Kent State, the team won their first-ever conference championship and played in the Tangerine Bowl in Orlando, Florida, against the University of Tampa. Dad’s championship team included Jack Lambert, who went on to a stellar career with the Pittsburgh Steelers; Gary Pinkel, who later was head coach at the University of Toledo and University of Missouri; and Nick Saban, who was head coach at both the college and professional levels. I was sixteen when we went to the Tangerine Bowl. I remember Jack Lambert losing his fake tooth in the hotel’s swimming pool and watching him dive in to find it. A dune buggy ride with the starting quarterback, Greg Kokal, was a highlight of the trip. 
 
   Our next move was to Seattle, Washington, just as I finished high school. By that time I was launching into my own college and young adult years.
 
   Everywhere Dad’s career took him, the James family screamed our hearts out for the team he coached. What we really screamed for, of course, was my dad. With his career, he taught us lessons about not giving up, about determination, about standing up against misunderstanding, about playing hard at what you really want to do. The perseverance and vision we saw on the football field under Dad’s leadership had lessons for real life. Dad did the same at home. I may not have realized this at the time, but football was practically part of my DNA, and the characteristics that made a good football player carried over to my game of life. Dad’s job was more than a job. It was a passion, and I learned the power of fervor—something I would need often in the years ahead. 
 
   We lived in a lot of houses and went to a lot of schools. The towns changed, the universities changed, the players changed. Wherever we went, I cheered for my dad, and trusted him to be a fabulous coach and deliver an exciting game. Dad never went into a game with half a heart or without preparing in every way possible to give his team every advantage they deserved. 
 
   What did not change was that I knew I was loved through it all. And no matter where we were or what team we cheered for or what city claimed our loyalties at the time, we were first of all a family of faith. I had a close relationship with my parents that I was rock solid sure would never change. 
 
   Yes, my pre-game preparation was solid. Not only were my parents obedient to love the Lord their God and teach God’s love to their children, but so too were their parents before them. My grandparents—all four of them—built a firm foundation of determination and faith in God, and my parents raised a house of love on that foundation. I’m grateful for my godly heritage and spiritual forebears, and the understanding they gave me for why God insists that parents pass this spiritual heritage along to the next generation. G. K. Chesterton, one of the great writers of the twentieth century, said, “When people stop believing in God, they don’t believe in nothing—they believe in anything.” 
 
   As I moved into my later teen and young adult years, I went into the game with every advantage my parents could give me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   3
 
   Warming the Bench
 
   Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it. 
—Proverbs 22:6
 
    
 
   In ninth grade, a fresh wind blew through my life. After a year of confirmation classes, I chose to believe what the Bible says about Jesus and declare my faith publicly. In May 1972 I stood in front of my church family, my immediate family, and my confirmation comrades to tell how I put my faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. 
 
   In John 3, Jesus tells Nicodemus that unless a person is born again—born of water (physical birth) and the Spirit (spiritual birth)—the person will not enter the kingdom of God. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but Spirit gives birth to spirit, and both must happen before we can enter God’s kingdom. I didn’t have anything to do with my physical birth. That was a result of my parents’ actions and choices. I just showed up when the appointed time came, through no initiative of my own. But my spiritual birth involved my own actions and choices. I made a decision. The spiritual foundation my grandparents and parents laid stood strong in my choice to follow Jesus.
 
   One student in my confirmation class made a different choice. He chose not to be confirmed because he could not honestly say he believed. At the time, I wasn’t sure how I felt about his decision. I didn’t know whether to pity him or admire him. Part of me felt sorry that he couldn’t believe the gospel message. Another part of me admired his honesty and courage. I gave him credit for not caving in to peer pressure if he really was not sure what he believed. It must have been hard for him to stand alone in his decision. This same young man wound up being a great wrestler, earning himself a college scholarship with his talent.
 
   During his freshman year of college, however, he was hit by a truck, apparently while hitchhiking on the side of the road after his own car broke down. He died. I often wondered if he ever changed his mind about Jesus. I hoped so. 
 
   He made his choice, and I made mine. My teen and early adult years were a time of discovering just what it meant to decide to follow Jesus. I had the examples of my parents and grandparents, but I also had to sort it out for myself. Amid the usual life choices of these growing years, I had to figure out what Jesus had to do with my life. 
 
   ***
 
   A couple of years after my conversion and confirmation, I met a young man named Jeff. We were both high school juniors. I attended Kent Roosevelt High School, and he attended our archrival, Ravenna, just a few miles down the road. I first saw Jeff at a basketball game where our schools duked it out. Standing in the atrium with some friends after the game, I noticed this guy staring at me. I recognized him as one of the players of the opposition. My friend Lynn and I went out for pizza with some girls we knew from Ravenna. I nonchalantly described the guy I saw staring at me and asked if the Ravenna girls knew who he was. Immediately, they tagged him as being Jeff Woodruff, who played not only basketball but baseball and football as well. 
 
   I thought that was the end of the matter. Apparently, though, one of the Ravenna girls went to school the following Monday and told Jeff about our conversation. The girl gave Jeff my friend Lynn’s phone number—and he called her. After a couple of nights talking to Lynn, Jeff wangled my phone number out of her and gave me a call. After a couple more phone conversations, Jeff invited both Lynn and me to his high school dance the next Friday night. We decided to go. 
 
   When we walked into a dark, intimidating basement gymnasium, we wondered for a few seconds what we had gotten ourselves into. But Jeff was there waiting for us, and he and I hit it off right away. He was easy to talk to. That was probably because he did most of the talking—which suited me fine, since I was shy when it came to boys. 
 
   When Jeff and I had dated for about a year, my dad received a job offer from the athletic director at the University of Washington in Seattle. I was midway through my senior year, so my parents offered me the option of living with a friend until I graduated. I probably would have done that, except that my high school guidance counselor discovered I already had earned enough credits to graduate mid-year. I chose to graduate early and head to Seattle with my family. I just wasn’t ready to be on my own. 
 
   What I knew of Seattle was what I saw watching the popular television series, “Here Come the Brides” in the late 1960s. Seattle looked nothing like it did on that show, which was set in a lumber camp. Perhaps at one time it had, in the 1860s. But in the 1970s, Seattle was a lush and beautiful city. The theme song from the show was misleading, as well, with lyrics such as “Oh, the skies are always blue in Seattle!” This was not true! 
 
   Leaving Jeff behind in Ohio was not easy, but it was only for a semester. When he graduated, he moved out to Seattle as well. Together we attended Everett Community College, where Jeff played football. After that first year, Jeff got a call from the coach who replaced my dad at Kent State. Coach Fitzgerald offered Jeff a scholarship to play for Kent, so off we were to Kent, our old stomping grounds. We were already planning a spring wedding in Ohio, so it was an easy transition.
 
   Jeff and I married on March 20, 1976 in the same church my grandparents helped build and where my own parents were married twenty-four years earlier. Our wedding day started off great—lovely ceremony, beautiful reception, except for the minor problem of running a little low on food. Everything was going well—that is, until we got ready to leave for the honeymoon capital of Youngstown, Ohio. We planned a simple honeymoon for a couple of reasons. First, we had little money for a fancy trip, and second, Jeff had only a few days before he had to report back for spring football. 
 
   I was just nineteen years old and had not lived apart from my parents for any extended length of time. As we said our goodbyes to everyone after the wedding, it suddenly dawned on me that I wouldn’t see my parents again for quite some time. While we were on our honeymoon, they would head back to Washington, and I was now a married woman who lived in Ohio. Suddenly homesickness hit me like a ton of bricks. I used up all my tissues within minutes of leaving the reception. When Jeff tells the story, he says I cried the entire honeymoon and wrote thank-you notes to keep my mind off the homesickness. I don’t remember it exactly that way, but I do admit to cutting our honeymoon short by one day so I could get back to Canton and say goodbye to my mother one more time. Dad had gone home, but Mom stayed around a few extra days to spend time with her sisters. 
 
   Eleven days later, back home in Washington, Mom played one of her best tricks ever on Dad. She called him at work and insisted his secretary pull him out of a meeting. Mom told Dad that Jeff called and said that because of my homesickness, he had put me on a plane to send me home. Dad was so mad that he told Mom to go to the airport and put me on the next plane back to Ohio. That’s when Mom said, “April fool’s!” 
 
   My sister, Jeni, was six at the time. When I moved away from the family, she complained about frequent headaches and bellyaches. Jeni didn’t understand—or think it was fair—that I was living with Jeff now instead of her. When Mom tried explaining to her that Jeff and I were husband and wife now and that a wife should be with her husband, Jeni retorted, “Well, she was my sister before she was his wife.” 
 
   ***
 
   I got over the homesickness and looked forward to married life. We had it pretty good. Jeff was on a football scholarship, and I walked onto the field hockey team and soon received a scholarship myself. Jeff says my real claim to fame is not being the daughter of the legendary coach Don James but being inducted into the Kent State Hall of Fame before Dad was. I was inducted in 1995 for my accomplishments in field hockey. 
 
   After graduating from college in December of 1979, Jeff did not want his association with football to end. He loved the game! My dad offered Jeff a job as a graduate assistant coach at the University of Washington, and Jeff snatched it up. 
 
   That year Dad took the University of Washington Huskies to the Sun Bowl, where they faced the Texas Longhorns. Dating back to 1934, the Sun Bowl boasted of being the second oldest of the college bowl games. Jeff and I were anxious to get to Washington and be part of the adventure of the team’s trip. Jeff and I loaded up our Toyota Celica and hit the highway for Seattle. We were on a strict schedule that would get us to Seattle in time to make the team charter flight down to El Paso, Texas, for the Sun Bowl. We planned to drive straight through, but just hours away from Seattle, in the mountains on Route 90, a terrible snowstorm assaulted the region and forced us to spend the night in a motel. Fortunately, by early the next morning, the weather had cleared up enough for us to be on our way. 
 
   We arrived in Seattle in time to make the team charter, though for a while it appeared as if it might have been for naught. For in El Paso, just moments before kick-off, my dad ran onto the football field without his team. 
 
   John Folmer, chair of the Sun Bowl committee, witnessed this event from high up in the press box and wondered what was going on. My dad did not look happy. On the sidelines, Dad asked one of the officials to get Mr. Folmer on the headset immediately. Fuming, Dad told Mr. Folmer that an official had just informed him that the Washington team had forfeited their right to use their own game balls. According to the official, Washington did not have their balls at the specified location to be tested for air pressure before the game.
 
   By college football rules, each team in every game is required to provide to the officials the six balls they plan to use. The balls are tested to be sure they have the standard thirteen pounds of pressure. Too little air means the quarterbacks and receivers gain an advantage. Too little air gives kickers and punters an advantage. But the Texas Longhorns played in the Southwest Conference, where balls were taken to the officials before game time. The Washington Huskies played in the PAC-10 conference, where officials went to each team’s equipment manager to retrieve the balls themselves. No one told the Huskies’ equipment manager he was supposed to take the balls anywhere. He had them ready, and no official came to pick them up. 
 
   John Folmer knew Coach James meant it when he said he was not bringing his players out of the tunnel until the matter was cleared up. And by “cleared up,” he meant Washington would be allowed to play with their own balls. With fifty thousand fans in the stadium, and millions more watching on television, John Folmer had to think fast. 
 
   Folmer, Dad, and the officials came to an agreement. The Washington team would start with two of their balls while the other four were tested. Then the two they started with would be tested. With three minutes to spare, Dad led his Huskies out of the tunnel and onto the field. CBS commentators Pat Summerall and Tom Brookshire probably wondered what Coach James was doing on the field without his team so close to the scheduled kick-off. They likely never knew about the kick-off that almost wasn’t. But true to form, my dad would not go into the game without every advantage he could give his team. Even as a college graduate and a married woman, I was still seeing life lessons in my dad’s approach to coaching.
 
   ***
 
   For the next two years, we lived with my parents as Jeff worked double duty as a tight ends coach and my dad’s chauffeur. Jeff used to joke that Dad would say things like “If you turn down this next street on your right, you will save 35.72 seconds off our commute time.” Jeff embellished the story, of course, but wrapped within the narrative was an element of truth about how my dad’s thought process worked. One of his greatest strengths was his incredible organization and time management.
 
   Eight months after arriving in Seattle, on August 16, 1980, Jeff and I became parents for the first time. Deciding to keep the “J” tradition going, we named our bundle of joy Jared Kent Woodruff. After three months of sleep deprivation due to Jared’s horrible colic, I wondered what I got myself into. Fortunately, Jared got over the colic and I got over having no sleep.
 
   ***
 
   In 1982, the University of Nevada at Reno hired Jeff to coach the defensive secondary. We were thrilled! This was Jeff’s first full-time coaching job, and it was exciting to see his career get underway. Football was in my blood too. It seemed easy enough to make the transition from being the coach’s daughter to being a coach’s wife. I had a wonderful example of the role in my own mother, and I had realistic expectations for what Jeff’s work would mean for our family life. We were ready! We were also thrilled at the prospect of buying our first home after six years of marriage. 
 
   Ten years had passed since I publicly declared my faith in Jesus, and I have to admit I had become a benchwarmer more than anything else. Getting married, finishing our education, starting a family, launching a career— somehow Jesus got a little lost in the shuffle. Jeff and I managed to attend church a couple of times a year. Easter and Christmas seem to bring out even the closet Christians. But despite being raised in a devout home with a strong spiritual foundation, I was on the team but not really in the game.
 
   That was about to change with a single phone call. 
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   Game-changing Play
 
   Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. —John 14:27
 
    
 
   The phone rang, jolting us out of our slumber. Jeff and I had tumbled into bed around 11:00 p.m. on March 26, 1982, just as we did most nights. An hour later, I stumbled to the kitchen, to the only telephone in the house, intent on making that obnoxious noise stop.
 
   “You have the wrong number,” I said gruffly. I hung up.
 
    The phone rang again immediately. 
 
   “Jill, it’s Dad,” the voice said. “Don’t hang up.”
 
   It was Jeff’s dad, and the timbre of his voice yanked me to a state of full alert. Something was wrong. 
 
   “There’s been an accident,” he said. 
 
   My stomach clenched. 
 
   Jeff’s older brother Jim was driving home with his wife, Nancy, and their daughters, Sarah and Brittany, and niece, Andrea, when a train hit the car. 
 
   Nancy died at the scene.
 
   Sarah and Andrea had been airlifted to Akron’s Children’s Hospital, both in critical condition with severe injuries. I could hear in my father-in-law’s voice the fear that the girls would not survive. 
 
   Jim and Brittany were taken to Ravenna Hospital in stable condition with less severe injuries. Jim’s head was swollen to the size of a basketball and his arm was injured. 
 
   “Brittany came out in the best shape of them all,” Jeff’s dad said. “She has just one broken bone. Nancy’s body was wrapped around her.” 
 
 
   Nancy had given her life for her child’s, protecting Brittany from the full impact of the train. 
 
 
   Nancy was dead at age twenty-seven. Gone. 
 
 
   Sarah was six, and Brittany was two, and now they had no mother.
 
 
   Andrea, the youngest daughter of Jeff’s oldest brother, Don, was five and had lived through something no child should ever have to endure.
 
 
   Life changed in a split second. Jim was a widower with two small children, one of whom was still fighting for her life. 
 
 
   Needless to say, I was wide awake now. During that long night, whenever I started to doze off, I immediately wakened to a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I was hoping it was all a bad dream, a surreal nightmare. But it wasn’t. 
 
 
   The following day we arranged to fly to Ohio, not knowing what we would find when we got there.
 
 
   Seeing our two nieces in the intensive care unit at Akron’s Children’s Hospital wrenched our hearts nearly out of our chests. Their little bodies had tubes and machines fastened all over them, helping them breathe, monitoring every movement, every minute, every second of their young lives. Seeing Jeff’s brother Jim was almost more than we could bear. The physical pain he felt from his grossly swollen head did not compare to the emotional agony of the loss of his wife and the welfare of his daughters. When Jim recounted how the hospital staff wheeled Nancy’s body into his room so he could see her one last time and say his goodbyes, I could hardly keep from sobbing.  
 
    
 
   “She was beautiful, like she was sleeping,” he said. Her injuries seemed to be internal, making it hard to believe she was really gone.
 
 
   Very quickly I discovered that no words could erase the pain slamming through the lives of the Woodruff family. But Jeff and I were grateful to be there to wrap our arms around them and each other. Sarah was in the hospital for months. After various surgeries and weeks of rehabilitation, everyone but Nancy survived. 
 
 
   Before the accident, I lived under the assumption that bad things happened to other people. You read about them in the newspaper and think, What a shame. But you don’t think anything catastrophic is going to happen to you or to someone you love. Perhaps it’s true that the young think they are invincible.  They are so forward-looking and hopeful, expecting that life will unfold and make their dreams come true. 
 
   Now I knew that death could come any day, in an instant. For the first time in my life, I came face-to-face with the fact that life held but one guarantee— that it would come to an end for all of us one day. For some that end would come sooner rather than later. 
 
   I was twenty-five years old.
 
   I was not ready for this.
 
    
 
   The sobering truth caused me to contemplate the meaning and purpose of my own life. This tragic event was a turning point for me spiritually. In the weeks following, I suffered a pain deep within my soul, the pain of loss. When I was a child and my dog Fritzi died, I had known a foreshadowing of this pain. Now it was magnified hundreds of times. Nancy was gone. Jim might never feel the wholeness of love again. Three little girls were traumatized, their lives changed. 
 
   It was horrible. It was empty. It was black. I didn’t know how to handle it. 
 
   Despite the solid pre-game preparation of a loving and faith-filled family, I had drifted away from the game plan. My physical kick-off may have been premature (I was born a month early), but my spiritual kickoff was late. I wasn’t ready when the moment came to execute the tough plays. But the ruts of training run deep. Mark Twain once said, “A man can seldom—very, very seldom—fight a winning fight against his training. The odds are too heavy.” I may not have been ready for the first tackle, but I was enough of a coach’s daughter to know that I could fall back on years of drilling and spiritual muscle memory. When I saw that the opposition was sending in the biggest, toughest players, I reached for my Bible. Somehow, with each verse I read, the pain began to subside, and in its place a wonderful sense of peace emerged. This pattern continued for several weeks. When I felt the suffocation of sorrow begin to choke me again, I read my Bible and allowed God’s peace to surround me.
 
   This was the first time in my life I can remember feeling God’s peace in a palpable way. As my emotional wounds began to heal, I knew it was time for me to get off the bench, find us a church, and get back into the game. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Second Quarter
 
   Off the Bench
 
    
 
   We only learn so much of the game by watching. From the stands or the bench, it’s easy to spout opinions about what a player ought to have done. He should have passed instead of run. He should have ducked to the left instead of the right. He should have anticipated better where the ball would be. Players on the bench are eager to get in the game and prove themselves. 
 
    
 
   Then when you’re on the field, in the game, and the opponent’s surprise tactic is rushing straight at you, you discover it’s not as easy as you thought. You think you know what to do, but when the moment comes, you fumble or trip or hesitate a fraction of a second too long. Despite mistakes, though, getting in the game is the surest way to become a stronger, tougher, consistent player. 
 
    
 
   When I decided to get off the bench spiritually and put myself in the game, I had no idea how tough the plays were going to be. 
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   Sick in Seattle
 
   Hear my prayer, O Lord; let my cry for help come to you. Do not hide your face from me when I am in distress. —Psalm 102:1–2
 
    
 
   I was beginning to feel like a rubber band. 
 
   Jeff and I liked living in Reno. We enjoyed the climate, our neighborhood, and even the town—something was always going on. In 1983, however, the NCAA changed its regulations. Colleges could now hire an additional full-time coach. Deciding to make that extra position a tight ends coach, my dad hired Jeff back to the University of Washington. Just a year earlier, Jeff vacated this role because as a graduate assistant, it was full-time work for part-time pay, and he was ready for a coaching career that could support a family. Now he had the opportunity to go back to a job he loved and give it everything he had. 
 
   So for the third time, we moved back to Washington.
 
    We bought a home in Kirkland, Washington, and moved in on our son Jared’s third birthday. I was enjoying my role as wife, mother, daughter, and child of God. Church and Bible studies, so long pushed to the side, were now at the center of my life. I was growing in the Lord by leaps and bounds. It appeared that Mom and Dad’s efforts at laying a solid faith foundation had paid off. They raised me in the way I should go and I did indeed choose to walk with the Lord. 
 
   In April of 1985, we were blessed with a daughter, Jessica. Life was coming together.
 
   ***
 
   A year or so after Jessi’s birth, I caught a virus that left me feeling pretty run down. After a couple of weeks of feeling sick, I finally gave in and went to the doctor, who took some chest x-rays and said I had pneumonia. He prescribed antibiotics—and complete bed rest. 
 
   Fat chance! With two small children of my own, and my nephew whom I watched during the day, I knew staying at home to rest wouldn’t work. So I moved in with my parents for a week until I was up and on my feet again. 
 
   At first it seemed as if I made a complete recovery. Then odd things began to happen, both physically and emotionally. The first thing I noticed was that the week before my cycle each month, I craved sweets as if my immediate survival depended on them. My mood would swing from one extreme to another, sometimes in the space of a single conversation. My emotions were all over the place. I felt like I had a Jekyll and Hyde personality—one minute myself and the next an impatient, quick-tempered, emotionally charged stranger. I never knew what to expect from myself. I can only imagine what my family members must have been thinking in those moments.
 
   Calm down. Get a grip. 
 
   I had never experienced anything like this before. As hard as I would try to be calm, I couldn’t do it. My perfect-mom persona was in grave danger! That was a monstrous problem, but even worse was that I did not have a clue what I could do to rein myself in. And if dealing with the mood swings was not bad enough, the subsequent guilt only exacerbated the problem.
 
   Then I came across an article and discovered that my symptoms closely resembled Premenstrual Syndrome (PMS). Having a label to go along with my symptoms helped my head knowledge, but it did not change the symptoms and how they wreaked havoc in my life. 
 
   I tried cutting chocolate out of my eating habits.
 
   I tried staying off caffeine in any form.
 
    I still craved sweets. I still suffered extreme mood swings. Over the next couple of years, both the cravings and the mood swings worsened.
 
    One joy in the middle of all this was the arrival of our son Jordan in March of 1988. The fact that our three children were born in the same hospital is a rarity in the coaching profession. Now I had three small children and growing obstacles to my ability to be the mother I dreamed of being, the mother I knew deep down I was capable of being. 
 
   ***
 
   The Huskies’ 1990 season culminated in a trip to the Rose Bowl on New Year’s Day of 1991. While I was in Pasadena, California, for the festivities, I fell sick again, presumably another virus. I was not horribly sick, but I was extremely tired for no reason. I would sleep four hours in the afternoon and be ready for bed again by nine in the evening. The extreme fatigue lasted about a week, but even after the worst of it was over, some level of fatigue persisted. 
 
   The Huskies won the Rose Bowl that year, and 1991 opened with optimism that they could qualify for the bowl again the next year. My dad and my husband ate, drank, and breathed football, and I was ecstatic for them—even if I couldn’t always show it. 
 
   As 1991 wore on, blue circles took shape under my eyes. I remember standing in front of the mirror one day and thinking, Jill, you don’t look so good. But being the eternal optimist that I am, I kept thinking I’d feel better any day now. Besides, if I went to the doctor, what would I say? That I was tired, had mood swings, and looked terrible? How many thousands of exhausted mothers of young children would have similar complaints? Those were not definitive reasons to see a doctor in my book. 
 
   So I pressed on. I kept up with my daily activities the best I could, expecting that feeling better was just around the next corner. 
 
   Weeks passed. Months passed. And I didn’t feel better.
 
   ***
 
   One spring day Jeff called me at home, and I could tell by his voice that something was wrong. Mark Brunell, the starting quarterback and the Most Valuable Player of the 1991 Rose Bowl, had just suffered a devastating knee injury during a spring practice. Jeff’s emotions wavered between anger that the injury happened and pain for what his quarterback was suffering. Mark was an amazing person and athlete. However, Jeff knew that some athletes never make a full recovery from the kind of injury Mark suffered. And his injury was a blow to the whole team, which had their sights set on a national championship run again in 1991.
 
   I could identify with Mark Brunell and the heartbreak this injury meant for his budding football career. My husband’s career was going well, and we had our three beautiful children, yet my life felt stopped in its tracks because of my chronic illness. However, at least doctors offered Mark a specific surgery and rehabilitation strategy. I just kept getting sicker. As fall approached and Jeff cranked up for a challenging season without Mark at the quarterback position, I faced my own overwhelming season. 
 
   By August of 1991, my skin grew pale. With the persistent dark circles under my eyes, this was not a good look. And the list of symptoms grew.
 
   Bloating.
 
   Digestive challenges not suitable for polite conversation.
 
   Headaches.
 
   None of these symptoms on its own would have concerned me. But the list was growing, and the compounded effect was wearing me down. I was not getting better. I felt rotten most of the time. 
 
   ***
 
   At the same time my frustration with my health status climbed, energy for the Huskies season soared. I had been learning lessons from football all my life, and the 1991 season was no different. 
 
   A week before the opening game of the 1991 fall season against Stanford in Palo Alto, California, Mark Brunell—still on the injured list—walked into Jeff’s office and set a notebook on the desk. Jeff looked at Mark, then looked at the notebook and opened it.
 
   Mark had filled pages with notes about Stanford’s defensive tendencies by down and distance, personnel, and the best way to beat this Stanford team. Seldom had Jeff seen such thorough work—and never before from a player who was injured and did not expect to see a single snap from center that season. It was not unusual for a player to study the opponent; coaches encourage this. What was unusual was that Mark knew he had no chance to play, yet he still did the work. 
 
   Without Mark on the field, the rest of the team worked even harder. With the Stanford game behind them—a victory—they prepared to face the Nebraska Cornhuskers, a team ranked number nine in the nation at the time. My dad and my husband both knew that the national championship was on the line. Even though this was only the second game, if Washington did not win in Lincoln, Nebraska, their run for the national championship would be over before it started. 
 
   Running out of the locker room and onto the playing field was all it took for the Huskies to know they were in for the game of their lives. The fans in Memorial Stadium, the “sea of red,” lived up to their reputation. Washington coaches and players had worked hard for this game, for this defining moment of their season. Now they had to prove themselves in front of 76,304 crazed Nebraska fans and a national television audience. Nebraska was a formidable opponent.
 
   The game did not start well for the Huskies. Play after play disappointed, and it was easy to see that fatigue and discouragement were on the brink of beating back the Huskies. Late in the third quarter the punt returner fumbled the ball on the two-yard line. The mistake led to a 21–9 advantage for the Cornhuskers. It began to look as if Washington’s hopes for an undefeated season and national championship were fading to black against the ticking clock. 
 
   Washington’s quarterback that day was a college sophomore with next to no experience in such a tense situation. Billy Joe Hobert played remarkably well in his first start at quarterback two weeks earlier against Stanford—and won. But Dad knew playing an unranked Stanford team in Palo Alto was a far cry from playing the ranked Nebraska team in Lincoln, with its reputation for being a tough place to win. 
 
   Billy Joe was young and inexperienced, but he was a dogged competitor full of confidence. In the last twenty minutes of the game, Washington outscored Nebraska by twenty-seven points, blazing to an amazing 36–21 victory. The remarkable effort renewed hope of a national title. 
 
   At the end of the third quarter of the next game, against Kansas State at Husky Stadium, Mark Brunell took the field. Seventy-one thousand people gave Mark a standing ovation. Remarkably, he returned to action just five months after the surgery doctors feared would keep him out the whole season. His ethic for hard work just would not let him settle for sitting on the bench. 
 
   The team fought through the season and won every game, earning a spot in the Rose Bowl for the second year in a row. I was thrilled, of course. Both my dad and my husband were seeing their dreams come true. 
 
   In the meantime, though, I started to wonder if I was on a permanent injured reserve list. I was working as hard as I could to get well, and it wasn’t happening. My natural optimism waned, and my expectation that wellness would come soon sagged seriously as I could barely keep myself upright some days. More and more, I had to pick and choose which activities were essential and somehow muster the energy for them. Everything else went on the no-can-do list. 
 
   “Fatigue makes cowards of us all,” Vince Lombardi, the legendary Green Bay Packer coach, once said. I was fatigued on so many levels—not just chronically sick, but sick of being sick.
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   Panic
 
   “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray … then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.” —2 Chronicles 7:14
 
    
 
   The nausea started in October, smack in the middle of football season when a coach is in high gear and when much of the load for managing the house and family fell to me. Brunell was back in the game, the team was rolling toward another championship, and I felt worse than ever. 
 
   For the first few weeks of nausea, I thought I had caught yet another virus. But the nausea didn’t subside. It got worse—and I wasn’t pregnant. I still had all the other symptoms, too. The decline of my health had been gradual. A few weeks of one symptom, which I learned to live with, then another one added, then another. I became accustomed to feeling less than well. Each lower level became the familiar level, and I functioned enough to just make it through the day at that status quo. Being exhausted was the new normal, and I had put up with it for a long time. But after weeks of nausea for no apparent reason, I started to think something was truly wrong. 
 
   I finally took my list of symptoms to the doctor. No single symptom was severe, but the list was long.
 
   Fatigue.
 
   Headaches.
 
   Circles under my eyes.
 
   Bloating.
 
   Pallor.
 
   Mood swings.
 
   Cravings.
 
   And the ever-present nausea.
 
    The symptoms were like paint splatters thrown against the wall. Random spots did not add up to anything. They didn’t paint a picture. They didn’t suggest an image. They didn’t point in one clear direction for diagnosis, much less treatment that would help me feel better. 
 
   My doctor thought the headaches might be due to the stress of the upcoming holiday season, or perhaps the stress from the football season. I politely pointed out that stress comes from losing football games, not winning them. The Huskies were having a stellar season on their way to another Rose Bowl appearance.
 
   The doctor ordered a blood chemistry panel that covered a slew of possibilities. The one level that came back in an abnormal range was iron. Just simple iron. Every other number on the report was exactly what it was supposed to be. I was optimistic that this was the culprit behind all my symptoms, and if I could just get my iron up into a normal range, I’d be back to my old energetic, enthusiastic self. I chastised myself for not going in to see the doctor sooner, when all I needed to feel better was more iron in my diet. I happily took the pills he suggested and waited to get well.
 
   It didn’t happen.
 
    No matter how many iron pills I swallowed expectantly, I did not get better. In fact, the iron pills seemed to aggravate my nausea. The list of symptoms grew. My hair thinned and lost much of its luster. Even the hair on my legs did not require as much shaving as it always had. Everything about me seemed to be slowing down.
 
    By now I had been less than well for years! Nothing was getting better. In fact, it was getting worse. But I had to keep trying.
 
   ***
 
   The next year, 1992, opened with a Rose Bowl victory for the Huskies, the second in two years. For me, it was the start of the worst year of my life. I wasn’t sure I had it in me to stay in the game.
 
   More and more I found myself mentally confused and unable to think clearly. I walked around the house like a zombie—there, but not there. I was physically present, but mentally preoccupied with concern, confusion, and conflict. In January I experienced my first panic attack, which opened the floodgates to living in a state of panic, or fear of panic. I’m not sure what I dreaded most at the time—the possibility of never discovering the source of my illness, or the possibility of another panic attack.
 
   Nighttime had always been my solace. It was the one time I could escape my worries for a while in sleep I could depend on. Now instead of sleep being an island of refreshment and peace, it was a quagmire of torment. In these black, desperate hours, I started to think I was losing my mind. 
 
   The same nightmare assaulted my rest night after night. Black darkness, and a voice telling me I was losing my mind. I didn’t hear the voice, though. It was as if it went straight into my thoughts. I couldn’t see my attacker. I didn’t even realize there was a someone behind that voice. Yet the voice filled me with fear, night after night. Soon the days were an extension of the night. At random moments, the same clench of torment would snatch me and make me feel as if I were literally losing my mind and my grip on reality. I held onto my sanity by a mere thread. Sometimes I would curl up in a fetal position and cry. Nothing in my life had ever frightened me so much. I faced each day with dread, never certain if this would be the day I lost my mind. What would happen to me? What would happen to my children if I lived out my days in a mental health facility? 
 
   One night Jeff drove me to the hospital emergency room because I was shaking uncontrollably. I didn’t know what was wrong with me, but I knew I needed help. I was desperate for someone to tell me what this all meant. Perhaps my confusion and mental chaos had something to do with my undiagnosed illness—maybe even a brain tumor. I didn’t know. The one thing I knew was that I was sinking into an abyss. Whatever caused my terror owned me now.  I belonged to it—whatever it was. Free will to resist was a figment of my imagination. 
 
   The doctors could find nothing wrong that night and sent me home with a handful of tranquilizers. This was not the answer I hoped for. 
 
   The faceless voice continued to shred my peace at night and kick my feet out from under me during the day. My sense of oppression became unbearable. How could I continue to cope with this and have any semblance of a life? How could my family continue to pay the price? How could I go on? 
 
   One night I lay on the floor crying out to God. 
 
   “You promised not to give us more than we can carry,” I said, “but this time you have gone too far! You have given me more than I can bear!”
 
   I was referring to the words the apostle Paul wrote to the people of Corinth: “God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will provide a way out so that you can stand up under it” (2 Corinthians 13:10). Yet on this particular night, I was at the breaking point. I truly believed God had given me more than I could handle. I was tempted to give up trust. Physically, mentally, and spiritually, I was on the verge of collapse. I wasn’t sure I would ever get up off that floor, much less persevere in putting my life back together. 
 
   Maybe the voice was right. Maybe I truly was losing my mind. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   7
 
   In the Stillness
 
   Be still and know that I am God. —Psalm 46:10
 
    
 
   Lying on the floor, dreading the voice that would burrow into my mind, into my very being, I heard another voice.
 
   Eight simple words.
 
    One sentence I desperately needed to hear. 
 
   A short message that let me know who was in control.
 
   “Be still and know that I am God.” 
 
   These words from Psalm 46:10 slashed through my darkness and opened the floodgates of peace I had not experienced in a long time. It was as though instantaneously I moved from a room of darkness and despair and into a room of light and peace.
 
    God’s light and peace. I had no doubt God’s voice had spoken to me. This blessed moment gave me strength to hang on a little bit longer. Knowing I was not alone, but that God was present and aware of my situation, made all the difference. To this day, that experience remains a tangible reminder of God’s faithfulness, a reminder that God does hear our cries for help in our darkest hours.
 
    This precious moment with the Lord was not a miracle cure for my struggles. The battle for my mind waged on during January and February of 1992, but now I had new hope that God was indeed present somehow and knew what I was going through.
 
    
The early weeks of a new year are serious recruiting season in college football. Typically Jeff would leave town on Sunday evening, fly to his recruiting areas in southern California and Arizona to meet with prospective players, then fly home on Thursday. One week during the 1992 recruiting campaign, Jeff canceled his trip for fear of leaving me home by myself. He couldn’t sit out the entire recruiting season, but by now no one felt comfortable leaving me home alone—including me! The next week, my mother came to stay with the children and me so Jeff could take his recruiting trip and hopefully make up for ground lost to my continuing illness.
 
   While Mom was with me, she brought a book into the house and casually mentioned it was a good read. I’m an avid reader and read all sorts of books. I imagine Mom knew I would pick up the book if she left it lying around. She said nothing about my particular need for a book called The Bondage Breaker. I did just what she predicted I would do. I started reading the book—but without any thought that it had personal relevance. Perhaps it would be interesting enough to distract me from the tumultuous events of my life. The concentration required for reading was difficult for me in the midst of my perpetual mental confusion, but I decided to try. 
 
   I read only a few pages when words jumped off the page at me. The book contained a letter written to Neil Anderson, the author, by a public school district superintendent. He wrote about having horrible nightmares that made him wake up in the night screaming. The letter writer said, “Neil, I’m afraid there are more Christians like me out there leading lives of ‘quiet desperation’ due to the attack of demonic forces. If I can fall prey to these forces and seem all right, so can others.”3
 
   Demons could cause nightmares? This was the first time I ever heard anything like this. I came face-to-face with the idea that maybe, just maybe, demons were real. Perhaps they were even the culprits behind some of my problems. Up until this point, I wasn’t sure how I felt about the subject of demons. Were they real or not? It all seemed a bit dramatic in this day and age. Not convinced that demons were real, or that they could cause nightmares, I pushed what I read to the back of my mind. 
 
   That night when the recurring nightmare struck again, like clockwork, the school superintendent’s words popped to mind, front and center. Immediately I called on the name of Jesus Christ to bind Satan and his demons, to make the nightmares stop. 
 
   I had no expectation for what would happen. Truthfully, I had only slight hope that my words would have any impact on my situation at all. When I fell back to sleep, however, I remained nightmare-free for the rest of the night.
 
   The following night, I prayed again. This time, though, I banished Satan before I went to bed. That night was the first time in weeks that I experienced a peaceful night’s sleep with no nightmares! For several weeks after that, I continued to pray those same words every night before going to bed. 
 
   No more nightmares.
 
    I began to employ the same battle plan during daylight hours. Whenever I found myself in a battle for my mind, with that frightful voice telling me I was losing my mind, I called on the name of Jesus and His power to resist it.
 
    Almost immediately my grasp on reality returned. The nightmare and oppression that haunted me for weeks were gone. The lies continued to rear their ugly head now and then, but I was certain what they were and how to gain victory over them.
 
    I was still ill. I still didn’t know what the answer was to my physical health. But I was no longer frightened that I would actually lose my mind.
 
    I told Jeff of my suspicions of demonic forces behind my nightmares and mental deterioration. But I couldn’t quite bring myself to say those things aloud to anyone else. Despite my experience, it still seemed extreme to think I had been in the grip of demons. I was getting better. That was the important thing. No one else knew what I had been through. 
 
   Or so I thought. 
 
   ***
 
   My whirlwind of appointments with doctors and diagnostic procedures continued. On one occasion my mother was with me because the use of anesthetic for a procedure meant I needed someone to drive me home. I watched Mom calmly driving the car, grateful for the support she gave me over and over in the muddle that had become my life. About a month had passed since the time she stayed with me while Jeff was gone. My mental state had turned around during that month. She must have noticed. I didn’t know what Mom thought, because we never talked about it. 
 
   Perhaps it was time.
 
   It would sound crazy. I knew that. My story might persuade her that I was losing my mind after all. I didn’t have a rational explanation for everything that happened or why, but my mother stood with me through thick and thin. It was time to tell her what happened on her watch. 
 
   My story started with the nightmares. When she came to stay with me, she didn’t even know I’d been having nightmares. Then I told her what I read in the book she gave me. I made a point of stressing that a school district superintendent had written the letter, hoping that someone with those credentials would give me some credibility as well. With a story like mine, I needed all the credence I could muster. 
 
   Demons. 
 
   I was talking to my mother about demons—not a conversation I would have dreamed of in my wildest imagination.
 
    “I believe demons were behind my losing my grip on reality,” I said, my heart beating a little faster than usual. 
 
   I waited for Mom to drive off the road in shock.
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   Demons on My Shoulder
 
   God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline. —2 Timothy 1:7
 
    
 
   Mom kept the car on the road. I let out my breath. In fact, she didn’t miss a beat. 
 
   “I have a story about that week, too,” she said.
 
    Mom reminded me how, during the first day of her stay, I just sat. I stared at nothing for long periods of time. She tried to encourage me to play double solitaire with her—that had always been a fun way for us to pass afternoons together while the coaches were out of town recruiting. On this day, we played a few hands, but I was not really there. 
 
   “You seemed like a shell of my daughter,” she told me in the car. “I wondered what was happening.” 
 
   The next day, my sister Jeni came by for a visit. We were sitting in the family room.
 
   “Suddenly,” Mom told me, “it felt like I was being suffocated. I looked over at you on the sofa, and all around you were vapors, as if something was flying around your head. I was terrified! Even more frightening was what I saw perched on your left shoulder. I blinked my eyes and shook my head, but it was still there. A demon!”
 
   I could hardly believe what I was hearing. It was a good thing Mom was doing the driving that day. She kept talking, calmly, as we wound our way through the streets to the appointment.
 
   “I know the Bible tells us there are demons,” she said, “but I never really believed in them. I always thought of myself as too much of a realist to believe  in demons. But there they were—real and ugly. I didn’t know what to do. You looked vacant, and your eyes had red dots in the middle. Your face was like plastic, expressionless. I was terrified, but I knew I had to be calm.
 
   “I excused myself to go to the bathroom, where I was sick to my stomach. I fell down on my knees and pleaded with God to take away whatever it was I had just experienced. I asked God to come into that house, right then, and take away whatever evil had hold of my daughter. When I finally pulled myself together, I went back into the family room. 
 
   “The heaviness had lifted, but I was still frightened. I went over to the sofa and hugged you, and we both began to cry. You looked me right in the eye and said, ‘Mom, if I lose my mind and have to be institutionalized, will you take care of my children?’
 
   “Talk about being in the depths of fear!” Mom said. “I hit bottom at that point. How do you answer a question like that—especially after what I just experienced?”
 
   I remembered that moment. Mom had told me that I was not mentally ill and that God would protect me. I was going to come through okay, she assured me.
 
   “Later,” Mom said as she drove, “I asked Jeni if she saw anything. She said no, but that she had a feeling of depression and that something was wrong. She thought you looked empty, blank.” 
 
   I had never known my mother and my sister were so tuned in to what I was feeling at the time. There was more.
 
   Mom was rattled enough to call her pastor, Dr. Jerry Mitchell, at Crossroads Baptist Church in Bellevue, Washington. He assured her that demons were real and what she saw could indeed have been demons. Then she called her good friend Barb and asked her to pray for my family and me. Barb suggested a book—The Bondage Breaker by Neil Anderson—saying the book helps readers understand evil forces in the world and how to break away from their control.
 
    
While I battled nightmares, I now learned, Mom also woke up nearly every night with a heaviness in her heart, knowing that something was not right with me. She prayed for me faithfully in those lonely hours.
 
    I sat in the car dumbfounded. It took a while for Mom’s story to sink in. Although I was fairly certain demons had caused my nightmares and mental breakdown, to hear the same conclusion from my mother was beyond what I could fathom. Not only had Mom already known about the demons, but bringing the book to my house was by design, not casual coincidence.
 
   “Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked.
 
    “I was frightened by your mental state,” she answered, “and I didn’t know what to make of what I’d seen. I knew it was time to bring some other people into the loop so I would know how to help you.” 
 
   ***
 
   I’ve heard miracles described as supernatural intrusions of God, times when God interrupts the laws of nature for His sovereign purposes. What happened to my mother that February afternoon was a miracle. In that brief moment of time, God interrupted the laws of nature and allowed Mom to see into the unseen spiritual realm. With this one miracle, God provided me a way of escape through the darkness that had been trying to destroy me—proving once again that He was faithful. 
 
   I learned the hard way about the reality of the spiritual realm and its power. I also learned that if we have a chink in our armor, Satan will find it. Fear attracts Satan like faith attracts God! Just as a football player puts on a uniform before going out onto the field of battle, so we must put on a spiritual uniform, a spiritual armor. The apostle Paul made that clear when he wrote the Christians in Ephesus. 
 
   Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, and with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints. (Ephesians 6:10–18)
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   Medical Merry-go-round
 
   Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil. 
—Psalm 23:4
 
    
 
   I knew now that I must keep my spiritual armor in place at all times while I continued to try to uncover the root of my varied symptoms. 
 
   My next stop was the gynecologist’s office. Trying to find a solution to my increasing and severe mood swings, the doctor put me on a three-month trial of birth control pills. Once again, my optimism soared. If we could just get my hormones sorted out, surely all of this would stop. Surely I could get my life back. 
 
   And then I noticed the cream-colored liquid seeping from my navel. 
 
   What?
 
    Soon after that, drainage began to come from under the nails of my two pinky fingers as well. By September, the nails on both little fingers had fallen off. My doctor prescribed an antifungal medication. The discharge was a form of fungus, he said. Sure enough, within a few days of starting the medication, the drainage stopped. 
 
   But my list of symptoms never seemed to stop. Around this time, I casually scratched my knuckle on the kitchen counter one day. It was nothing. Just a scratch. It didn’t even require a bandage at the time it happened. But by the next day, right where the minuscule scratch had been, my knuckle was swollen and infected, with a pus pocket the size of a nickel. By now my hands were a canvas of bandages. I had one on each pinky finger covering the empty nail beds caused by the fungus seepage, and two on my knuckle to cover the infection.
 
   Common sense told me my immune system was not in good shape. It did not seem to fight off the slightest attack from a foreign body. 
 
 
   The problem was that neither the doctors nor I knew what to do about it. We could keep treating the symptoms, which we did, but no one could tell me why my immune system was in such bad shape or how to get it functioning again. 
 
   And then a friend recommended a book entitled The Yeast Syndrome, by John Trowbridge and Morton Walker. I would try anything, even if it sounded outside the box of conventional medicine. Desperate to glean any information I could that might shed light on my problems, I bought the book. The author explained how the yeast candida, which is naturally present in our bodies, can sometimes be out of balance. When this happens, all sorts of problems occur— including craving sweets, fatigue, headaches, PMS, and much more. The authors went on to say that they suspect using the birth control pill might increase the amount of candida in the body. 
 
   It was as if I were reading my own medical file! Could this really be the answer? My emotions jumped on a roller coaster ride. I was already dealing with the mood swings and the disappointment that doctors could not seem to help me. The iron pills did nothing, and the birth control pills may actually have made things worse. Did I dare hope that I had stumbled across something that made sense? Something that explained my shotgun style of symptoms? Something I might actually be able to do to help myself? 
 
   I went off the birth control pills and immediately started the candida diet outlined in the book. The diet meant staying completely off sweets for a while, including fruits and high-carbohydrate vegetables. The premise of the plan was to starve the yeast of what was feeding it and allowing it to flourish. Gradually I could add higher carbohydrate foods back into my diet. Following the plan did seem to alleviate some of my cravings for sweets, which made me feel a little better. 
 
   But it was not a cure-all.
 
    I didn’t get well. 
 
   The yeast question may have been just one piece of the puzzle, but the puzzle remained a mysterious, bizarre, blurry picture. Like the psalmist, I wondered, “How long, O Lord?” 
 
   “Have you tried avoiding wheat?”
 
   
My eyes blinked. I considered the question from a friend at a neighborhood Bible study.
 
   
“I have avoided caffeine,” I said, “and sugar and carbohydrates, but I have 
not avoided wheat. Not yet, anyway.”
 
   
“My uncle had symptoms that remind me of yours,” my friend said. “He 
discovered he was allergic to wheat.”
 
   
I was game for anything. Surely it couldn’t hurt to try. For a few days, I
didn’t eat anything containing wheat. To my amazement, I did notice some
improvement. But I had learned from experience—iron, birth control pills, the 
candida diet—that no one thing was the cure-all for my range of symptoms. 
Nevertheless, avoiding wheat seemed to provide another piece of the puzzle.
Clearly certain foods played a role in my illness.
 
   
Over the next couple of years, I went through testing for allergies by a variety of health care practitioners. Overall, I had four types of allergy testing: the 
skin scratch test, the Bioenergetics test, the IgG4 and IgE blood test, and the 
P/N test. I won’t even attempt to explain the how and why behind each of these
methods, because I don’t fully understand them myself. The tests did seem to
point in the direction of food sensitivities. More pieces of the puzzle were falling 
into place, but how many were still missing? 
 
   
Another helpful test revealed I was IgA-deficient. IgA is a type of immuglobulin that lines both the nasal passages and the stomach. Hence I was diagnosed as having a “leaky gut.” When the lining of the stomach and intestines becomes thin, undigested food particles pass through the lining and into parts of the body where they don’t belong. The body then reacts to the food
particles as foreign objects and manufactures antibodies to fight them. An allergic reaction results.
 
   
The leaky gut diagnosis helped explain a pattern I had already noticed. It seemed that if I ate any food on a regular basis, for several days in a row, I developed a sensitivity to it. The food would contribute to my illness, and I would have to eliminate it from my diet. The doctor who diagnosed leaky gut suggested I begin a four-day food rotation. This meant I would never eat the 
same food twice unless it was at least four days apart, thus reducing my chances of becoming allergic to the food. Rotating food did seem to reduce the number of foods I became sensitive to. It was another piece of the puzzle, but it did not resolve the host of symptoms I endured every day.
 
   
The puzzle was not coming together as fast as I would have liked, but I was finding a piece here and there. However, bizarre symptoms continued to emerge. My face tingled. My tongue tasted strange. My body temperature dropped. My legs broke out in sores. And of course the nausea continued, and the mood swings were a perpetual torment. The confusion and fear of the 
unknown kept me in constant turmoil.
 
   
Not only was I fighting the physical manifestations of my illness, but also I was fighting invisible enemies.
 
    
Guilt. 
 
   
Desperation.
 
   
Hopelessness.
 
   
I felt guilty for not being able to control my emotions, for not being kind and patient with my children, for not being kind and patient with my husband.  And for not being able to rest in God’s peace and faithfulness. The peace of God I had experienced so profoundly in the past was nowhere to be found.
 
    
 
   Desperation invaded my personal space and the recesses of my mind. Hopelessness grew like a monster. The burden of my guilt and desperation were two more pressures weighing heavily on my shoulders. The Russian thinker Alexander Solzhenitsyn once said, “All that the downtrodden can do is go on hoping.  After every disappointment they must find fresh reason to hope.”1 Finding fresh reason for hope, however, was easier said than done. I was trapped in a loop that 
raised my hopes only to smash them more profoundly each time.
 
   
Before each new doctor’s appointment, and with each new procedure or discovery related to my illness, my hope soared. My faith felt strong. This would be the time my prayers were answered. This would be the time I saw God’s hand clearly in my circumstances. This would be the time we found the key that unlocked my entire illness.
 
   
And then it wasn’t.
 
   
The doctors were stumped. The tests showed nothing. The discovery related to one symptom but did not shed light on the big picture. My hope spiraled down out of control.
 
   
This cycle happened over and over. Now every time I crashed, I landed with a bigger thud and sank deeper into the muds of despair. It was harder and harder to climb out of the muck and find fresh reason for hope.
 
   
Before it happened to me, I never realized how overwhelming a long-term illness could be. It monopolized my every thought. It was the first thing on my mind when I woke in the morning, and the last thing as I drifted off to sleep at night. I tried to think of other things, but my thoughts inevitably wandered back to my illness. It was the topic of every conversation. “Where do I go from here?” “What doctor do I see next?” “Will this food make me sick?” 
 
    
 
   My life revolved around my illness, and I hated it. I just wanted it all to go away. I wanted to wake up from this dream—or should I say nightmare—but there was never a moment’s rest. At one point my mother and I tallied the number of doctors I went to on this medical merry-go-round. Twenty-seven different doctors, plus blood tests, ultrasounds, endoscopies, a lower gastrointestinal series, and other tests. I just wanted to know what was wrong—and
especially what kept me nauseous all the time.
 
    
During my first endoscopy (a procedure in which a camera attached to a tube is inserted into the stomach), the doctor spotted sores in the lining of my stomach. He said it was gastritis and prescribed medicine. Once again, I wondered if I dared hope for improvement. I let my hope rise only to crash again. After a year of trying what seemed like every gastritis medication on the 
market, the sores remained, and so did the nausea.
 
   
My weight plummeted. My normal 115–120 pounds dropped to 100. By December 1992, with Jeff’s sights on the Rose Bowl for the third year in a row, I couldn’t take a simple shower without exhausting myself. After every little thing I did, I had to sit down and rest. You can imagine what that was like with three young children in the house and the energy that goes into a football season when your father and husband are coaching a winning team.
 
   
I was not getting better. And I was sick of being sick.
 
    
Brain fog. 
 
   
Anxiety.
 
   
Memory lapses. 
 
   
Nausea.
 
   
Sores.
 
   
Fatigue.
 
   
Life felt like too much to bear.
 
    
C. S. Lewis once wrote, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks to us in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: It is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”2   If that’s the case, then God must have had a lot to say to me. I did not know it at the time, but I was still several years away from any significant improvement in my health. 
 
   
David the psalmist wrote, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil” (Psalm 23:4). I wished I could be that brave. I wished I could fear no evil.
 
    
But I wasn’t brave or free of fear. Not even close.
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   A Bad Call
 
   “I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” —Jeremiah 29:11
 
    
 
   I watched my dad coach a lot of football games, and plenty of episodes stuck in my mind. One day my dad was furious. Washington was playing the Oregon Ducks, and the officials were calling a terrible game—at least that’s the way Dad saw it. The calls were not going Washington’s way. Knowing it was against the rules to use profanity when addressing an official, my dad asked one official, with whom he was particularly upset, a careful question. 
 
   “Can I be penalized for what I’m thinking?” 
 
   The perplexed official, surprised by Dad’s curious question, replied, “Of course you can’t get penalized for what you are thinking.”
 
    Dad responded, “Good. Because I think you’re a horse*#!% official.” 
 
   Bad calls are part of the game. Coaches make them. Players make them. Officials make them. Bad calls can carry a heavy cost—loss of field position, points, momentum, time on the clock, even the game itself. Bad calls happen in the game of life, too, and sometimes carry consequences we don’t foresee.
 
   In the spring of 1993, that’s what happened to Jeff and me.
 
    We had lived in Kirkland, Washington, for almost ten years by then, and our home was seventeen years old. We knew that soon we would have to deal with costly improvements, starting with a new roof. Most likely, many other urgent projects would follow. Jeff and I were not enthusiastic about home maintenance becoming a bigger part of our lives, so we started looking around at housing developments. Perhaps it would make more sense to move to a newer house and avoid the upkeep of an aging home.
 
   “We’re just looking,” we told each other. “Nothing is decided.” After all, it was possible that after looking around we would choose to stay right where we were.
 
   We took a few weekends to look at some new construction sites. When we happened upon a hilltop lot in quaint Redmond, Washington, we stopped telling each other we were only looking. This was no longer window-shopping. The lovely wooded lot sported southern exposure and sat right across from a cul-de-sac. I could already picture our three children riding bikes, rollerblading, and playing ball in that cul-de-sac right outside our front door. It seemed the perfect location to build the perfect home. 
 
   Next we needed a dream house to put on the idyllic lot. We met with a real estate agent to look at floor plans the builder offered. We already knew we liked a floor plan we had seen in one model home. It had both a front and back staircase, along with two bonus rooms. After a few days of consideration, we threw caution to the wind and decided to just go for it! 
 
   I still wondered if the timing was right for the kids. Jared was entering the seventh grade and would start a new school in the fall. Whether we moved or not, he had a lot of adjustments ahead of him. Jordan was entering kindergarten, so it didn’t matter to him. But Jessi was the one who concerned me. She would be in the third grade. Changing schools would mean leaving her friends behind, and I thought she might object to the transition. But when we took the kids to see the lot and model home, they all were excited and immediately on board with the move. They even picked out which rooms would be theirs. 
 
   For me personally, the thought of having something to look forward to other than my next doctor’s appointment was incentive to make the move. I got excited at the prospect of choosing carpets and wall colors instead of focusing on doctors and possible diagnoses. A new home might be just what the doctor ordered. 
 
   Wrong. 
 
   
***
 
   Moving day was June 12, 1993. All of us were excited about moving. Everything went smoothly—purchase of the new home, sale of the old home, even the physical move itself. Because we were moving just a few miles down the road, to the next town over, the move went quickly. The excitement did seem to give me new vigor. I felt as if things might finally turn around, despite the chronic nausea and array of other symptoms. 
 
   The excitement was short-lived, however. Just a few days after moving into the new house, with the new carpets, paints, and cabinetry I had carefully selected myself, I knew something was terribly wrong. 
 
   Everything was new—and that was the problem.
 
    The smell of our new home became intolerable to me. I smelled everything, and it all seemed to cause a reaction. Opening doors and windows seemed to help a little, but clearly I was reacting to my immediate environment. The odors put my emotions on a roller coaster. I would walk into the house after being gone for a few hours and feel like crying for no apparent reason. I couldn’t believe what was happening.
 
    My dream home was making me even more sick! Instead of being a distraction from ongoing illness, the new house compounded my illness.
 
   One day not long after moving in, I experienced a major meltdown. I was avoiding wheat as much as possible in those days, but I thought it would be all right if I ate spelt, a grain from the same grass family as wheat, but not wheat itself. Boy, was I wrong. Combined with the odors of our new home, this choice of food turned out to be a grim call. I had a serious reaction, and for three days I walked around the house in a fog, unable to concentrate, unable to relax, and deeply depressed.
 
   On the second night of this severe reaction, I went outside on the back patio and cried out to God for help. I cried so hard and loud I could hear my own sobs echoing through the woods behind us. Fortunately only four homes in our neighborhood were occupied and none were adjacent to ours. I have no doubt that anyone who heard me would have called 911. 
 
   Our daughter Jessica, eight years old at the time, heard my crying and came outside to see what was the matter. Sitting beside me, she put her arms around me and held me. For thirty minutes, she sat quietly, just holding me as I poured my heart out to the Lord. I know that God used Jessica as the vehicle of His comfort that night, granting her a wisdom and maturity beyond her years for such a time as this. Jessi being quiet for thirty minutes straight is a sort of miracle in itself. Starting in kindergarten, every report card always included a comment to the effect that “Jessica is a lovely little girl who loves to talk. But sometimes she is found talking at inappropriate times.” That particular night, however, Jessi just knew what to do—hold her mother and not say a word.
 
    Instead of looking up, life looked drastically worse for me. Now, on top of my unsolved health issues, I was living in a home that made me sicker by the day—with no idea why or what to do about it. The move created more symptoms and more unanswered questions.
 
   I again began to question God. If this move was a bad call, I wondered why He had allowed us to do it in the first place. Surely He must have known it would only make me sicker. Surely He could have stopped it if He wanted to. Couldn’t He? Questions, questions, questions. I was desperate for answers, not more questions!
 
    Who would have thought a television talk show could turn my life around? 
 
   ***
 
   Not long after the reaction to spelt, my mother received a phone call from her sister living in Florida. My aunt, who happened to be a nurse, told Mom about a Phil Donahue program she had just watched. She said the doctor interviewed on the show might be somebody who could help me with my plethora of health problems. Mom called the local television station and found out that the Donahue episode she inquired about was scheduled to air in Seattle the next day. She got the videotape ready.
 
   Later we got together to watch the show, which featured Dr. Doris Rapp from New York. Intuitively we both knew we were on to something, and we learned a lot of new vocabulary that day. Dr. Rapp was a board-certified environmental medical specialist and pediatric allergist who dealt with children suffering from a range of allergies. She explained to the television audience that food, airborne, and chemical allergies can manifest in many different ways, including physical and emotional symptoms. As I listened to her talk, she seemed to be describing me in a nutshell: I must have become allergic to my environment, to everything around me.
 
   Mom was ready to fly me to New York immediately. She actually called Dr. Rapp’s New York office. Happily she learned that one of the leading environmental medicine doctors in the country had an office in Bellevue, Washington, just a few minutes from my parents’ house. We couldn’t believe it! 
 
   I found the number easily in the phone book. When I called, though, I was devastated to learn that the next available appointment was eight weeks away. Eight weeks! To someone as desperate for hope as I was, that seemed an eternity. I’m sure the receptionist heard the disappointment in my voice. Quickly she mentioned another environmental doctor, Dr. Lillian Bartha, who drove in from Olympia every Tuesday to see patients. The wait to see Dr. Bartha was only two weeks.
 
   I made an appointment to see Dr. Bartha.
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   Redeeming the Call
 
   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
 
    
 
   Just a few days after I made my appointment, a package of information arrived from Dr. Bartha. Among the literature were strict instructions not to wear any perfumes, fabric softeners, make-up, or hairsprays—anything that might cause the more sensitive patients in the building to have an allergic reaction. When I read that, I knew I was going to the right place. Certainly, based on my experience of the last few years, I was one of those “more sensitive” patients. Soon I would have my long-awaited diagnosis, followed shortly by a cure! 
 
   August 10, 1993, could not come soon enough. At my first appointment with Dr. Bartha, she did not seem surprised when I rattled off my unusual constellation of symptoms. Finally I’d found a doctor who understood. In addition to taking my complete health history—no small task—Dr. Bartha gave me a list of recommended books. She described my condition as an “environmental illness” and explained I had become allergic to, or sensitive to, a list of substances in my environment, including food, chemicals, molds, and so on. She encouraged me to become as informed as possible about the subject of environmental illness.
 
   Dr. Bartha could not tell me why this happened. Sometimes an illness like mine results from a one-time overload of toxins or poisons. Sometimes it develops over a long period of time until a person’s detoxification and immune systems no longer can handle the load it comes under. She explained that when a body reaches this point, symptoms as varied as mine may occur. 
 
   The second explanation seemed more logical to my experience. I had figured out earlier that my immune system was on a slippery slope headed south with my yeast overgrowth, infections, fatigue, and so on. The question now was how to reverse the direction my health was going in. 
 
   ***
 
   One of Dr. Bartha’s first suggestions was that I make our bedroom a safe haven—a place where I could escape the outgassing chemicals of our new home during the night hours. That new-house smell comes from the gasses trapped in new carpet, paints, cabinets, particleboard—everything that comes with a new house. What goes in when those items are manufactured must come out when they become part of a home. Most people will notice the odor and assume it’s temporary. Opening doors and windows to let in fresh air helps the outgassing process. The odor, and the gas that causes it, dissipates and eventually finds its way out of the house. Because of my sensitivities, the process would be more complicated. Dr. Bartha recommended we pull up the brand-new carpeting in our brand-new bedroom and bath and put down hardwood and tile instead. Before moving into our new home, I never would have suspected that materials such as carpeting, particleboard, paint, cabinets, and even linoleum could make me sick. But they did.
 
   We had just moved into our new home two months earlier. Major reconstructive surgery on our master bedroom and bath would cause considerable upheaval and expense. So I opted for Plan B. I would sleep in the utility room until the “new” factor of the house outgassed. I was optimistic that eventually the home would be less toxic to me. Sleeping in the utility room would at least keep me away from most of the chemicals during the night, especially the carpet that seemed to be a major culprit. So the laundry room floor became my makeshift bed for the next several months. Each night I took the cushions off our old sofa in the recreation room—old pillows that had outgassed long ago— and laid them on the floor of the utility room. Then I put a cotton towel on top of the cushions, opened the window a crack, and crawled under a pile of old blankets. 
 
   A few weeks after sleeping on the floor of the utility room, however, large sores erupted on my hands. They looked like calluses, but unlike calluses, they were painful to the touch. Even Dr. Bartha said she had never seen anything quite like them. She sent me to a dermatologist, who like Dr. Bartha had no idea what the sores were or what might be causing them. Like so many other aspects of my illness, I was left to solve the mystery myself.
 
   After some rather fine detective work, I discovered the guilty party to be the plastic handles on my curling iron and hair dryer. I was reacting to the plastic. I began to wear cotton gloves whenever I dried or curled my hair. As an added precaution, I wrapped foil around the handles for an extra barrier between the plastic and my skin. I was careful to wear gloves and foil-wrap anything else I came in contact with that was made of plastic. Within a few weeks, all the sores cleared up.
 
   My sensitivity to plastic, I’m fairly confident, occurred because of sleeping on the vinyl floor in the utility room. The flooring is made from the material polyvinyl chloride, or PVC, a type of thermoplastic. Too much of anything coming in contact with my very weak immune system caused me to become sensitive to it. It seemed that the outgassing of the vinyl floor in the utility room proved to be as bad for me as the carpet in my beautiful new bedroom. 
 
   ***
 
   The calendar turned again and 1994 began. After four months in the utility room, I moved to the garage for my makeshift bedroom. I followed the same routine every night with arranging sofa cushions on the floor. I added a large towel to the assembly line, putting it down first in the garage to keep the cushions as clean as possible and off the cement floor. Wanting to be sure the garage was well ventilated, I opened the garage door about three inches—wide enough to let in some fresh air, but narrow enough to keep out any large animal, or human for that matter. Thank goodness we weren’t living in Alaska. Seattle winters were cold enough. 
 
   I did my best to tough it out in the garage and lasted several more months. But after four months in the utility room and four months in the garage, I was finally ready to confront the major surgery of my bedroom. 
 
   In the spring of 1994, we began by ripping up the carpet in our bedroom and bath. Jeff then sealed the plywood flooring with a nontoxic sealant. The idea was to seal in the fumes from the plywood to keep them from outgassing into the bedroom. Jeff was a trooper and did the sealing himself.
 
   The next step was to lay unstained hardwood down in the bedroom and ceramic tile in the bathroom. At my doctor’s suggestion, we also replaced one of our nonopening windows in the bathroom with one we could open to welcome more fresh air.
 
   When the remodeling was completed, we rented a space heater to help expedite any remaining outgassing of chemicals. For a week we alternated between heating up the bedroom to as hot as we could get it, then opening the door and window to remove outgassed air. The remodeling took a total of four months, but in the end it was worth it. It felt good to sleep in my own bedroom again after a year in the new house. 
 
   ***
 
   On the lighter side, my illness did have its advantages. I could pick up a scent from a mile away! Jeff said I had developed such a heightened sense of smell that I could probably get a job working as a bloodhound for the police department. One night our older son arrived home from his first junior high dance. When Jared came through the door, Jeff and I were both excited to hear how everything went. Trying not to sound too anxious or too nosy, we asked casually, “How did it go? Did you have fun?”
 
   Like most kids his age, Jared just said “Fine” and “Yes” and did not give us much information.
 
    Then I asked the question I was most curious about. “Did you dance with anyone?” 
 
   Jared responded with a healthy “No!”
 
   After about a minute I started to smell something. I followed the scent to Jared’s sweater—which reeked of perfume. That much perfume, I knew, did not land on a piece of clothing from just standing around the perimeter of a school dance. Jared, like someone caught with his hand in the cookie jar, sheepishly admitted he had danced with a few girls that night. After a good laugh, I sent him to rinse off in the shower and throw his sweater in the wash. 
 
   ***
 
   Because of my extreme sensitivities, we tried to keep the house as chemical-free as possible. That meant our children had to play with their friends either outside or in the garage. Even the laundry detergent or fabric softeners on their friends’ clothing could trigger an allergic reaction. I could walk into the garage a good half hour after everyone went home and know which friends had been there based on the smell left behind. I knew my children’s friends by their odor!
 
   I also wore a charcoal mask whenever I traveled in the car so I wouldn’t breathe in exhaust fumes. The kids used to argue over who got to ride shotgun with me in the front seat. When I started wearing a mask, all my children suddenly thought the seats in the far back with tinted windows were the best available. Go figure! 
 
   My one big outing each week was going to the grocery store, the Puget Consumers Co-op in neighboring Kirkland, Washington. For a few months, I didn’t go out at all, and Jeff had to cover for me even at the grocery store. Because of my restricted diet, he was not always familiar with the foods on my list—things like rutabagas, turnips, yams, jicamas, bok choy, eggplants, parsnips, kale, sprouts, purple potatoes, and butternut, acorn, and spaghetti squashes. And that was just the produce. The grain section of the store was another challenge. Jeff was more than glad to relinquish the task when I felt well enough to resume shopping. 
 
   Dr. Bartha worked diligently to discover what would unlock the door to my healing. We tried numerous treatments. For instance, biocidin is a Chinese herbal medicine that kills unhealthy bacteria in the gut. Nizoral is an antifungal medication. I tried both of these. To eliminate toxins accumulated in my body, I tried a six-week sauna therapy that included exercise, vitamin B3 supplements, and two twenty-minute saunas each day, five days a week, in a 140-degree sauna. Dr. Bartha also ordered extensive gallbladder tests, and we tried Chinese herbal acupuncture. 
 
   Nothing seemed to work.
 
   Then Dr. Bartha decided to test me for porphyria, which many people with chemical sensitivities test positive for. I, too, tested positive. Porphyria happens when a mechanical breakdown in the body interrupts the ability to make porphyrins, which help form hemoglobin, among other things. Porphyrins function as a metal-binding cofactor in hemoglobin as it transports oxygen from the lungs to tissues throughout the body. 
 
   By 1994 I was limited not only by the select foods I could eat, but also by where I could or could not go. One day the room mother for Jessica’s class called looking for help in the classroom. She asked if I was a stay-at-home mom, clearly hoping I was available during the daytime. If only she knew how stay-at-home I am, I thought. I was the embodiment of the stay-at-home mom. However, because of my chemical sensitivities, I had to tell her I could not help in the classroom. So many places were unsafe for me—schools, restaurants, malls, my friends’ homes, and church. Anywhere I might have contact with chemical odors was off limits. Outdoor activities were the extent of my social life. And in Seattle, outdoor activities are often limited due to inclement weather. My journal became the place where I poured out my feelings about what my life had become.
 
   It is a real lonely place where I am at. Isolation from the world can be a very quiet and lonely place. Just when I think maybe I am making some progress with this illness, I have a setback. The setbacks are getting harder and harder to handle each time. I start to get my hopes up, and then they are thrown to the ground and crushed. I turn to God often on these days. The tears I cannot hide, nor do I need to with my Lord. He sees and feels my pain. I want answers! Why? How much longer, Lord? He speaks to me in that same soft, calm voice. “Be still and know that I am God.” Back to total faith and dependence on Him.
 
   I am torn between two strong desires. One is for God to take me to be with Him this very day, for the pain, despair, and loneliness is closing in on me. My second desire is to stay and see my children grow up, to become adults, and have children of their own. It is imperative for me to stay in close fellowship with God, for He alone can get me through the darkest hours. God, like Job, I cry out for answers. I know they, too, are in Your timing, which is perfect. 
 
   I had been on the injured reserve list long enough, in my opinion. “No pain, no gain” had lost its luster for me. I learned a lot about the human body during this stretch, such as the importance of good nutrition, exercise, the immune system, and how the entire body, mind, and spirit work together. I learned about hope as well—it’s powerful and fragile at the same time. Hope is a form of trust, a form of reliance, upon something or someone outside of myself. I trusted doctors and treatments, medications, and diagnoses. In the end, though, all these things disappointed and I learned that only God is fully trustworthy. I think I became more compassionate during this time. I had more understanding toward others who struggle with long-term illness because of my own experience with it. 
 
   The apostle Paul wrote, “We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purposes” (Romans 8:28). I once heard an analogy that compared the truth of this verse with the preservative and seasoning compound salt. Salt is made from two chemical elements, sodium and chloride. If taken individually, both are poisonous. When they’re combined properly, they make something not only tasty but useful—even critical to our physical well-being. 
 
   Never in my wildest dreams did we think buying a new home would make my condition worse. But it did. God’s redemptive hand was at work, however, and because my illness worsened in the new house, I was finally on the track to a true diagnosis of my illness—and a renewed hope that I might someday get well. Rather than try to figure out whether our move to a new house was truly a bad call, I choose to believe that God turned our bad call into salt and brought good out of it for the well-being of our whole family.
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   Surrender
 
   Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart. —Psalm 37:4 
 
    
 
   
I thought an accurate diagnosis—environmental illness—meant a cure was just around the corner.
 
   I was willing to do anything. I didn’t care how outlandish it sounded. If there was a chance an unconventional treatment would help me be well, I would do it. I trusted Dr. Bartha’s experience with my illness. In 1995, I began a series of enzyme-potentiated desensitization (EPD) shots. These shots contained over four hundred common food, pollen, mold, and chemical allergens. Before and after each shot, I followed a strict regimen of vitamins and minerals. The plan was to do this every two or three months for several years. 
 
   Under Dr. Bartha’s care, I also tried a macrobiotic diet—supposedly an extremely healthy way of eating. The diet consisted of whole grains, steamed vegetables, seaweeds, lentils, and small amounts of fish. But after a few months on the diet, I lost ten pounds and weighed in, once again, at a whopping one hundred pounds. The macrobiotic diet did, however, show I was sensitive not only to wheat—which I already suspected—but also to many other grains. Dr. Bartha was fairly sure I suffered from malabsorption of the nutrition found in many foods. I now reacted to corn, barley, rice, soy, oats, quinoa, buckwheat, and millet. I had been rotating these grains in and out of my diet since eliminating wheat, and now I had to trash these and work out a new food rotation with the few options I had left.
 
   Whatever it took to get well, I was willing to do it. 
 
   
But I was not getting well. And I didn’t know what to do with that reality. I had long ago progressed from being vaguely unwell and thinking my hormones were out of sync to being noticeably and increasingly unwell for nearly five years.
 
   Five long years during which I received help from neighbors, family members, numerous medical professionals, and even The Phil Donahue Show.
 
    Five long years during which I prayed to God for direction in identifying what was wrong and also for healing.
 
    Five long years of a mysterious illness that affected not only me, but my family as well.
 
   Five long years on a journey that now made me consider whether every food I ate or every surface I touched might make me sick.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   My diagnosis of environmental illness was now a year and a half old, and I was still sick. Finding a diagnosis and finding a cure were two distinct truths. One does not always lead to the other. For some reason I had been under the assumption that once a doctor accurately identified my disease, the cure would be just around the corner. But I was wrong. Changing my diet, remodeling our home, avoiding chemical exposure, sauna therapy, acupuncture—you name it, I tried it. But nothing seemed to jumpstart my immune system enough that healing could begin. 
 
   On a cold Seattle-damp day in early 1995, I had no more fight left in me. None. I was at the end of my resources. I did not see how I could keep going like this and have any semblance of a life. It’s one thing to be ill and be able to see past the end of the illness to the day you will feel well again. It’s quite another to start to think you will always be ill. 
 
   It was not in my nature to give up. By nature, I was optimistic. I was the daughter of a coach. I was the wife of a coach. Though my dad had retired and Jeff had moved on to running a sporting goods store, playing to win was in my blood. I didn’t know anything about giving up. 
 
   I thought back to the 1977 football season, just after Jeff and I married. My dad was in his third year as head coach of the Washington Huskies and was looking at a one win–three loss season at that point. Suffice it to say, many people around town, including some of his players, would have volunteered to pack his bags if he hinted that he wanted to leave. His four-year contract had only a year and a half left. Expectations for him to perform ran high, and rightfully so. With the season at a dismal stall, my dad also fell to an all-time low. 
 
   Alone in his office looking over the goal sheet he had written at the start of the season, Dad saw that few of his goals for the team had been reached. At this lowest point of his coaching career, however, Dad made a poignant decision. He decided that day in his office that he was going to turn everything over to God.
 
   Surrender.
 
   “Lord, if You don’t want me in this profession any longer,” he said, “it’s okay with me. Right here and right now I surrender everything to You: my career, my future, and this football season. Not mine, but Your will be done.” 
 
   This moment of surrender was a pivotal point in both my dad’s career and the 1977 football season. The Huskies’ victory over the University of Oregon the following week was a pivotal game in the history of Washington football. The Huskies won six of their last seven games and earned an invitation to play in the 1978 Rose Bowl, where they beat the powerhouse University of Michigan. 
 
   Surrender is not a popular concept in football. It implies quitting. Losing without even trying to win. This is not a good thing in a competitive sport. Even teams that realistically know they can’t salvage a game will play with dogged determination to the end.
 
   Never quit.
 
   Never give up.
 
    Even though neither my father nor my husband was coaching in 1995, football still carried profound lessons for me. My dad had let go of the control, and the world did not fall apart. He was willing to walk away from his life dreams if that was what God wanted. It was time for me to do the same.
 
    I said to God, “Lord, You know how very much I would like to be well again. But I’m tired. I can’t continue fighting the ups and downs of this illness, the constant battle of trying to get well. If You want me to remain in my present condition forever, I choose to trust You for the grace and strength to endure it. But, as of now, I am surrendering my life and my illness over to You.” 
 
   “The harder you work, the harder it is to surrender,” Vince Lombardi used to say. He was talking about the game of football, but the words held true for me in my battle with environmental illness. The harder I worked at getting well, the harder it was for me to surrender to God. But I was ready now. Ready to surrender the outcome of my efforts. Ready to let go of trying to regain control of my life. I could do all the right things and perhaps I would still not be well. But I would still be in God’s hands. 
 
   That’s the point I came to that day.
 
    No fanfare followed. Nothing in my circumstances changed dramatically. But for a little while a gentle calm lifted the weight I had been carrying for so long.
 
    I wasn’t trying to manipulate God. I had tried that before, and the effort failed. I did not secretly believe that if I surrendered control, then God owed me a better outcome. This surrender was not some sort of twisted strategy for getting what I wanted all along. Rather, my words expressed the heart of someone who had tried everything she knew to get well but still wasn’t. These were the words of one who was ready—truly ready—to surrender everything to God, including my health and my life. I had no expectations that surrendering would change my medical situation for the better. My only hope was that the death grip of struggling to get well would be removed, and perhaps I could find some peace in my life again even if I never got well.
 
   ***
 
   In her book Something More, Catherine Marshall asks the question “Why does God insist on our laying down of our wills even when what we are clamoring for also happens to be His will for us as well?” Her answer is “God is interested in more than our recovery from a specific illness; He is intent on our learning how to obey Him in the totality of life.” She says, “God’s objective is whole men, who are wholly dependent on Him!”4
 
   Rick Warren, author of The Purpose-Driven Life, says, “Surrender is not the best way to live; it is the only way to live. Nothing else works.”5
 
   If we think about it, how can we as individuals truly be about God’s plan and will for our lives until we surrender ourselves completely over to Him? Looking back from the perspective of time, I see how crucial this step of surrender was for me. Learning to trust in its totality, to trust God and His plan for my life, was at the same time both difficult and critical.
 
    And within days of my surrender, on March 14, 1995, God gave me my new marching orders.
The day started like any other. I was home alone, feeling nauseous and overall lousy. I was sitting in the bonus room off of our kitchen when my mind sensed, Move to Arizona.
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   Arizona on My Mind
 
   I have considered my ways and have turned my steps to your statutes. —Psalm 119:59
 
    
 
   Move to Arizona.
 
    That’s all. Nothing else. No ear-splitting thunder. No lightning strike. No
clouds of smoke.
 
   Just Move to Arizona.
 
    I wasn’t sure what to think. Did the words come from my imagination? I didn’t think so. I wasn’t thinking about anything remotely related to Arizona when the words popped into my head. In fact, it felt as if they came from nothing, out of nowhere. I kept this to myself. After all, how would I explain it to anyone?
 
    This thought did not come to me until after I surrendered the outcome of my multifaceted efforts to regain my health. God wanted all of me, and I was finally ready to give what He wanted. I finally surrendered to His plan for my life—even if I could not see clearly what it was. The psalmist reminds us that, “All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be” (Psalm 139:16). I was beginning to understand that God does not go against the free will He gave us. We have to decide whether or not we will move out of the driver’s side and become a passenger on the journey while God chooses the destination.
 
    Move to Arizona.
 
    Up until this point, Jeff and I had never considered moving. Hadn’t we just built—and then remodeled—our dream home? We enjoyed living near my parents. After leaving the University of Washington, Jeff opened a sporting goods store. Why would we move to Arizona? 
 
   The next day I had an appointment with Dr. Bartha. I tentatively broached the crazy idea of moving to Arizona. I had not even said anything to my husband yet. Why was I saying something so outlandish to the first doctor who really understood my illness? 
 
   I didn’t know Dr. Bartha had just been to Arizona. In fact, she returned just the day before my appointment—the day the words came to my mind. I was startled to hear her say, “Many people with environmental illness do better living in a desert climate.” 
 
   I didn’t know much about Arizona. I had never lived there, never considered living there. Now it was all I could think about. At home after the appointment, I pulled out the atlas and flipped to the Arizona page. Just about that time, Jeff walked in with Jessi. Apparently, while I was at my appointment, the school called Jeff to say Jessi was coming down with the chicken pox and he would have to come and get her. Of course my attention shifted to my daughter. But Jeff wasn’t blind. He could see what I was looking at. 
 
   After I got Jessi settled in bed, Jeff asked me the obvious question. What was I doing looking at a map of Arizona? It was time to tell him the story of the words Move to Arizona coming into my head. Then I relayed Dr. Bartha’s comment that the desert climate helped ease suffering for some people. And that was the end of the conversation. 
 
   It might have been the end of the topic for good except for a random comment the next day. Jeff found himself in a conversation about environmental illness with a stranger. A woman Jeff talked to at work told him that a friend of hers, who also has the condition, recently moved to Arizona and was doing much better. 
 
   Three days in a row Arizona made headlines at our house. I was beginning to think this meant something. I was beginning to feel sure where the words came from.
 
   God. God was sending me a message.
 
    Later that evening, Jeff and I talked about the possibility of moving to Arizona. Neither of us was excited about the idea. We hoped that we had worked the problems out of our new house and that, under Dr. Bartha’s care, our home could be a place for me to heal. Uprooting everything we knew, and the lives of our children, to venture into the unknown had little appeal. After a bit of discussion, though, Jeff and I decided to give it two more years. At the end of that time, if my health had not improved, we would revisit the idea of moving to Arizona.
 
   ***
 
   Over the next couple of weeks, however, something strange happened. Both our hearts softened toward moving to Arizona. Suddenly two years seemed an awfully long time to wait to see if my health would improve in Washington, especially if I could start feeling better sooner by living in Arizona. Besides that, Jeff was now in the process of selling the sporting goods store he was running. Within a couple of months, he would have to start looking for a new job anyway. It didn’t make sense to start a new venture in Seattle if in the back of our minds we were thinking of moving to Arizona.
 
   I would move to Arizona in a heartbeat if it meant getting well. I was sure of that. But there was no guarantee my health would change. What if we turned our lives inside out for nothing? I was also a little gun-shy about life-changing decisions. The last one we made was to build a new home—which turned out to make me more sick than I already was. Facing another life-changing choice was overwhelming. But I knew God held the future. All I could do was turn the decision over to Him. I prayed, “Lord, if You want us to move, then open all the doors of opportunity in Arizona and close them in Washington. If we’re not supposed to move, then close all the doors in Arizona and open them in Washington.” 
 
   This process was not without doubt. A friend of mine who also suffered from environmental illness seemed to be getting better while continuing to live in Washington. I wondered why this could not be the case for me. Why should I be the one to uproot my life and haul my family away from everything familiar—including my parents—in order to get well? 
 
   Yet the words came to me, Move to Arizona. It was such a clear message, such a strong impression. Sometimes God says, “Stretch out your hand” (Mark 3:5) and he heals right on the spot. Sometimes God says, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (John 9:7) and he heals. Could the words “Move to Arizona” be God’s way of healing me? If so, I could not resist. My questions would just have to go on the shelf. 
 
   ***
 
   Jeff began to put out feelers for jobs both in Seattle and in Arizona. I called school districts, chambers of commerce, and other people with environmental illness living in Arizona to gather information. My trail of contacts led me to a woman who also lived in Seattle and, along with her two children, suffered from environmental illness. I discovered Penny’s family had just purchased forty acres of land near Snowflake, Arizona, and planned to build an environmentally safe home there. 
 
   Penny told me her story about environmental illness and their decision to move to Arizona. She encouraged me to trust God and move forward wherever He led us. But was God leading us to Arizona? Or was all this talk of Arizona just a meaningless coincidence? Not being 100 percent sure where God was leading kept us from moving full throttle ahead.
 
   After a couple of weeks of gathering information via the telephone, I decided it was time for Jeff to go on a scouting trip for our family. We would never know what might await us if someone didn’t get on a plane and go to Arizona and investigate the possibilities. To get the lowest fare, I booked a reservation three weeks in advance. That meant he was scheduled to leave Seattle on May 2, 1995. We weren’t sure if the sale of the store would be complete by then or when his obligation to the business would end. As it turned out, everything was finalized and Jeff turned over the keys to the store on May 1.
 
   One night during the time we were planning Jeff’s trip, I had a dream. Actually it was more of a nightmare. The sensation was eerily like the nightmares I suffered in 1992, and this dream seemed to predict something bad would happen if we moved to Arizona. When I woke in the morning, I questioned whether or not we were doing the right thing. Everything up to this point suggested that at least exploring opportunities made sense, but the dream rattled me. Then I remembered Paul’s words to Timothy, “God does not give us a spirit of timidity” (2 Timothy 1:7). This was not God speaking to me in the oppressive darkness and fear of my nightmares. 
 
   I was all the more determined to find out if God truly wanted us to move to Arizona. The dream, it seemed to me, was Satan’s attempt to scare me, to manipulate me away from following where God was leading. If that was true, then God surely meant for us to move to Arizona.
 
   Jeff contacted the Show Low, Arizona, School District to see if they had any job openings. They didn’t. But in nearby Holbrook a high school was looking for a new head football coach. Another phone call landed Jeff an interview in Holbrook, Arizona, a small town in the northeastern part of the state.
 
   On May 2, Jeff was on a plane that lifted from the airport in Seattle and on his way to a whirlwind tour of Arizona. 
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   Surprised by Grace
 
   “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.” —Luke 22:42
 
    
 
   Jeff landed in Phoenix, Arizona, rented a car, and drove northeast through the towns of Show Low and Snowflake before arriving in Holbrook. Two days later, the school district there offered Jeff a job coaching football and teaching at the high school. He continued to follow up on other job leads, though. We wanted to be sure he ended up just where he was supposed to be. He drove due west to Flagstaff and then south to Sedona and Prescott. All along the way, he called on schools. 
 
   While Jeff was touring Arizona, I was busy in Washington tracking down additional leads. My cousin Trudy, a high school teacher in Tucson, thought there might be a coaching vacancy at the school where she taught. I passed the message on to Jeff, and he called the Tucson Unified School District and set up yet another interview. On his way to Tucson, Jeff stopped in Phoenix and interviewed with an insurance agency. In Tucson, Jeff interviewed for the coaching job and also for a position as an on-call banker with Bank of America. 
 
   By the end of the trip, Jeff had interviewed with four different employers and received four offers. At the same time, every possibility he pursued in Seattle ended up in a dead end. It was becoming clear to us that God had answered my prayer exactly as I asked. Doors opened where we were supposed to go, and doors closed where we weren’t supposed to be. Neither of us had any doubt at this point that God meant for us to move to Arizona.
 
   Jeff narrowed the job offers down to the two in Tucson but was still not sure which one was right. I secretly thought, and even hoped, we would be moving to the northern part of the state, but that appeared not to be the case. Once again I had to let go and trust that God was directing Jeff.
 
   On May 12, my mother flew to Tucson to help Jeff look for some land. We knew we wanted to build an environmentally safe home that would eliminate some of the stress on my immune system and help my body heal. This time around we understood far more about my condition and were ready to do things right. It took Mom and Jeff just a couple of days to find a piece of property, an architect, and a contractor with experience in building environmentally safe homes. We decided to build two structures—the main house and a pool house large enough for Mom and Dad to live in during the winter months. Ever since Dad retired from coaching two years earlier, my parents had been looking for a place to spend their winters. And Tucson had always been on their list. We decided a pool house would serve both as a winter getaway for Mom and Dad and a guesthouse the rest of the year. Being chemically sensitive made having houseguests difficult. But a pool house would allow some separation between me and the chemicals and smells that guests might bring into my environment, and so more people could visit us. It seemed a win-win situation. 
 
   Two days later was Mother’s Day. I was home alone in Seattle, sick as usual, with three children. Twelve hundred miles away, my mother and my husband were making decisions that were going to change my life. God gave me a Mother’s Day to remember! 
 
   At eight in the morning, Jeff called to wish me a happy Mother’s Day, long distance style. We talked for a few minutes, then he put my mother on the phone so I could wish her a happy Mother’s Day, long distance style. 
 
   No breakfast in bed this year.
 
    No Sunday morning gifts. My children had brought handmade gifts home from school a few days earlier, but they were eager to have me open them, so we didn’t wait. So I had nothing to open on Mother’s Day itself.
 
   But it was a gorgeous day, especially by Seattle standards. The sun was shining and birds flitted and darted through the sky. The smell of spring permeated the air. The day turned out to be anything but ordinary, however. My life teetered on the brink of transformation.
 
    My son Jared asked for a ride to his youth group at church. I hopped in the car to shuttle him over there—only to discover a flat tire. Jared filled it with air and I called Jeff for his advice.
 
    “All four tires are old and need to be replaced,” he said. 
 
   I had my mandate for the day. A few phone calls yielded some options for tire stores open for business on Sunday, and I chose the nearest one. The gentleman behind the counter was friendly and told me it would take about an hour to put new tires on the car.
 
   An hour. I had some time to try to absorb what was happening. We were really going to move to Arizona. We were really going to build another house. We were really putting my health at the top of the priority list in our decisions. I went for a walk while I pondered these realities.
 
   A few blocks down the road I came across a cemetery. In the middle of the cemetery, I spotted a marble statue of Jesus. The serenity of the place invited me in, and it seemed like a lovely place to be alone with the Lord for a few minutes.
 
   I had not been there long when I smelled a familiar scent—one I could not possibly be smelling! It was a scent from my past, the scent of my Grandmother Hoobler, the way she smelled, the way her house smelled. I inhaled deeply, soaking up a physical sensation that my mind told me could not be happening. So many memories flooded my mind. Special events. Special people. Special conversations. Loved ones now deceased.
 
   I hated to leave that quiet place when it was time to go pick up the car. But the scent was gone. I sniffed the air, longing for any hint of it, but it was gone. On the way back to the car, the experience lingered and once again words came to my mind with clarity I could not explain.
 
    It is Mother’s Day. Your mother is in Arizona. That scent you enjoyed, the one of your grandmother, means, My child, you are not alone.
 
   In some miraculous way my grandmother spent the morning with me. Tears began to fall with a sensation I would be hard pressed to explain. Joy. Love. Comfort. Gratitude.
 
   At home I called my children together and shared what had happened. I told them how I spent the morning in the cemetery in prayer and asked if they had ever smelled something that reminded them of someone or some place. My children never knew Grandmother Hoobler, but I wanted them to know what she meant to me. 
 
   Jordan was only seven years old. With childlike faith and understanding, he said, “God sent you your grandmother to keep you company on Mother’s Day.”
 
   I stood in amazement. I’m not sure what amazed me more—that God sent my grandmother to spend Mother’s Day with me or the simplistic faith of my seven-year-old son.
 
    Did God actually send my grandmother’s spirit to spend an hour with me on that day in 1995? Probably not. But did God somehow fill my surroundings with her scent and, along with it, precious memories? Definitely so. That Mother’s Day was a true gift from God at a time when I needed reassurance that I was not alone. Jeff and I were obeying the best way we knew how, and God was leading the way. 
 
   ***
 
   Jeff still had to decide between two job offers, the on-call banking position or a high school teaching and coaching job in Tucson. Of course the thought of getting back into coaching made his blood pump harder, but the school job had a glitch. Before the offer could be official, the district had to post the position sometime later in the summer. Only then could the school make an official offer. That left a lot of wiggle room for something to go wrong, so Jeff went with the sure thing. He accepted the banking job that would provide immediate income for his family.
 
   On June 19, we put our dream home on the market. This was our going-tostay-here-and-live-in-it-forever home. We handpicked everything about that house. This was supposed to be the place our children would come home to as they grew and moved into adulthood and started their own families. When we built it, we could not have imagined that only a couple of years later we would be selling it. 
 
   Two short weeks after listing the house, we had a solid offer, and the whirlwind began. We had so little time to sit around pondering our adjustments. We had to get busy and get things done! The buyers wanted to close in six weeks, around August 17. The very same day our home sold, I received a response to an inquiry about an environmentally safe home we could rent in Tucson while we built our new home. We were all set.
 
   Then I called the school district to find out when classes would start for our children. I presumed it would be sometime after Labor Day and thought we would have at least a couple of weeks to acclimate to our new surroundings. I was shocked to discover school started on August 21! I could see the timing of everything was coming together. On August 18, movers loaded our worldly possessions into a truck and by 6:30 in the evening we were on the road. 
 
   Little did I know when I surrendered my illness to God that just a few months later He would lead us to a new land. 
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   My Private Balcony
 
   Let us go to the house of the Lord. —Psalm 122:1
 
    
 
   We drove straight through from Seattle to Tucson. With the chance of poor air quality, lingering scents, carpet, and upholstered furniture, a hotel room could make me debilitatingly ill. A few hours of rest was not worth the risk. 
 
   In southern Nevada we stopped for ice cream in the barren desert. In the oppressive August heat, the ice cream began to melt as soon as it hit the outside air. It dribbled from the kids’ cones and oozed down their arms. In Seattle, ice cream was a leisurely enjoyment. In the desert, we realized, ice cream demanded the expediency of a hundred-yard dash.
 
   The scenery was just as oppressive as the heat—nothing for miles and miles. A national park bore the name Death Valley, and it was easy to see why. This was not a region where you would want your worst enemy to break down. 
 
   Jeff looked at our son Jordan in the rearview mirror and noticed his deer-in-the-headlights look.
 
    “What’s wrong?” we asked.
 
   “This is what we’re moving to?” 
 
   Having lived his entire life in the lush, colorful Pacific Northwest, Jordan found the Nevada desert unnerving. And he didn’t quite have his geography straight yet. We were still a long way from Tucson, but he assumed our new home would look like the Nevada desert.
 
    “It’s not like this,” we said quickly.
 
   “It’s not?”
 
   “No. Not all deserts are created equal. The Tucson desert is much prettier. It’s surrounded by mountains and has a lot more plant life.”
 
   This soothed Jordan’s mind for the time being, so we opted to neglect to mention the poisonous snakes and scorpions that adorned the Tucson landscape. Our children would have plenty of time to learn certain realities. 
 
   We arrived in Tucson at one o’clock in the morning on August 20, one day before the kids were to start school. We went straight to the environmentally safe home where we had arranged to rent some of the rooms. We used two of the bedrooms, and another person with the same kind of illness lived in the third bedroom. 
 
   Seattle to Tucson is a grueling drive when you barrel straight through. Exhausted from the trip, we welcomed the opportunity to sleep. After a good rest, I was excited to wake up in what I had come to think of as my Promised Land. In the daylight, Jeff showed us the lay of the land. We scoped out the kids’ schools, the property where our home was being built, and Jeff’s office. We were ready to begin our new life. And I waited for the healing properties of the Promised Land to flow through my body. It couldn’t happen fast enough to suit me.
 
   And it didn’t.
 
   
***
 
   I thought moving to Arizona would signify the end of my pain and suffering. My illness would be no more in this land of milk and honey. At the very least, I expected signs of improvement.
 
   Instead, I got even more sick during those early months in Arizona. Rather than eliminating some of my old symptoms, I added new ones to the list. I reacted to my new environment more seriously than ever before—something I would not have thought possible before it happened. My throat began to constrict when I ate certain foods. This was a new and frightening experience. Also, every time I stepped into the desert heat—every time I went outside—the glands in my neck became painful to the touch. Getting into a hot car was the worst trigger. 
 
   So much for the Promised Land. Like the Israelites in the Old Testament, I yearned to be back in my Egypt, my familiar Seattle, where at least I knew what was going to make me sick. At least there I’d had a home that we had made safe for me. Now it seemed as if every move I made was uncertain. Would I be able to breathe if I ate this food? Would I be in pain if I left the house for simple tasks that are part of every mother’s life? Memories of bad calls I’d made in the past haunted me, and I began to wonder if turning our lives inside out and moving to a new state was the most colossal bad call of them all.
 
   It was Jeff’s fault. That’s what I decided. I blamed him for choosing Tucson rather than the northern part of the state where I first wanted to move. He must have missed God’s leading.
 
   After getting mad at Jeff, I got mad at God. He moved us away from Washington only for me to get worse! Did God even care? Was He leading us or off somewhere minding His own business? Did He have the power to help me or not? Maybe God didn’t really love me.
 
   Maybe God wasn’t there at all.
 
    
Discouragement and doubt assaulted my outlook on just about everything. My journal recorded my vacillating faith and doubt. 
 
   These days, I’m feeling like the Israelites must have felt when God was taking them through the desert to the Promised Land. They grumbled and complained. They lost heart, and they lost faith. They asked Him, “Why did you bring us out of Egypt only to have the Amorites destroy us and to die in this desert?” In the same breath they acknowledged the God of miracles who brought them safely out of Egypt and also doubted He had the power to save them from their enemies. Oh! If only I had more faith. If only I could remember the miracles of yesterday when confronted with the trials of today. God, help me be strong in faith and trust in You again. 
 
   Just like the Israelites, I grumbled and complained. Just like for the Israelites, seeds of doubt and discouragement, which I failed to uproot, grew into fullsized sequoias.
 
   I was a spiritual failure.
 
    God, in His mercy, reminded me of the apostle Peter. He was a man who spent three years with Jesus observing miracles up close, yet he still denied knowing Jesus when the going got rough—not once, but three times. Though not happy with my discouragement and unbelief, I knew God understood it and loved me anyway.
 
   
***
 
   A couple of months into this downward spiral, something wonderful began to happen. My health improved.
 
    I had been nauseous for four solid years, and now this symptom subsided.
 
   My energy level rose.
 
   I heard myself laughing once again in ways I had not laughed in years.
 
   I was enjoying life.
 
   The desert air seemed to agree with me after all. As my health began to flourish, so did my faith. I was able to see God’s wisdom in moving us to Arizona and was finally able to thank Him properly. I don’t know why my health declined so much before beginning to improve. It might be that my body was adapting to climate change, or it might be that I was going through a detoxification process, which causes a worsening of symptoms in the short term in an effort to heal in the long term.
 
    About five months into our journey in Arizona, around the first of the new year, I resolved that I was strong enough to do something I hadn’t done in years—go to church with my family. Since the summer of 1993, I had been unable to go to church because of my chemical sensitivities. Perfumes, colognes, hair sprays, deodorants, shampoos, hand lotions—it all had the potential to make me sick. I could never know what fragrance would waft from the person sitting next to me or in front of me or behind me or even across the aisle. 
 
   I didn’t want to be foolish, however. I was still a long way from feeling normal enough to go into a public setting without thinking ahead. I was still apprehensive about exposing myself unnecessarily to chemical vapors. But a possible solution occurred to me.
 
   All we needed was a private balcony.
 
   I asked God to help us find a church with a balcony where no one else sat. If I could sit with my family away from the rest of the congregation, I could worship God in a church, sing with live music, and hear the words of a pastor without a radio or television.
 
    Yes, a private balcony. This may seem like a silly prayer request, but my newly reinforced faith believed that God could answer such a request and that He delights in doing so. I had no clue how I would find this church. Would God speak to me in another message to my mind? Would the information I needed leap off the yellow pages? Would church secretaries think I was a complete idiot if I called them and asked, “Do you have a private balcony?”
 
   It took a week. That’s all.
 
   ***
 
   Enter Mark, a boy in our daughter’s fifth-grade class. Each day when Jessi got home from school, she would tell us all about the new friends she was making and what they had been up to that day. The names were an unfamiliar tangle of information to Jeff and me, but gradually we noticed that one name popped up more than the others. Mark. Everything was “Mark this” and “Mark that.” Either Jessi’s class included a disproportionate number of boys named Mark or one very special Mark was getting a lot of airtime in her conversations with us. As Valentine’s Day approached, Jessi asked me to take her to the store to buy a gift for Mark. After much deliberation, Jessi chose a peace sign necklace she thought Mark would like and gave it to him the next day. 
 
   When Jessi came home from school that day, she was chattering as she always did—about Mark, as usual. When the phone rang, though, her mood changed. It was Mark on the phone, and the disappointment in her face as she listened to his words might as well have been on a billboard. No one could miss it. 
 
   Mark’s dad had told him he could not accept Jessi’s gift. Crestfallen, Jessi tried to remember everything Mark said. It was something about the peace symbol being demonic. Mark’s dad would be happy to talk with us and answer any questions.
 
   The dejection in my daughter sliced right through me. Mark’s father certainly would get a phone call! Mark was her best friend in a new school, and all she wanted to do was give him a token gift to let him know she enjoyed their friendship. It was innocent. Cute. Her feelings had nothing to do with demons.
 
   Mark’s dad was calm, polite, and informative. He explained to me that the peace sign was actually an inverted cross and was, among other things, called “the cross of Nero” and the symbol of the Antichrist. He believed that the peace sign was used by the founder of the Church of Satan as a backdrop to his altar and that Satanists continued to use the symbol during their initiation rites of new members.
 
   I had never heard this. The last thing I wanted to do was promote symbolism tied to Satan!
 
    During our brief conversation, in addition to learning the background of the symbol, I discovered that Mark’s father was both a former University of Arizona football player and a pastor. As I listened to him talk, I wondered if this was the way God would show us a church. As a local pastor, perhaps he would know the layout of some of the churches. Edging out on a limb, I told him about my health and that we were new to the area. I asked my crazy question: “Do you know any churches with a balcony nobody sits in?”
 
   Immediately he invited us to his church. His congregation met in a small theater with an unused balcony. Just a week after I started to pray for a private balcony, God delivered.
 
   The following Sunday, our entire family attended Fellowship Bible Church, where Pat McClanahan was the pastor. This would mark the first time in more than two and a half years that we worshiped together as a family. Tears slid down my cheeks through most of the service. I couldn’t stop them, and I didn’t want to. My youngest son was concerned, but I reassured him my tears were tears of joy, not sorrow. I was not crying because I was sick. I cried because my heart overflowed with gratitude for God’s love and faithfulness. God led us to Arizona so my healing could begin. He led us to this church where my family could experience God together. This was truly a new season, and I looked forward to life in my Promised Land, with no desire to go back to Egypt.
 
    We fell in love with Fellowship Bible Church. Jeff and Pastor Pat had an immediate connection—football. They also became biking buddies, touring together on the Sierra roads, sharing great fellowship and of course a football story or two. It wasn’t long before Pastor Pat recruited Jeff to play in the church’s praise and worship band.
 
    Tucson and Fellowship Bible Church were definitely feeling like home. The only glitch now was the construction of the actual home we expected to live in. We were well past the date when we had expected to move in.
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   Poolside
 
   The God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast.
—1 Peter 5:10
 
    
 
   When we arrived in Tucson in August, the plan was to move into our new permanent home in January—or February at the latest. When we flipped our calendars to January, however, the house was not nearly ready and wouldn’t be any time soon. Our contractor finished the pool house by mid-January, though, so we moved in there. 
 
   Think camping, but without sagging tent walls or cooking over the outdoor fire. Not only were there the five of us, but now we had a puppy, Jade (pronounced J. D.). We arrived at her name for two reasons. First, she too had to have a ”J” name to fit into our family, and second, we found her at the humane society on my father’s birthday. Since Dad’s full name is Donald Earl James, we flipped the letters around and came up with JA for James, DE for Donald Earl. When I told Dad over the phone that we named our new dog after him, I’m not sure he took it as a great honor. But I thought it was only fitting that the Dawgfather of Washington football have a dog named after him.
 
   The dog was actually our last bartering chip in getting our kids excited about moving to Arizona. Well, okay, it was a flat-out bribe. Before we moved, we told Jared he could have a four-wheeler, but that was when we thought we were moving to northern Arizona to live on thirty acres. We told Jessi we would think about buying her a horse, which also did not turn out to be practical without the thirty acres. Ironically, our subdivision was named Wild Horse Ranch Estates, but the rules did not allow horses. After these preliminary ploy tactics collapsed, we pulled out our final weapon, the promise of a puppy. 
 
   Jade was definitely a desert dog, running with the coyotes at every chance she got. This made us wonder whether, along with the chow and German Shepherd mix in her blood, there was some coyote in her gene pool as well. She was a great dog. One day after her morning jaunt, Jade entered the pool house with something in her mouth. She took it to Jessi, who was sound asleep on the bedroom floor, and dropped her gift on Jessi’s face. Jade’s prized possession turned out to be the fresh femur bone of a mule deer, complete with blood, muscle, and fur. Needless to say, Jessi was not as impressed by the bloody remains as Jade was. 
 
   We purchased some outdoor wicker furniture to use during our sojourn in the pool house with the thought that we would use it on the back patio when we moved into the main house. We had two wicker chairs, a small wicker sofa, and a couple of side tables. We also purchased a television set, an air mattress, and sleeping bag for each of the kids, and a king-size organic cotton mattress for Jeff and me, which we planned to use in our new master bedroom. 
 
   ***
 
   Mom and Dad flew down several times to check out the progress. After their second time of sleeping on the floor in the pool house, however, they decided to wait until the main house was completed before visiting again. With seven people and a lively dog, quarters were cramped. 
 
   The adventure of camping in the middle of a construction site wore thin. The air mattresses sprang leaks. What began as a comfortable night’s rest inevitably turned into our children lying directly on the hard tile floor. After five months of this, the fun dissipated. I was more than ready to move into the main house when it was finally ready in June 1996. 
 
   We used every precaution imaginable to make this new house as devoid of chemicals as possible. Almost all the materials were non-outgassing. The design included a ten-foot separation between the main house and the garage, laundry room, and pool house. This separation prevented any odors or car fumes from drifting into the main house. For framing, we used steel beams and “ice block,” cubicles made out of Styrofoam and steel that are stacked and filled with cement to create a thick, inert outer wall. We installed ceramic tile throughout the house, though we chose not to use the popular Southwestern Saltillo tile due to the need to seal that type of tile periodically. 
 
   The cabinets were custom-made and stained with a natural plant-based product, and all sealants and paints used throughout the house were environmentally safe. Aluminum sheeting placed between the insulation and drywall would prevent particles or odors from the insulation from entering the living area. Three HEPA (high-efficiency particulate air) filters installed with the heating and cooling units provided constant air purification. Each unit contained three filter types, an antimicrobial polyester filter to remove large particles, a carbon filter to remove common odors and gases, and a HEPA filter to remove 99.97 percent of all particles .3 microns and larger in size. A charcoal water filter purified all the water in the house, and a reverse osmosis filter under the kitchen sink further purified the drinking water. 
 
   We knew what we were doing this time around, and we were not taking any chances.
 
    Unpacking our belongings after ten months of living out of suitcases was like Christmas morning. Boxes dusty from long months in storage spilled into every room and we went to work on the job of moving in properly. We arranged furniture, pulled out the familiar knickknacks and photos, and made this house our home. Our three children had shared the same bedroom for almost a year, and now they were delighted to have their own rooms. They even got excited about putting their clothes away—though that did not prove to be a permanent habit!
 
    Just a few weeks after moving into the main house, we experienced what the locals called the Fifty-Year Flood. It rained so hard that the dry streambed that ran through our property looked more like the Colorado River in springtime. Supposedly, rains fell that heavily only once every fifty years. It did prove to be the heaviest flood we ever experienced in Tucson. For us it was a picture of abundance after an arduous, desperately long season in our lives. 
 
   ***
 
   As the days passed, my health continued to improve. The house, along with the Arizona climate, apparently was just what I needed. I bloomed like a rose in the desert, hardly daring to believe that I was finally, after all these years, on the road to physical health.
 
   But long habits die hard. For so long I had been suspicious about everything. Would this food trigger a reaction and make my stomach sick? Would touching this surface give me a rash? Would going to a new place spark an unpredictable reaction? These questions governed every move I made, every decision I faced. I had longed to feel better physically, but I had not considered what the journey would be like emotionally. Despite the improvements in my physical health, I struggled with believing I was really getting better. While I enjoyed more latitude in what I ate and in my environment, emotions associated with my illness haunted me. I still felt trapped. Despite my new freedoms, in many ways I was still locked in a prison of fear, anxiety, doubt, and guilt. If I was truly going to be healed, I had to find my way out of these traps. If my body healed but my psyche did not, then I would not truly be well.
 
   One night, after I ate some candy, I lay in bed thinking and began feeling extremely anxious about the candy. I had eaten junk food! Was it going to make me sick? And I felt guilty. If I got sick, it would be my own fault. At the height of my illness, eating a candy bar was strictly forbidden. Even though I knew I was feeling so much better physically, I carried the psychological weight of being afraid I was undoing my own progress. 
 
   That’s when God reminded me of Paul’s words in Romans 14:23: “The man who has doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and everything that does not come from faith is sin.” God showed me that night how I was having doubts about whether I should, or could, eat a candy bar. And the result? I was feeling guilty about it, as though I had done something wrong even though it was not making me sick. I knew then that I needed to remove the doubts about whether or not it was permissible for me to eat certain foods or go certain places. I needed to start walking in faith. I needed to believe it was all right for me to do things I had avoided for so long. I needed to believe I was truly was getting well. As long as I remained captive to guilt and anxiety, I was still in bondage to my illness.
 
   I began contemplating Luke 10:19 before each meal: “I have given you the authority to trample on snakes and scorpions and to overcome all the power of the enemy: nothing will harm you.” This seemed to help me keep my focus on God and not what I was eating. I was able to eat in faith. I quoted the same verse to myself whenever I went to a place where I was uncertain about the air quality. This verse helped me break down some of the psychological bondage that kept me from healing emotionally as well as physically.
 
   God knew exactly what I needed to heal, both physically and psychologically. Move to Arizona.
 
    I had spent my whole life admiring the role of head coach in a football game. I was a coach’s daughter, after all. Players have to trust the coach and do what he says. Now I finally understood that the Head Coach in my life knew what He was doing. Even when the play sounded outlandish—move to Arizona—listening to my Head Coach made the difference in winning the game. The God of all grace did indeed, after I suffered a little while, restore me and make me strong, firm, and steadfast. I’m glad we jumped on the bandwagon and ran the play the way our Head Coach called it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Third Quarter
 
   Driving Toward the Goal
 
    
 
   If you make an astounding play in the first three minutes of the game, you are still a long way from winning the game. 
 
    
 
   The team that wins the game is the team that consistently drives toward the goal at every opportunity. Setbacks happen, but you keep going. You concentrate on the next play, the next down, the next ten yards. One tackle or one interception does not put you out of the game. Multiple body slams don’t change your direction. You get up and figure out what comes next. The strategy might change because you’ve learned something about how the opposition operates, but your eye is still on the goal. Consistent forward progress is what keeps the opponent on edge. 
 
    
 
   The years of my illness were full of tough plays in my life. In the end, though, the experience made me even more determined to stay in the game. And I was ready to be a serious player. 
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   Spirit Encounter
 
   Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory. —Ephesians 1:13–14
 
    
 
   Growing up in church, I heard about the Holy Ghost. And I was frightened. I knew He existed, of course, because I learned about the Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. But I was far more comfortable thinking about God the Father, who was almighty and fatherly, and God the Son, who loved me enough to give His life for me. I never was sure what to do with the Holy Ghost, who gave me a case of the heebie-jeebies. How could a “ghost” have anything to do with God? Was this some form of ethereal, swirling transparent being who would wake me in the night with a fright, like the ghosts of Charles Dickens in A Christmas Carol? Was he friendly and mischievous like Casper? When I was a child, the place of the Holy Spirit in my life did not come through loud and clear the way God the Father and God the Son did. 
 
   Even as an adult, for many years I knew little about the Holy Spirit. During my illness, I encountered demons. I knew the spiritual world was real, and I believed God was active in my life in a spiritual way. In 1996, with my health improving, a return to regular church participation, and our new life in Arizona settling into a routine, I became curious about this Spirit whom Jesus called “holy.” At the time, I did not understand where this desire to understand more came from, but it was such a persistent urging that I could not ignore it or set it aside for later. The time had come for me to delve in and find out what the Holy Spirit was all about and what He had to do with my life. At first I thought I would read what others had to say about the Holy Spirit. After all, the list of books about the Holy Spirit written by learned and accomplished scholars is long. I was an avid reader, and my natural inclination was to turn to the work of other people to satisfy my new thirst. 
 
   But I decided not to. I wanted to know what the Bible had to say, directly, without being influenced in my reading by someone else’s opinion or interpretation.
 
   For a time during the fall of 1996 I spent an hour or two each day reading all the parts of the Bible I could find about the Holy Spirit. I kept notes of what I read and how I thought the pieces fit together. I had read the Bible before. It was not as if the language of these verses was unfamiliar. At the same time, the words were brand-new. This time around I was actually interested in understanding what the Bible said about the Holy Spirit. It was not enough to know the words and phrases that describe the Holy Spirit. I longed to know what the ministry of the Holy Spirit had to do with my own life. I was finally at a point where the reality of the spiritual world made sense to me, but I could never fully understand this reality without encountering the Holy Spirit.
 
   I wrote notes about how the Holy Spirit works in our lives: teacher, counselor, guide, prayer intercessor, and helper. Along with many other things, the Holy Spirit gives joy, freedom, spiritual gifts, and eternal life. He also reproves, sends, empowers, and testifies.
 
   I also wrote notes about the fruit of the Spirit, or the characteristics that the Holy Spirit produces in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. The gifts of the Spirit are meant to help the church function efficiently: wisdom, faith, knowledge, healing, miraculous powers, prophecy, distinguishing between spirits, speaking in tongues, teaching, preaching, leadership, encouragement, evangelists, serving, leadership, and more.
 
   I studied the ways the Holy Spirit speaks to us: through the Bible, and through others, such as a pastor, friend, or even a total stranger. Some of the less obvious ways the Spirit speaks include dreams, visions, words of instruction, and revelations. I discovered the ways in which God can speak to us are virtually unlimited—as unlimited as God Himself is. 
 
   What I found most fascinating in my study of the Holy Spirit, however, was the importance Jesus placed on the third person of the Trinity. Before His crucifixion, Jesus told His disciples that it was good He was going away. Unless He went away, the Counselor, or Holy Spirit, could not come (John 16:7). And He later told His disciples that they were not to leave Jerusalem until the gift His Father promised—the Holy Spirit—came (Acts 1:4). Jesus said that when the Holy Spirit came upon them, His followers would receive power to be His witnesses throughout the world. Fifty days after Jesus’ death, the Holy Spirit was poured out at Pentecost (Acts 2:1–4). 
 
   ***
 
   After my time of studying the Holy Spirit daily came to an end, I felt I knew much more than I ever took in during previous readings of these passages. I successfully rounded up the information I sought, and I had a collection of notes I could refer to whenever I needed a refresher course.
 
   But it wasn’t enough. My thorough notes did not satisfy my thirst to know the Holy Spirit in my life. I was sure God was leading me down this path of understanding the Holy Spirit in my life, and I knew there had to be more. My question was “What next?” I had finished studying about the Holy Spirit. Specifically, what did God want me to do next? How would this information make a difference in my life? 
 
   At that moment I felt God telling me to put down my Bible. Just put it down.
 
    And pray.
 
   I put the Bible down. I began to pray. What happened next was like nothing I ever experienced before in my life—or since.
 
   I lifted up the goodness of God through prayer and praise. Suddenly it felt as if I were in the presence of God. Pure love, powerful and wonderful, engulfed me, and I never wanted it to leave. From the center of this incredible enveloping presence, I began to pray in a language I had never heard of before—and certainly never spoke before. I was in communion with God in an entirely new and wonderful way.
 
    Time sped by, even though I was motionless for forty-five minutes. I’m not sure if I was unable to move or just chose not to, for fear of losing God’s presence. Those forty-five minutes were pure bliss, and no human worry could penetrate the presence of love.
 
   Years earlier I read a story about a person who survived and lived to tell about a near-death experience. I didn’t remember the details of this article, but I did remember that that storyteller described a presence of love even in the moment of death—a love so incredible the person did not want to leave.
 
   That’s exactly how I felt. I did not want this supernatural presence of the love of God to leave me. I did not want the sensation of being in the presence of God so directly to end. When it did come to a close, though, I carried life changing lessons out of that experience and into my everyday life.
 
   God is the pure essence of love. I knew that in my head. But this experience of the Holy Spirit showed me that as humans we can never fully grasp the magnitude of God’s love. What I glimpsed in those forty-five minutes was just the beginning of the profound depths of God’s love for me.
 
    I also found myself chuckling at God’s sense of humor. For years I was skeptical of the notion that people speak in tongues. Some years earlier, at a Christian retreat, I poked fun at this particular gift in front of other people. When the subject of speaking in tongues came up in conversation, in no uncertain terms I told the people around me what I thought. It was a bunch of gibberish, plain and simple. No one could take it seriously. It was just people trying to be spiritual. God removed all uncertainty by giving me an experience of my own. No doubt some people at the retreat had received this gift themselves. I was thankful they chose to show me grace and allow God to speak to me in His own time and in His own way about this gift through a personal experience.
 
   ***
 
   In the days following this encounter with the Holy Spirit, I reflected on the various times in my life when the Spirit led me or spoke to me on behalf of the Father. At the time, I knew these experiences were God communicating to me, but I did not understand they were the ministry of the Holy Spirit.
 
   When I heard the words Move to Arizona—that was the Holy Spirit putting the words in my mind. 
 
   The Mother’s Day I spent in the cemetery while my tires were being replaced, when my grandmother’s scent enfolded me—that was the Holy Spirit blessing me with a Mother’s Day to remember. 
 
   Several years before moving to Arizona, I dreamed that my sister, Jeni, was attacked from behind by a large, dark-skinned man while walking alone at night. My parents and sister were about to leave on a cruise. Not sure what to make of the dream, and not wanting to frighten my sister unnecessarily, I decided to simply pray for her safety, particularly while she was away on this trip. 
 
   A week later, after safely returning from their cruise, Mom called me to tell me about the trip. The first thing she recounted was a night when Jeni decided to stay out later than the rest of the group and walk back to the ship alone. A large man came from behind her and attacked her. Jeni was fortunate to be able to fight him off and get away. The experience, Mom said, frightened everyone, especially Jeni. Mom hated to think what might have happened to Jeni if she had not gotten away. 
 
   When my mom finished telling the story, I asked if the man had dark skin. 
 
   He did.
 
   I yelled to Jeff in the next room. He was the only person who knew about my dream. We both trembled in amazement at what happened. This was the first time I received a prophetic dream about a future event—an event that the Holy Spirit apparently wanted covered in prayer. 
 
   At the time I was not ready to understand this dimension of the Holy Spirit’s ministry in my life. But after spending an unparalleled forty-five minutes in the presence of God, because the Spirit had engulfed me, I understood that the reality of the Spirit’s work was not just something to read about or to listen to others talk about. My radar was up. 
 
   What was this gift of the Spirit going to mean in my life? I was only beginning to understand what the Holy Spirit could accomplish when I placed my life in God’s hands.
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   Promise of Joy
 
   When he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.
—John 16:13
 
    
 
   I felt better physically. I felt better emotionally. I had a profound experience of the Holy Spirit. Now what? How would I move from planning every piece of my life around my illness to discovering what was next on my journey in God’s faithfulness? 
 
   When my dad was coaching, every Thursday during the season he grabbed his yellow legal pad and headed into the team room. Forty-eight hours before each game, Dad faced the team and stressed the importance of those last two days. He picked up this coaching habit from his early days in the profession, when he was an assistant coach. His head coach at Florida State, Bill Peterson, did the same thing. And Coach Pete credited the strategy to Paul Dietzel, with whom he had coached at Louisiana State University. Dad tweaked his talks a bit each week to take into account the opponent his team was about to face, but essentially it was the same talk in a long line of team talks. 
 
   Even the last forty-eight hours can yield improvement, although at this point the gains might come in the mental game rather than the physical workouts. Dad always told his teams to visualize the coming game. “See yourself making the tackles,” he said, “finding the holes, completing your passes, making your kicks. If you go into any game thinking victory is easy, you’ll be setting yourself up for failure. Be ready physically and mentally on game day.”
 
   Coaches know the important role of the mental game in football. When the last chance to perfect a technical or physical aspect of the game has passed, the intense mental preparation is just beginning. 
 
   In my growing years, my parents stressed the mental game at home as well. They often recited a poem called “The Man Who Thinks He Can.” My siblings and I memorized this poem at a young age because its constant use was hammered into us. Whenever my parents heard one of us say, “I can’t,” the first words to roll off their tongues would be, “If you think you can, you can.”
 
   If you think you are beaten, you are;                                                                                                If you think you dare not, you don’t.                                                                                                If you’d like to win, but think you can’t,                                                                                        It’s almost a cinch you won’t. 
If you think you’ll lose, you’re lost,                                                                                                    For out in the world we find
Success begins with a fellow’s will;                                                                                               It’s all in the state of mind.
 
   If you think you’re outclassed, you are;                                                                                     You’ve got to think high to rise.                                                                                              You’ve got to be sure of yourself before                                                                                         You can ever win a prize.
Life’s battles don’t always go
To the strongest or faster man;                                                                                                       But soon or late the man who wins                                                                                                   Is the one who thinks he can.
 
   —attributed to Walter D. Wintle
 
   Not much is known about the man who penned these words, but they have inspired people for a hundred years. They were certainly ingrained in me. As I came out of the darkest season of my illness and into the light of healing, I remembered this inspirational sentiment. I wanted to do something significant, and I believed I could. I just wasn’t sure yet what it should be. 
 
   ***
 
   Jeff and I had married young, moved across the country after college for a coaching job, and started our family. I had a college degree, but my own career had been brief because of the circumstances of our life. 
 
   As a requirement for my bachelor’s degree in therapeutic recreation, I completed a couple of internships. For my short-term internship, during the winter of 1978, I worked in a nursing home in Ravenna, Ohio. My assignment was to schedule recreational activities for the residents. On one particular weekend, death took six of the residents. I was a tender twenty-two years old and this experience overwhelmed me, so I searched for another setting for my long-term internship. 
 
   Eventually I elected to work in Akron, Ohio, with a much younger crowd at the city’s Children’s Home. This was a place where abused, neglected, or homeless children lived together in a group setting, either in one of a cluster of homes or in an apartment-like setting. During the summer of 1979, as my last requirement for graduating, my job was planning activities for the children of Akron who lived at the cluster home site of Akron’s Children’s Home. I was in charge of three separate homes on the site, with each home sheltering ten to twelve children. I enjoyed my job so much that it didn’t even feel like work. We swam, hiked, fished, went to local parks, even caught a few baseball games. We divided into teams, held athletic tournaments, and played a variety of sports. We also planned some parties. Another staff member and I even took a group of twelve teenage girls camping on South Bass Island in the western basin of Lake Erie. You name it, we did it. 
 
   At the end of my summer internship, when I was offered a full-time paid position, I leaped at it. I worked at the children’s home for six months until we moved to Washington and Jeff took up his coaching job. The experience planted a seed. Perhaps someday Jeff and I would work with the foster care system. 
 
   ***
 
   A few months after we moved into our new home, on September 29, 1996, I read an article in the newspaper. It was Sunday, so it was the sort of human interest story that Sunday editions often run. A family from Casa Adobe Baptist Church in Tucson had adopted eight children. It was a touching story that lingered with me all day. As I fell asleep that night, I found myself asking God if Jeff and I were ever going to adopt a child. We had never talked about it. We had three beautiful children and felt our family was complete.
 
   I had a dream that night. Perhaps it was triggered by the newspaper story. Perhaps it was an answer to my random question to God. Perhaps it was a little of both. 
 
   I dreamed about a little girl with dark-brown skin, big dark-brown eyes, and dark hair. She seemed to be between four and six months old and had a smile that lit up the room. A man was holding the little girl, and a voice said, “She will bring much joy into your life.”
 
   That was it. A picture of a little girl and a promise of joy.
 
    When I woke in the morning, the dream was the first thing on my mind. I was not sure what to make of this: the newspaper article, my question to God, and now the dream. I decided to jot down some notes in my journal in case the experience later proved to be prophetic. I remember chuckling to myself as I wrote the word “Joy,” thinking that it even started with the letter J. I was not unfamiliar with prophetic dreams. I had experienced some in the past. Sometimes a dream would wake me in the night and I knew it was prophetic. Sometimes a dream was on my mind when I woke in the morning with an urge to pray for someone in particular. And sometimes I knew the dream was prophetic only after the passage of time, during which I would simply have to wait and see.
 
   Wait and see. That’s what I would have to do with this dream. But I began to feel that my mental game was coming together, and whatever these experiences added up to, I would be ready. I wanted to be a functioning, contributing part of society again. 
 
   ***
 
   As we discussed what I might do, Jeff and I agreed that whatever it was, I had to do it within the confines of our environmentally safe home. We had turned our lives inside out to come to Arizona, and my health had improved significantly. But I was not cured. I continued to have chemical sensitivities, and I was not looking to gamble away my health. Still, I wanted to do something meaningful, something I could be passionate about the way I had been passionate about those children in Akron, Ohio. That’s when the notion of foster parenting surfaced after being buried for sixteen years. I could foster in my home, and I could connect with kids who needed what I had to give. Jeff and I also thought foster parenting would be a great teaching experience for our own children. We could show them in our actions the importance of helping others, of giving back to society, and of appreciating what they have. 
 
   I was ready. If a child came into our home with a suitcase full of clothes reeking of fabric softeners or perfumed detergents, I could wash the smell right out of those clothes. I would burn the clothes if I had to, but I was determined foster parenting would work. 
 
   Because I was still cautious about venturing into uncontrolled situations that might trigger my sensitivities, Jeff went alone to a meeting for prospective foster parents. A range of child care agencies sent representatives. Jeff came home especially impressed with the Christian Family Care Agency (CFCA) and the representative he spoke to, Stephanie. Together, Jeff and I looked over the literature he brought home about the agency.
 
   Getting completely settled in our home took a bit more time, but when we were ready, Stephanie came to our house. She answered our many questions in a warm, professional, honest manner. The stack of paperwork she left with us was daunting, but if we wanted to move ahead with the licensing process, we had to complete it. The paperwork alone would deter the faint of heart from pursuing foster parenting. But we had made up our minds.
 
   In addition to the paperwork, in order to be licensed we had to have a room ready for a foster child. We decided to use our computer room as a dual purpose room. Thus began my search for a twin mattress. My nature is to get the best deal I can, to research thoroughly and know what my options are. I went right to work. My research turned up a starting price of just over $100 for a twin mattress and bed frame. I priced day beds as well. They started at about $300. We were committed to fostering, but we were also on a tight budget. I decided that $100 was the maximum we could spend on a bed, so I asked God if He could help us find one, frame included, for no more than that.
 
   The next day I looked through the newspaper ads. No beds. The following day I looked again. This time there was a new ad for a twin bed. Immediately, I picked up the phone and called the number. An older gentleman named Ted answered. He told me the bed was in great shape and he was selling both mattress and frame for $100. I assured Ted we would be right over to take a look. 
 
   What we saw appeared to be a brand-new mattress. Ted told us the story of why he and his wife bought the bed in the first place. They had decided to become foster parents.
 
   Jeff and I exchanged looks of incredulity. Stunned by the seeming coincidence, we told Ted we were looking for a bed for the same reason. Because we were going to use the bed for its original purpose, Ted said he would throw in the sheets at no extra cost. I had forgotten to figure in the cost of sheets when asking God to keep the cost at $100, but apparently God was thinking ahead. 
 
   Ted told us the rest of his story. He and his wife had fostered the same little girl for several years, a child of Indian descent. They wanted to adopt the little girl, but the agency said they were too old. I could see the pain in his eyes as he recounted the events. Saying goodbye to this child must have broken their hearts. But the most memorable words of the entire exchange were when Ted said, “She brought so much joy into our lives.”
 
   If I’d had any thought that this was mere coincidence, it faded. God had brought us to Ted. We took him up on his offer of frame, mattress, and sheets for $100.
 
   The required paperwork, fingerprinting, home studies, inspections, classes, and interviews took months to complete. When it was all said and done, though, it was official. We were licensed foster parents for the State of Arizona. 
 
   And now we waited. The agency could give no guarantee how long it would be until we could put the bed to use. Even as I opened my heart to an unknown foster child, I also opened my life to other ways God wanted me to serve. My encounter with the Holy Spirit made me hunger to see Him in action in my life. 
 
   During this waiting period, one Sunday in church the Holy Spirit pushed me in a direction I never imagined.
 
    From the balcony, where my family sat away from the deluge of perfumes and chemicals in the main worship area, we could see the entire congregation. While I could not see faces, I could see the backs of worshipers, and I became familiar with the people who worshiped in that church each week. One Sunday morning while I sat with my family in the balcony, I felt a strange urging. I saw a woman in the main seating area below who I had never noticed before. When I looked at her, I felt pushed to speak to her. I did not know this woman. I did not know her name, much less her story. Yet I knew God wanted me to tell her about my experience with demons back in 1992 and the power that the name of Jesus held over that realm. I remember thinking to myself, How in the world do I go up to a total stranger and share my testimony about the demonic realm? I hardly knew where to start with such an assignment.
 
    I could see that the woman God was telling me to talk to had come to church with Peggy, a young woman who periodically attended the same prayer group I did. Recently Peggy had shared that a friend overdosed on drugs and asked us to pray that her friend might be open to attending church with her on Sunday. When I saw Peggy sitting with another young woman about her age, I presumed this was the friend we prayed for.
 
    And now I was supposed to go speak to this stranger about the demonic realm.
 
   For the remainder of the worship service, I nervously tried to figure out a plan. I wanted to obey God’s prompting, but if I came off looking like a nutcase, I would never get to have the conversation God wanted me to have. Finally, I decided that after the service I would go downstairs and casually start talking to some of the people sitting in the same area where Peggy and her friend were sitting. Then I would “accidentally” bump into Peggy, at which time she would introduce me to her friend. That’s as far as my plan got, however. After that I had no idea how I would introduce the topic of the demonic realm, which is not exactly small talk that you make when you first meet someone new. 
 
   I would have to find a way.
 
   When the service ended, I headed downstairs immediately. After a few minutes of chatting with some of the people near Peggy, as planned, she and I bumped into each other. And, as planned, she introduced me to her friend. This woman was surprisingly transparent with me. I was as much a stranger to her as she was to me, but she quickly opened up and began to talk about her life. She told me that the week before she had almost died of a drug overdose. 
 
   So she was the woman we prayed for.
 
   Two men found her lying on the sidewalk in downtown Tucson, near death. She called them her guardian angels. After calling 911, they stayed with her until the paramedics arrived. Had it not been for their help, certainly she would have died. Probably some passerby would have found her dead the next morning.
 
    As spellbinding as her story was up till this point, what she said next blew me away.
 
   “As I was lying there near death, I saw demons hovering all around me. They were terrifying.”
 
    I had stewed for most of the worship time about how I was going to bring up such a bizarre topic with a perfect stranger, and it was needless. I should have known that if God had arranged this appointment, he would open the door for me to share my testimony of my own experience with demons. This young woman, without any apprehension, told me exactly what happened to her, and she had no doubt that what she said was true. She really had seen demons. Her experience with the dark side of the spiritual realm opened the door to the light of Christ, and she had come to church with Peggy.
 
   I was then, without any apprehension of my own, able to share my story, including how I invoked the name of Jesus into my situation, causing both the nightmares and the attacks on my mind to stop. Through no effort on my part, the woman’s heart was already tender to what I had to share. 
 
   When God urges me, I learned, my part is to trust and obey what He asks of me. The rest is up to God. In obedience, we continued to wait on God for a foster child, praying for a child we had not even yet met. Just a few months later, in February 1997, we were able to put the new bed to the test for the first time. 
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   Finding Sarah
 
   Deliver my life from the sword, my precious life from the power of the dogs. —Psalm 22:20
 
    
 
   When the call came, we were giddy. We’d spent months preparing for the moment and jumped through a lot of hoops. We had ventured into the limbo of never knowing when the phone would ring, so to see the dream coming true had us leaping like winning game show contestants. 
 
   Sarah was six years old, a beautiful blond-haired, blue-eyed girl. She also was wetting the bed, throwing horrific tantrums, and taking two medications prescribed by a psychiatrist. We had signed on for short-term placements, which meant three months or less. After hearing about Sarah’s turbulent background, I thought, She’s only six. Good gracious, how difficult can a six-year-old be? 
 
   I was about to find out.
 
    The first couple of days of a foster placement are called the grace period. Even children with difficult pasts are often on their best behavior at the beginning. Sarah followed this pattern, and I was feeling the confidence that comes from being veteran parents. Super-Mom Jill could handle anything. 
 
   Then everything fell apart. After warming to the compliant little girl of the grace period, we met the real Sarah, the one with reasons to be in the foster system in the first place. Sarah was taking an antidepressant and a second medication used for treating Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder and conduct disorders in children. Those two little pills should have given me a heads-up about what lay ahead. I would be traversing terrain I had never encountered in my parenting years.
 
    Tantrums soon erupted for the slightest reasons—and they lasted for what seemed like forever. My own children never threw tantrums out of control. I had no reference point for how to deal with this extreme, persistent behavior. Any trivial event would send Sarah into a tailspin headed to only one destination— full-blown rage. She yelled, cussed, kicked, bit, and knocked things over. She was beyond calm reason, beyond clear language, beyond self-control, beyond anything except her own anger. My good friend Trudy had a degree in psychology and taught me the restraining hold. This is an approved technique used on both children and adults who are out of control. I had to employ the restraining hold to keep Sarah from injuring herself, her surroundings, or anyone who happened to be in the vicinity at the time of an outburst. Before long, my knees were bruised from restraining Sarah so often. The tile flooring in our home might have been beneficial to my chemical sensitivities, but it was not the material of choice for spending long stretches of time on my knees with a tantrum-throwing six-year-old. 
 
   I had a word with God about all this. Sarah exhausted me. She exhausted Jeff. She exhausted the whole family. All of us were walking on eggshells waiting for the next explosion. This foster parenting thing was not quite how I had pictured it. Where was the joy? I didn’t feel like a competent parent. We built an environmentally safe home as a refuge for me, as a place of healing. Now I shared its confines with a child who had destructive potential beyond anything I had ever imagined. How could so much rage be packaged in such a small human being? Just in case God had not noticed how difficult the situation was, I reminded Him. 
 
   And once again God had an answer ready for me. We are to pick up our cross and follow Him daily.
 
   Instantly I knew I had received a word from God. This was not especially the word I had expected or hoped for. Nevertheless it proved encouraging and directive in the days ahead. I had my marching orders, so to speak. God was letting me know, in clear terms, that just as a cross is an uneasy thing to bear, so would be this child. Yet I was to pick up this cross and press onward. If I thought about Sarah’s issues in the big picture, I could easily be overwhelmed. But if I could consider Sarah, the child, on a daily basis, I could get through the day and perhaps do her a small bit of good. Simply understanding that I should not expect the journey to be easy was helpful. I had no more illusions of living happily ever after as a foster parent. It was hard work. Grueling at times. A backbreaking, knee-bruising labor of love. And I was going to do it because I was sure God put Sarah in our home for a reason.
 
   I talked to the counselor at Sarah’s elementary school. She asked how Sarah came to be placed in our home. I had the idea she thought perhaps we were relatives who took Sarah in. When I explained that Jeff and I were foster parents for a small Christian agency in town, I could tell she was getting choked up. Any second now she was going to start crying. She took a moment to compose herself and then explained her reaction. A group of Christian teachers at the public school had been praying for Sarah. They prayed specifically that God would place Sarah in a Christian home. After that conversation, I was more sure than ever that Sarah’s presence in our home was no random placement, no accident. God had a purpose for Sarah and for me.
 
   This was Sarah’s second round of being available for adoption. Her birth mother was unmarried and decided to give up her baby. Sarah was adopted at birth. However, her adoptive parents divorced, and her father became the custodial parent. When he remarried, lurking problems burst out of hiding. Faced with a choice between his new wife and his adopted daughter, Sarah’s father relinquished his parental rights. Sarah was again up for adoption. This time, though, instead of an adorable newborn, she was an angry, medicated six-year-old. Finding the right home would be a challenge for any agency. 
 
   ***
 
   During the first couple of months Sarah was with us, she had two home visits with prospective families. Neither of the families decided Sarah was a good match for them. By now Sarah’s presence in our home caused incredible strain on the entire family. Our nice little family ministry project was wreaking havoc with our lives. It was a family nightmare. Dinner hour turned into chaos. Family outings became major crises. A vacation to Puerto Penasco, Mexico, was all but ruined. Just getting ready for school in the morning was a major undertaking. We lived in constant fear of when Sarah’s next eruption might occur. 
 
   Besides dealing with Sarah’s fits of rage and almost nightly bedwetting, now I was dealing with the repercussions of her presence for the rest of the family. Jeff voiced his dread of coming home from work knowing the turmoil he would face each day. I strived to make our home a cherished place, so to learn that Jeff felt this way was a stab in the gut. Our children were fed up with Sarah as well. I was constantly intervening in conflicts that lay just below the surface and exploded with little provocation. The kids argued with Sarah over broken or missing possessions. It did not take a psychiatric degree to see that these incidents were not all accidental, as she claimed. 
 
   As if conflict between Sarah and family members was not enough, our dog Jade was soon part of the mix. Sarah found some sort of twisted pleasure in backing the dog up against the wall until Jade began to growl. Sarah told us she wanted to be a veterinarian when she grew up—why would she treat an animal this way? Perhaps an angry canine was a reflection of her own inner turmoil. Who knew what she might be capable of doing? Sarah’s proximity to the dog was something I had to be alert to at every moment. 
 
   I was determined not to give up. In spite of all the evidence to the contrary in our daily experience with Sarah, I believed she was with us for a purpose.
 
   Finally the last straw careened into the camel and broke its back.
 
   ***
 
   One evening in April the school sponsored an event at the local skating rink. Jeff was working late that night, so I decided to take Jessi, Jordan, and Sarah to the rink by myself. My friend Trudy would be there with her four boys, so I would have some company. Perhaps a night of skating would wear Sarah out. 
 
   When we first entered the rink, the gumball and toy machines at the entrance caught Sarah’s attention. We had only been there long enough to put on skates when Sarah asked if she could have a quarter to buy something out of one of the machines. I agreed and gave her a quarter. When she came back a moment later and asked for another quarter, though, I calmly said that one was enough.
 
   She snapped.
 
    By now I recognized the cloud that enveloped her when she was on the brink of a tantrum. Leaving my kids with Trudy, I walked Sarah to the restroom, trying to get out of the public eye for what I knew was coming. I did not think I could avoid an outburst altogether, but perhaps I could reduce the audience—and my own embarrassment. As I tried to calm Sarah, she kicked me with her skates. I was trying my best not to have to use the restraining hold on the dirty bathroom floor, but my options were narrowing rapidly. I held her the best I could without actually kneeling.
 
    Sarah slithered out of my grip, and before I could regain my hold, she shimmied up to the top of one of the toilet stalls. Every second she was up there pressed against me, underscoring my helplessness to manage the situation. I couldn’t get her down, and the words that streamed from her mouth were nothing short of evil. She cursed at me and anyone who happened to be in the bathroom at the time. So much for avoiding a public scene. Word traveled quickly that the real drama of the evening was not on the rink but in the women’s bathroom.
 
    “I’m going to run in the street and kill myself!” Sarah shrieked. “I wish I were dead! I wish you were dead! You should die!” 
 
   I was both embarrassed and horrified. The scene unfolding before my eyes was far too complex for any easy answers. I could not simply turn on my Imean-business mother voice and demand that she come down from there. The restraining hold was an empty strategy under the circumstances. I was a parent with an out-of-control child and not a clue how to handle the situation, and I felt the eyes of every mother who passed through the bathroom during those minutes that felt like hours. People who knew nothing of Sarah’s background, or the realities of living with her day in and day out, no doubt had opinions about my competence.
 
    Of my two reactions, though, the horror far outweighed the embarrassment. The contortions of Sarah’s face were nothing short of demonic. 
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   Lie’s Against Truth
 
   As he thinketh in his heart, so is he. —Proverbs 23:7 (KJV)
 
    
 
   
How does a six-year-old get to this point? Even more important, how could I help her get out of it? 
 
   It took three adults to get Sarah down from the top of the toilet stall. My friend Trudy and the manager of the skating rink helped me get her out of the bathroom and eventually out to the parking lot. I ran back inside to retrieve my purse. When I returned to the car, I was shocked to see a handful of hair lying on the pavement.
 
   Trudy’s hair. Sarah must have pulled it out. It had to hurt, but Trudy never said a word.
 
    This was the last straw. To say I was upset is a gross understatement. Humiliated. Frustrated. Angry. Words fail to describe the muddle of emotions. But I knew one thing: I was done. As confident as I had been that I could help Sarah, I was in way over my head, and I couldn’t keep living in such a high-risk zone. I was at the end of my rope. At that moment I was prepared to take Sarah back to the caseworker that very night.
 
    Somehow I managed to get home. Sarah calmed down, and I helped her get ready for bed.
 
   “Will you pray for me?” she asked.
 
   I stopped midmotion. This was not the request of a demon. How could the same little girl who shrieked that she wanted me dead now ask me to pray for her?
 
   I had prayed with Sarah on many nights before this one. This was different. She was not just seeking a familiar routine or words that would make me forget about what happened in the bathroom—I would never forget. I looked at Sarah’s face, searching for some clue of what was stirring in this little girl. Her voice held deep longing, and her face a sense of apprehension I had not seen before. Sarah was even more desperate than I was to find answers. Clearly she understood more of her situation than I gave her credit for. If I was at the end of my rope, Sarah was also at the end of hers. 
 
   “Of course I’ll pray for you,” I answered. 
 
   “Ask God to help me with my tantrums. Ask Him to make me stop doing evil things.”
 
   “I will.”
 
    “I don’t want to keep doing those things.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   By way of my prayers, Sarah was pleading with God herself. Even she recognized the evil that others saw in her outbursts. I prayed for Sarah, and I meant what I said.
 
   With Sarah asleep, I had time to think. It was Friday night. Deep down inside, I still believed God had a plan for Sarah’s life, and somehow I would be part of it. But what was it? What was wrong with her? What did she need from me?
 
   I didn’t know the answers to these questions. But I did know that I needed help. I could no longer help this child in my own strength and ability. If God was going to do something, He was going to have to step in directly. He brought Sarah to us. For so long I thought I had the gifts and background needed to help her. Now I knew only God could help her. Once again, I had to depend completely on God, my Head Coach, and wait for Him to call the play.
 
    Monday would be soon enough, I decided. If God did not shed some light on the situation before Monday, then I would call the caseworker and ask that the agency find another placement for Sarah. In the meantime, I would spend the weekend praying for Sarah and ask Trudy, a real prayer warrior, to do the same.
 
   I spent Friday night crying out to God, telling Him I needed to know specifically what this child needed and why she acted the way she did. If God wanted me to do something specific, I wanted Him to tell me—soon.
 
   The next morning I decided to read for a few minutes before getting out of bed. I had started reading The Bondage Breaker for the second time. This was the book my mother bought me five years earlier, when I was in the grip of demonic oppression myself. A few days ago I had resolved to read it again. Five years is a long time; the book might have something for me this time that I didn’t understand the first time.
 
   I opened to chapter three and began reading about a middle-aged woman named Lydia. Neil Anderson, the author, described Lydia as having been dealt a bad hand in life. Memories of childhood abuse haunted her for decades, and clearly she suffered from extremely low self-esteem. When Mr. Anderson asked Lydia how she perceived herself, she answered, “I’m evil.”
 
   Sarah’s words from the night before echoed in my mind. Ask Him to make me stop doing evil things. 
 
   Lydia’s story also triggered the memory of something that happened a few weeks earlier. One day after yet another tantrum, I noticed what appeared to be remorse on Sarah’s face. Sensing a tender moment, I asked her why she thought she responded the way she did. Sarah’s answer seemed strange at the time.
 
   “I don’t want to, but myself won’t let me.”
 
   Her words confused and haunted me. She spoke as if there were two entities vying for space in her subconscious. When she had an outburst, it seemed as if she abandoned a sense of self-control. Ironically, though, even her destructive behavior was an attempt to control her circumstances. Her words, however, told me it wasn’t that simple. Not only was she not able to show the self-control other children managed, but also she felt a conflicting force working against what she genuinely wanted.
 
   I read more of Lydia’s story. Mr. Anderson wrote, 
 
   Nothing is more foundational to your freedom from Satan’s bondage than understanding and affirming what God has done for you in Christ and who you are, as a result. We all live in accordance with our perceived identity. In fact, no one can consistently behave in a way that is inconsistent with how he perceives himself. Your attitudes, actions, responses, and reactions to life’s circumstances are determined by your conscious and subconscious self-perception.6
 
   Bingo! Sarah’s behavior over the past few weeks—for the very first time— was beginning to make sense. 
 
   I knew just enough of Sarah’s past and her relationship with her stepmother to know it had been unhealthy. For whatever reasons, her stepmother emotionally and verbally abused this little girl. She told Sarah she was evil, and Sarah had taken the lie to heart. Whether consciously or subconsciously, Sarah was now incapable of acting in any way other than how she perceived herself. She saw herself as evil, so she acted in evil ways. 
 
   My head was spinning. Was God giving me the insight I prayed for just the night before? If this was true of Sarah, how was I supposed to go about fixing it? Could I fix it? Or did it fall into the realm of the mental health professionals?
 
   I continued to read. The author recounted how he counseled Lydia to memorize Scripture verses proclaiming the truth about who she was in Christ. This was his prescribed method to counter the lies of the enemy, lies that were telling Lydia she was no good, that she was evil. She heard these lies as a little girl and continued to believe them all these years later. 
 
   It was time to get out of bed. I kicked off the blankets and my feet hit the floor running. Sarah was watching Saturday morning television. Knowing that interrupting her might trigger a meltdown, I gently asked her to come into my room with me. I plopped her up on the bed beside me and searched for the words a six-year-old would understand. 
 
   “Someone has been telling you a big fat lie,” I said. “The lie is that you are evil. The lie is that you are a bad little girl. But that’s not true.”
 
    Sarah’s eyes widened as she listened.
 
   “You’ve started to believe the lies,” I continued. “When you believe the lies, you do what the liar tells you to do. I want you to start believing the truth. The truth is Jesus loves you and you are not evil.” 
From the look in Sarah’s eyes, I knew I was on to something. Never once in all the months she had been with us had I seen this sparkle of hope. It was a look that said, Maybe, just maybe, it doesn’t have to be this way. It was a look that said, Maybe what I prayed for is about to happen.
 
   I got out a Bible and ten index cards. Together Sarah and I looked at some Bible verses and pulled out some phrases she could memorize.
 
   “I am a new creation.”
 
   “I am a child of light, not of darkness.”
 
   “I am a child of God.” 
 
   “I am Christ’s friend.” 
 
   “I am a saint.”
 
   The Bible verses and phrases we chose all affirmed who Sarah was in Christ. This was the start of changing her lie-based way of thinking and replacing it with the truth of God’s Word.
 
    We wrote on the cards with print large enough that she could read them herself. Sarah was diligent in memorizing. We read the cards each night before going to bed, and within a week, she had every one of them memorized. Sarah’s tantrums decreased both in number and severity from this point forward. They did not stop overnight, but the “last straw” crisis weekend was definitely the turning point in Sarah’s battle with the lies and mental strongholds keeping her in bondage to unspeakable behavior. I was witnessing, firsthand, a transformation in Sarah’s life. It began with the simple act of believing truth—who she truly was in the eyes of God.
 
   ***
 
   Because of Sarah’s rapid and ongoing improvement, with the psychiatrist’s permission, we began weaning her off one of her medications. Not long after this, Sarah met with another family who was looking to adopt an older child. This time it was a match.
 
   We had a small going-away party to say our goodbyes and to commemorate the special occasion of Sarah’s finding her forever family. For me, personally, the event was bittersweet. Conflicting emotions pulsed through me. At one end of the spectrum was great relief, as harsh as that may sound. I was exhausted from four very difficult months and would be grateful for our lives to go back to normal. At the other end of the spectrum was sadness. For better or for worse— and mostly it was for worse—Sarah had become part of our family. In between the challenges, we shared some good times, and I would definitely miss those. And in between these two extremes was guilt. I felt certain the guilt was due to the relief that washed through me with Sarah’s departure. 
 
   I threw out the guilt. I did not believe it came from God. God knew how difficult the last few months had been on all of us as a family. God knew we sought only to serve and obey Him in the process of giving Sarah a home for those four months. As exhausting as it was, God knew I depended on Him for strength and insight to do the work in Sarah’s life that He wanted me to do. I was also convinced that our battle of the last few months was not solely about a troubled six-year-old, but against a slew of demons who did not want Sarah freed from captivity.
 
   The most intense emotion running through my mind that warm June afternoon, while we said our goodbyes to Sarah, was gratitude. I was grateful for having been able to participate in such a life-changing transformation. I had a sense that we, too, had been blessed by participating in uncovering Sarah’s joy.
 
   Writer Ed Smith, in Healing Life’s Deepest Hurts, says, “Mind renewal occurs as the truth of God replaces the falsehoods people believe.7 James Allen, author of the classic As a Man Thinketh, says, “A man is literally what he thinks, his character being the complete sum of all his thoughts.”8 And the apostle Paul wrote in his letter to the Romans, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2). During the months Sarah graced our home, I was privileged to witness what these writers meant. I saw, firsthand, this transformation of behavior in Sarah’s life when we replaced the lie she believed about herself with the truth of God’s Word. 
 
   From this first foster care experience I learned that God places on the hearts of His people His concerns for His children. I was moved by the obedience of Sarah’s teachers at the public elementary school in their prayers for her. These teachers might never know how their prayers set in motion’s Sarah’s journey to freedom.
 
   And I learned that emotional abuse can be just as dangerous as physical abuse. And that sometimes a child does not need medication but rather the light of truth shone into a real life situation. 
 
   Within a few weeks of Sarah’s moving into her new home, her adoptive family informed us they had weaned her off her second medication. They also told us that her tantrums were now a thing of the past.
 
   Amazing! Sarah, a child whose father had pushed to place her in a mental health facility, a child whose psychiatrist prescribed medications for her little body, was a child whom God wanted to set free! 
 
   The bruises on my knees eventually faded with the difficult memories. In fact, with time and distance, our family was even able to find humor is some of the events that happened during Sarah’s stay. At the time, these events were anything but funny. 
 
   I keep in touch with Sarah through yearly Christmas cards. In junior high school, she was the president of her class and initiated local participation in See You at the Pole, a national campaign to encourage students around the country to meet before school at the flagpole for a time of prayer. Apparently Sarah had not forgotten that God hears when we pray. 
 
   Though our first experience with foster parenting was a hard one, we learned a great deal. If someone were to ask if I would do it all over again knowing what I know now, I would say, “You bet!” Witnessing the life-changing power of the Word of God—the Word of Truth in Sarah’s life—made it all worthwhile.
 
   Our obedience made a difference in Sarah’s life, and I found joy along with Sarah’s. I still remembered my dream, though. A blond, blue-eyed six-year-old was not the dark, brown-eyed baby girl of the dream that promised me joy. I wondered if that little girl was out there somewhere and whether I would ever meet her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   21
 
   New Life
 
   May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him,                                       so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.                                              –Romans 15:13
 
    
 
   After Sarah moved to her forever family home, the folks at the Christian Family Care Agency knew we needed a break, some time to regroup as a family and find a sense of normalcy. It was summertime, and Jeff and I decided we would take some time off from foster parenting and devote our attention exclusively to our own children for a few months. Jeff was also making the transition from working at the bank to a position teaching and coaching football at a high school. So it was not until the fall of 1997 that the agency called us again about another foster placement. Another little girl needed a safe home, but this time it was a newborn. CFCA expected the baby would be with us for a week, perhaps two at the most. 
 
   Since the child was newborn, the caseworker thought the best thing was for me to pick her up at the hospital. The nurses might have instructions for me, and I might have some questions. That made sense to me, and the thought of filling my arms with newborn cuddles already had my adrenaline pumping. 
 
   I checked the time. The call came in the middle of the afternoon, toward the end of the school day, so I had to make arrangements for my three kids. The boys were no problem, but Jessi, in middle school at the time, had just boarded a bus for the ride home. If I waited for her to get home, I would be wasting valuable time.
 
   I decided to intercept the bus on its regular route. All I had to do was get a few minutes ahead of its schedule. I was sure Jessi would get a kick out of going to the maternity ward with me to see the babies. Based on the time she usually arrived at her stop, I calculated backward and drove to where I thought I might catch the bus. Leaving my car parked along the side of the road, I got out and stood close to the pavement where I could see the bus coming a long way off. When it lumbered into view a couple of minutes later, I started waving my arms and doing a little happy dance there in the road. I needed that bus to stop. 
 
   And it did.
 
    The driver would have to be blind not to see me making a spectacle of myself. He stopped the bus and cranked the door open, and I hurtled myself onto the steps to explain. The story poured out of me, and the driver was very understanding.
 
   Jessi was another story. 
 
   
She was sitting in the back of the bus hanging out with her friends when they all noticed a crazy lady at the side of the road waving her hands like a maniac. Jessi was mortified when she realized the crazy lady was her mother. And it was not as if she could roll her eyes and pretend not to know me—I was there to pull her off the bus in front of all her friends. When I told her where we were going, however, Jessi was eager to get off the bus and into the car and head to the hospital. This foster experience was sure to be different than Sarah. A newborn baby was coming to live at our house!
 
    We called her Peanut. She did not have a name and it was not our place to give her one, but we wanted to call her something other than “the baby.” Peanut slipped right into our lives and hearts. The same day we picked her up, we took her to a Halloween carnival at Jordan’s school, then straight to Jared and Jeff’s football game at the high school. I just bundled Peanut up in a snuggly and carried her around with me all night. The following day, Peanut went to Jessi’s soccer game and Jordan’s basketball game. Having her with me at these events gave me lots of time to remember when my children were newborns and reflect on how precious each child is. I hoped that the family waiting for Peanut would treasure her as much I treasured each of my children.
 
    The caseworker’s prediction was right. Peanut was with us for just over a week.
 
    Around this time, I dreamed of another baby. This one was in the arms of my sister, Jeni. Just like the dream in which I was warned of danger to Jeni, this dream came to me as I was waking in the morning. When it happened I did not think it was particularly prophetic. It made me laugh and wonder if when Jeni had a baby she would continue the tradition of naming children with names that start with J. In the dream, Jeni had a baby boy and named him Jake. Jeni and her husband, Loren, had been married for less than a year. As far as I knew, they were not in a hurry to start a family, but I found my dream of another J baby amusing.
 
    Later that morning, in my quiet time, I could not rid my mind of the idea that I should call Jeni and tell her about my funny dream. Finally, so that I could have a quiet time without the distraction of thinking about my sister, I gave in and called her. I was embarrassed about calling her to tell her about a fleeting dream of a baby boy named Jake, but I did it.
 
    After a few minutes of small talk, I came to the true nature of my call. Upon hearing about my dream, Jeni—much to my surprise—started screaming, “No way! No way!” Then she yelled to Loren about what I was saying.
 
   Apparently, just a short time before I phoned, Jeni and Loren had been discussing the fact that she was late with her monthly cycle. They had decided to wait a few more days before buying a pregnancy test kit. Jeni also said they had been discussing baby names, just in case she really was pregnant. Both of them agreed that if they had a boy, they would name him Jake. 
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I had no idea they were even trying to get pregnant, much less talking about names.
 
   Immediately after my call, Jeni and Loren went out and bought a test kit. Sure enough, she was pregnant. She phoned me back later the same day with the good news. They decided to wait and be surprised by the baby’s gender at the time of birth, but I was convinced it was a boy. Eight months later, Jeni gave birth to a baby boy and named him Jacob James.
 
    At the time of the flurry of phone calls, I was confused about the purpose behind this dream. I could understand the dream I’d had a few years earlier warning of danger to Jeni. But why this one? Why a prophetic dream about Jeni having a baby boy and naming him Jake? As I studied the gift of prophecy in the Scriptures, I saw that prophecy is used to strengthen and build up the church, to comfort, instruct, guide, and enlighten the body of Christ.
 
   Both Jeni and Loren grew up in the church and in faith-filled families, but they weren’t walking with the Lord at the time of my dream. I think God gave me this prophetic dream to bring Jeni and Loren back to Himself and back to a local body of believers to strengthen their faith. At the same time, God was teaching me about the Holy Spirit, the ways He communicates with us, and the reasons behind the Spirit’s ministry. During this time in my spiritual journey, God was taking me, not only on an intellectual study of the Holy Spirit and His role in my life, but on an experiential one as well.
 
   I rejoiced at the glimpse of the Holy Spirit at work in my life and in the life of my sister, while I awaited the next time an unexpected child would touch my life. 
 
   ***
 
   In the meantime, my own firstborn son was on my heart. Seventeen years had passed since I felt the wonder of his growing inside me and then held him in my arms when he was the size of Peanut. Now he was a teenager who sometimes was a puzzle to me. 
 
   Perhaps every family has one child whose behavior and choices demand that parents fall on their knees in prayer for that child more often than other children in the family. In our case, that child was Jared. That is not to say Jeff and I don’t pray for all of our children on a daily basis, for we do. Through the various seasons of Jared’s growing years, though, additional prayer often seemed mandatory. During one of these mandatory prayer times, God gave me a vision that helped me to know how I was to relate to my son as he launched into young adulthood. 
 
   I was at my friend Trudy’s house for a weekly prayer gathering. On this morning, like many others, I was praying specifically for Jared. I was sitting on the floor with my eyes shut, when suddenly a picture appeared in my mind’s eye. I was sitting on a horse, holding the reins in a tight grip. Then, ever so slowly, my fingers began to release their death grip. As my fingers loosened, something that defied the natural laws of gravity occurred. Instead of dropping to the ground, the reins slowly rose into the air, stretching straight up to the heavens.
 
   I received an interpretation of the vision immediately.
 
   I was the rider and Jared was the horse. I had been holding the reins of Jared’s life for the past seventeen years, leading him in the path he should go—as parents are called to do. God was telling me it was time to loosen my grip on Jared and begin the process of letting him go. But I was not to worry about letting Jared go, because God would be there to take hold of Jared. He would be the guiding force behind Jared’s life, and the reins would not fall unattended.
 
   My tendency to become anxious had spilled over into my job of parenting. I was having a hard time letting go of Jared and was holding on too tightly to a young man who was seventeen years old. The vision was like a set of marching orders from God. I had to follow them. I had to let go of Jared.
 
   When Jared arrived home from school, I sat him down and told him about my vision. I told him what I felt God was calling me to do and that I was going to try to loosen my grip on him. It wouldn’t happen all at once, but I was promising to begin the process.
 
   “I’ve been trying to tell you that for a long time, Mom,” Jared said. “Maybe now you’ll listen.”
 
   I gradually learned to release Jared to the Lord, both in the good decisions he would later make and in the not-so-good ones. They were his decisions to make, not mine. I was entering a new phase of parenting. Jared was no longer a little peanut I could hold against my chest to soothe and make everything all right. He was young man who needed to make his own choices and listen to God for himself.
 
   Knowing God was holding onto the reins of Jared’s life—and would not let go of him, no matter where he was or what he was doing—made all the difference. I continue to draw strength from this reassurance to this day. Whenever I start to feel anxious about a decision one of our grown children might be making, or a direction in which one of them is heading, I remember my vision about Jared, and this takes me back to a place of peace and rest.
 
   Then the holidays were upon us. It was a busy time, but our hearts were wide open for the next phone call that would bring a child into our lives. We had no idea when the call would come and had to be ready at any moment. 
 
   Around the beginning of February, with the holidays behind us, one day I was consumed with cleaning the house from top to bottom. We had been in the house for close to two years by then, and I dusted and scrubbed areas that hadn’t been touched in all that time. Day after day, I straightened and organized and threw out. I went through cupboards and cabinets, dressers and closets. I mopped and wiped, swept and vacuumed. I couldn’t remember the last time when I had been on such a cleaning frenzy.
 
    At the end of two weeks of this obsession with cleanliness, I sat on the bed in our computer room admiring my incredibly clean house.
 
   You are now ready for another child.
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   A Dream Come True?
 
   Satisfy us in the morning with your unfailing love, that we may sing for joy and be glad all our days. —Psalm 90:14
 
    
 
   The words were not mine. I was not talking to myself. The words were just there in my mind. 
 
   And then the phone rang, that very afternoon. A caseworker, Dave, had a third little girl who needed a place of refuge. Dave gave me the specifics over the telephone. The girl was three months old and named Jessica. 
 
   Can this house handle more than one Jessica? I asked myself as Dave proceeded with more information.
 
    The baby would be with us for about a month, Dave speculated. Her mother, Alexa, was separated from her husband and had no permanent place to live. She had three other children besides baby Jessica. Alexa needed a few weeks to find a job and a place to make a home for her children. They wanted us to keep the baby until Alexa could move out of the crisis zone and provide a more stable environment.
 
   I reached Jeff in his office at the high school, where he had been teaching and coaching for the last year and a half. I filled Jeff in on the details, and we agreed to accept the placement of baby Jessica in our home. I called Dave right back. 
 
   “We’d be happy to have Jessica with us for a while,” I told him.
 
   “Good,” he answered. “I’ll bring her to your home in a couple of hours.” 
 
   My mom was staying in the pool house at the time, which was a good thing, because I doubt I could have set up the crib by myself and gotten the room ready for Jessica before she got there. Dave brought the baby into the house still in her car seat and set her on the kitchen counter. Excited to have another baby in the house, I nudged the blanket away from her face to get a better look at the little girl who would grace our home for the next few weeks. 
 
   What I saw caught me by surprise.
 
    This was the face. This was the child I had dreamed about. In the dream I’d heard the words, She will bring much joy into your life. The dream had happened almost a year and a half earlier. We’d had two foster children since then, and neither of them was anything like the child in the dream. 
But this child was exactly like the one in the dream. Dark-brown skin. Big dark-brown eyes. Dark hair—though not much of it. A smile that melted my heart. She had not even been conceived at the time that I dreamed of her, but here she was, on my kitchen counter smiling up at me, and a few minutes later wiggling in my arms.
 
    I cautioned myself against jumping to any conclusions. In my mind, our family was already complete. Our youngest, Jordan, was in the fourth grade and just a few days shy of turning ten. Jessica, in the seventh grade, would be a teenager in a few weeks. And Jared was seventeen, a junior in high school and dreaming of college in a year and a half. As far as I was concerned, my days of childrearing were on the downward side of the curve. 
 
   Jessica’s placement with us was not for the purpose of adoption but only so her mother—who loved her—could get her life in order. But what would be little Jessica’s place in our lives? How would she bring us joy? For how long? If my dream about her was prophetic, what did it mean?
 
   When Jeff got home later and saw baby Jessica for himself, I told him how similar she looked to the child in my dream. I resolved to leave the question to God. I prayed, “If this is the little girl in my dream, Lord, and if You want us to adopt her, then You’ll have to make it happen.” I would not be the one to raise the question. I had every reason to believe this baby’s mother loved her and had made the difficult decision to put her in foster care because it was the best thing for the child. If having her in our home was to be the first step toward adoption, then Alexa would have to be the one to broach the subject. 
 
   ***
 
 
   Two weeks later, Jeff received a call from Coach Tomey at the University of Arizona. The head coach called to see if Jeff would consider returning to college coaching. We talked it over. College football was still Jeff’s passion. I was much healthier since moving to Arizona and could handle more of the family responsibilities. Perhaps it was time for Jeff to jump back to the college level. He accepted the position, which gave him a 50 percent increase in salary. With a baby in the house and a new job on the horizon, this was a busy, exciting time for our family. 
 
   We all fell in love with this dark beauty of Hispanic and East Indian descent who brought an extra spark to the family. Jessica Two, as we took to calling her, was with us for a month. And then another month. Her mother was not quite ready to take her home, but she visited regularly. After a few more weeks, we were well into our third month with Jessica Two, far longer than we ever expected to have her with us. 
 
   On the Friday before Mother’s Day in 1998, my quiet time brought me a surprise. I suddenly felt as if God wanted me to change the way I was praying for Jessica Two. All along I had prayed that if God wanted us to adopt her, then Alexa would have to take the initiative. Despite my certainty that Jessica Two was the child of my dream, I did not jump to the conclusion that she was going to be my daughter. I was a foster mother, serving the birth mother by taking care of this little girl temporarily. But that spring day, I felt the Lord prod me to greater faith. 
 
   Jill, I speak to you in dreams and visions. You know I gave you a dream about this child. I no longer want you to pray “Thy will be done” about this child, because you already know what My will is. In faith I want you to claim her as your own, just as I have already given her to you.
 
   Wow! I always prefaced my prayers with “Only if it’s Your will, Lord.” I never wanted to ask for anything apart from the will of God. I didn’t want to push my own will onto the situation. That certainly was not why I became a foster mother. Claiming something as my own was not part of my natural bent or spiritual experience up to this time. While I prayed a lot and depended on God to work out the puzzles in my life, I never prayed with this kind of boldness. But now I felt God Himself asking me to pray this way. That called for a mighty and powerful faith that I had never experienced in the past. 
 
   This was a significant moment and I knew it. I pulled Jessica Two into my arms and then lifted her into the air.
 
   “I claim you as a member of our family,” I said, hardly believing the words that came out of my mouth. “I claim you as a member of God’s eternal family, too.” 
 
   I had no doubt this was God’s will. I still had no reason to think Alexa did not have every intention of reclaiming her baby at the first reasonable opportunity. She had not abandoned Jessica. We spoke regularly on the phone and she came to visit. I was sure Alexa loved her daughter, and I was equally sure that God was giving this child to me. How could both be true? As I finished praying, I gave God thanks for what He was about to do. Only God could make sense of two seemingly conflicting truths that I was equally sure of.
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   The Question
 
   Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. —James 1:17
 
    
 
   Later in the day, I sat down to read for a few minutes. The book in my lap was The Holy Spirit by Billy Graham, which I had started a few days earlier. On this particular day, I was reading the chapter in which Billy Graham talks about the gifts of the Holy Spirit, and in particular the gift of faith. 
 
   Considering what had happened during my quiet time a few hours ago, Billy Graham now had my attention! 
 
   He described the gift of faith as a faith different from the faith that saves us. All Christians experience saving faith at the time of their salvation, when they acknowledge Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. The spiritual gift of faith is something different. It is a supernatural empowering of faith that the Holy Spirit gives at a certain moment in time, perhaps even for a specific event.
 
   That’s what happened to me when God prodded me to pray boldly and claim little Jessica as my own. The gift of faith had allowed me to pray outside my comfort zone. The gift of faith is powerful enough to move mountains— and I certainly faced a mountain when it came to the question of whether Jessica Two would join our family. I would need great faith to see how God was going to rearrange circumstances and emotions to bring to fruition what I already believed He was doing. As it turned out, I did not have to wait long. 
 
   ***
 
   Three days later, on the Monday just after Mother’s Day and three days after my faith-filled prayer, Alexa called me. When I heard her voice on the telephone, I presumed she was calling to say she was running late or for some reason would not arrive for her scheduled visit with Jessica. But this call had nothing to do with visiting the baby.
 
   “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,” Alexa began. “I want to do what’s best for my daughter. I’m concerned about her future.” 
 
   My body stilled as I soaked up the words and what they could mean. I waited, still not wanting to put any seeds in Alexa’s mind that God was not planting. My pulse quickened. 
 
   “I’ve thought a lot about this,” Alexa continued, “and I wanted to know if you would ever consider adopting her.” 
 
   My legs turned to gelatin and threatened not to support me in my upright position. I dropped to my knees for fear my legs would give out, and my heart pounded so hard I was sure Alexa would be able to hear it on the other end of the line. I tried to sound calm, even though every cell in my body felt ready to explode.
 
    “We’ve fallen in love with your daughter,” I told Alexa, “but I’ll need to talk to Jeff and the rest of the family before I can answer your question.”
 
    The moment was surreal for me. I was stunned to hear Alexa make this request, but at the same time I had anticipated it. From the moment I laid eyes on baby Jessica, somehow I knew our lives would be forever intertwined. The call from Alexa only made it official. 
 
   Jeff was out of town on a college recruiting trip, so it took me a few minutes to track him down and explain what had happened. He knew about my dream all those months ago, and he knew I believed Jessica Two was the child in the dream. So perhaps at some level he knew this moment was coming as well. We could see God’s fingerprint all over the decision. Jeff’s college coaching job— with its pay increase—came along only a few days after Jessica came to our home. The extra money assured us God was providing financially as we took on the responsibility of another child. Jeff was on board with the decision to say yes to Alexa’s request.
 
   Next, I had to talk to our children. Foster children were one thing, but a permanent sibling was another.
 
   Jared didn’t have strong feelings on the question one way or another. He said he would be moving out of the house in a year or so, so it wouldn’t affect him much. At first, I have to admit, I was disappointed that he didn’t have strong feelings or a sense of excitement about a baby sister. On the other hand, it was typical of Jared to approach situations in an analytical way. He was being Jared at his best. 
 
   Jessi, of course, was all for the idea of adopting Jessica Two. After all, she had wanted another baby sibling, and having a little sister would even out the playing field in our family—two boys and two girls.
 
   And last but not least was Jordan. He was also excited about the prospect of Jessica Two becoming a permanent member of our family. Along with his excitement, however, I picked up some hesitation. My maternal instinct kicked in, and I realized he was wrestling with the ramifications of not being the baby of the family. Jessica Two would displace him from a spot he was quite comfortable with. 
 
   In the end, the family vote was a unanimous yes to adopt Jessica! I was able to call Alexa back and give her an unqualified answer. We were thrilled to make baby Jessica our own. 
 
   ***
 
   The next day, as I was going about my mundane chores, more words stopped me in my tracks.
 
    Read the book Raising Lambs Among Wolves.
 
   Once again, these were not my words. I knew the book and had in fact purchased it a few weeks earlier at a seminar led by its author, Mark Bubeck. I thought the book sounded interesting, so I bought a copy, but it had not been on my urgent-must-read list. The book was still sitting on my shelf, like so many other books I buy but don’t get around to reading right away. 
 
   And then the day after that, two days after the official decision to adopt Jessica Two, I heard the same words. This time they were audible to anyone listening and came from a stranger. I was sitting in the waiting room for Jessi’s orthodontist appointment and struck up a conversation with two women there for the same reason—kids in braces. Much of the attention, as is so often true in those when a baby is present, focused on the child in my lap. I told them how we had just found out two days ago that we would be adopting this little girl.
 
   The woman on my right turned to me and said, “Read the book Raising Lambs Among Wolves.”
 
   Did God ordain this meeting with a complete stranger in order to make sure I understood it was His idea for me to read this book? Or was it all just a coincidence? With all due respect to Mr. Bubeck, the book was not exactly a bestseller, so how many people had even heard of it? What were the odds that one of those readers would turn up next to me in the orthodontist’s waiting room? 
 
   This was no coincidence. Clearly God had orchestrated the events leading to this adoption, and clearly He had a message for me in a book I had encountered casually. I went home, took the book off the shelf, and moved it to the front of the reading line.
 
    In chapter two, a story immediately grabbed my attention. A young girl named Clarissa was adopted at birth. By age ten, she had become too dangerous even for her parents—or any other guardians, for that matter—to handle. She was so violent that she could no longer attend any school, public or private. Mark Bubeck, the book’s author, was a pastor with over forty years experience and counseled Clarissa’s parents. Clarissa’s outrageous behavior, completely uncooperative at every turn, made it impossible to counsel her directly.
 
    Pastor Bubeck uncovered some information about the background of Clarissa’s biological parents, including their lifestyles. He thought “generational sin” might be at the root of Clarissa’s problems and encouraged her parents to pray, taking their “rightful place in asserting protective parental authority over Clarissa in the spiritual realm.”9 They began to pray that any bloodline claims against Clarissa, by any powers of darkness, be severed. As her parents did this, Clarissa’s behavior began to improve—so much so that the social workers could not believe the difference. They were not used to seeing a child so profoundly troubled make such a drastic turnaround.
 
   At the back of the book, the author included some prayers parents can pray for their children, including a prayer specifically for the parents of adopted children. He encouraged parents to ask God to sever any spiritual or generational claims on an adopted child from the bloodline of the biological parents that might bring harmful influences into the child’s life and future. The suggested prayer also asked that any virtue or blessing from the child’s bloodline be retained for future benefit and spiritual blessing on the child.
 
   I knew very little about Jessica Two’s biological or spiritual background, but I did feel that God was trying to teach me how to pray for our new little one. God knew what I did not know. He knew I needed to learn how to cover this baby with a kind of protective prayer. This was new territory for me, but I wanted to do whatever God wanted me to do for this child. It was no accident that she had come to our family. 
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A few weeks later, another random experience confirmed the lesson God was teaching me.
 
   Shortly before Jessica Two came to stay with us, the Arizona Daily Star ran a fairly lengthy article about my chemical sensitivities and the details of our environmentally safe home. Now, several months later, I received a telephone call from a woman who had read the article in the newspaper. She, too, struggled with environmental illness and was interested in seeing our house. The newspaper article had featured some photos, but she wanted to know more about what we had done to our home to make it a safe place for me to live and heal. I told her I would be happy to show her our home and share with her as much as I knew about environmental illness.
 
   When she came to the door, the first thing I noticed was that probably she was from India. Her skin, hair, and eye colors were similar to those of Jessica Two. We were not long into our conversation before we realized how much we had in common: our illness, our struggles with our illness, but also our faith. She, too, was a believer in Jesus Christ. I was right about her ethnic background, and she had been raised as a Hindu. Only as an adult did she discover the truth of Jesus Christ and give her life to Him.
 
   What she said next clenched my heart.
 
    
 
   “During my prayer time one day,” she said, “God gave me a vision of demonic forces hovering over India.” 
 
   These were demonic forces of the Hindu religion, she explained to me. This is what God had explained to her. These same demonic forces had followed her during her life and still haunted her even though she was a Christian.
 
   “God told me to take authority over my past affiliations,” she said. “He told me to take authority over the spiritual forces of evil related to the religion of Hinduism and break all ties. I did this through invoking the name of Jesus.” She looked me square in the eye. “This realm is very real, you know.” 
 
   Yes, I knew.
 
   My guest did not have to convince me of anything on that front. My own experience with demonic forces had been all too real. I did not want my brand-new daughter-to-be to suffer anything like what I had suffered. 
 
   This woman from India showed up on my doorstep, through no initiation on my part, and told me exactly what I believed God was trying to tell me through the book. Jessica’s birth father was from India, and God had sent this woman to my home to teach me something about his heritage because it might affect the child I was on the verge of adopting. God wanted me to pray for the spiritual and generational heritage of this precious baby girl. He wanted me to take authority over the spiritual realm through my prayers. 
 
   I remembered the dream of this child and the promise that she would bring joy into my life. I would do whatever I could to make sure that her life was filled with joy as well. 
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   Fires of Doubt
 
   He said to them, “Why are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in your minds?” —Luke 24:38
 
    
 
    
Was I doing the right thing? Was I hearing the right thing from God? 
 
   The days after Alexa asked me to adopt her baby overflowed with excitement. The dream from so many months ago now made sense. Already little Jessica Two showered joy on me every day she was in my arms, in my lap, in my heart. 
 
   But the notion of generational sin? A heritage of demons? Was God truly asking me to plunge into waters so far over my head?
 
    You didn’t really hear from God.
 
    You’re making a big mistake here.
 
   You don’t really think God cares about this, do you?
 
    My questions went beyond simple second thoughts about adopting this baby and committing more years to raising a fourth child. Darts of doubt and negative thinking whizzed through the air from every direction, and I was the target. My mind was in constant turmoil, bombarded by thoughts I hesitated to speak aloud. Perhaps I was having normal nerves on the brink of a life-changing decision. On the other hand, perhaps I was in a spiritual battle. Was I ready for what that might mean if I moved forward with the adoption? 
 
   At the same time, Alexa went through a nightmarish season. Her life was already complicated enough as she tried to discern what was best for all her children and to build a life for herself apart from her former husband. On top of that, three close relatives had to be hospitalized, causing emotional stress for Alexa. And then Alexa herself wound up in the hospital. She was so sick at one point that she feared for her life. Frantic, she called from the hospital one day asking me to arrange for the caseworker to bring the legal papers to the hospital. She wanted to sign them immediately in case she did not survive her ordeal. Alexa was afraid of what would happen to Jessica if the papers were not signed and she did not make it out of the hospital alive. She wanted to be sure her baby would stay with me and not be taken by the courts into another placement. Our caseworker wisely recommended against signing papers under these circumstances. Doing so might later be perceived as signing the papers “under duress,” which could come back to haunt us if something did happen to Alexa and someone later challenged the adoption. 
 
   These challenges piled up one on top of another for three weeks—giving me more reason todoubt whether I was hearing clearly from God about this adoption. Then one night God woke me up in the wee hours with a slide show of my life. One picture after another flashed through my mind, and each picture represented a time when God worked in my life. In rapid sequence, the pictures told the story of my life. It felt as if I were at a movie theater enjoying a show. The theme that threaded everything together was the presence of God and the experience of knowing He was with me in one circumstance after another.
 
   When the show was over, the doubt and confusion that plagued me for three weeks were gone. In their place I had a sense of peace. We were doing the right thing in adopting baby Jessica. When daylight broke, I couldn’t wait to call my friend Trudy. I told her I believed Alexa would sign the papers any day now. The battle was over. The pressure was lifted. I was doing the right thing. Sure enough, the very next day, Alexa was released from the hospital and signed the papers with a clear mind and healthy body.
 
   ***
 
   A couple of months later, a man approached me after church and said he would like to speak with me. I knew the man and his wife were in the process of adopting a child, so I assumed adoption would be the topic of conversation. I was happy to talk to him and compare our journeys.
 
   He stood in the doorway of the church that Sunday morning and began to tell his story. They had three children already and decided to adopt a fourth.  They made a sound decision, he believed. They sincerely wanted to welcome this child into their home.
 
   
And then the doubts began. 
 
   
You’re a horrible father to the children you already have.
 
    
You’re doing a terrible job.
 
   
You have no right to think about raising another child.
 
   
“I knew the statements were false,” he said to me, “but I couldn’t stop thinking them. After a while, I even started to believe them. I thought we should at least put the adoption on hold while we figured things out.”
 
   
Then one morning he woke up to the fresh conviction that the accusatory doubts had no substance. Nothing about them was true. They did not reflect the reality of his relationship with his three children, and they certainly did not reflect his emotions about adopting a fourth child.
 
   
“My thoughts were lies,” he explained, “and I knew where the lies were coming from—the father of lies himself, Satan.”
 
   
For some reason he felt prompted to tell me his story that morning. He had no idea that I had gone through something similar several weeks earlier. I shared my story with him and took to heart what he said about the source of the lies. Satan himself was at the heart of the assault I had felt since the day Alexa called with her life-changing question. I, too, had heard the lies telling me I was doing the wrong thing. Alexa may well have been in a spiritual battle of her own. Was it a mere coincidence that she found herself in the hospital in fear of her life and desperate to sign papers when she couldn’t? Or was Satan trying to interrupt the plans God had for baby Jessica by causing Alexa’s early demise before the legal arrangements were in place?
 
   
I had experienced the reality of demons several years earlier in my own life. And I had seen the torment of demons in the life of Sarah, a beautiful little girl who needed to know who she was. Now, once again, I was awakened to the cosmic battle going on for the souls of every man, woman, and child in this world. 
 
   
Satan was not going to have my heart on this decision, and he was not going to have this precious child. She was going to be our daughter and grow up knowing the love of Jesus in her life and family. Experiencing the spiritual battle for this child made me wonder if there is a battle for every child being placed in a Christian home. Learning that our spiritual heritage, as well as our physical one, can be passed on from one generation to another was a shocking but needful perspective for me in caring for this child. It taught me the importance of praying for this little girl and taking authority over anything that doesn’t belong in the spiritual realm of our child.
 
    
One of the first things we had to do was choose a name. Calling her Jessica Two worked fine while she was a foster child, but now that she was going to be a permanent member of our family, she needed a real name, one that was not an echo of her new big sister’s name.
 
   
We knew her name had to start with the letter J. That was a no-brainer in our family. With the help of a baby name book, we considered a plethora of J names, but none seemed to fit our little Jessica Two. Finally one day, the lightbulb went on. Her middle name was Vanessa. What if we changed the V to a J and called her Janessa? This would be a way of preserving part of the name Alexa had given her while also giving her a J name symbolizing that she was truly part of our family. 
 
   
Everyone liked the name. We all agreed she even looked like a Janessa— whatever a Janessa looks like! 
 
   
Choosing her middle name was far easier. In honor of God and the prophetic dream that promised this child would bring joy into our lives, we knew her middle name had to be Joy. 
 
   
Janessa Joy Woodruff.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Fourth Quarter
 
   Coach’s Call
 
    
 
   Quarterback. Fullback. Guard. Tight end. Running back. Receiver. Kicker. Linebacker. Safety. Corner. A football team is not one player trying to do all the jobs on offense and defense. Each player has an assigned role that benefits the team. In fact, players who routinely go out of position and lose track of what they’re supposed to be doing cause chaos on the field. 
 
    
 
   The coach chooses who plays which position. The coach has the overall game strategy in mind. The coach understands the strengths of the opposition. The coach gets the team ready for the contest. The coach is the constant that players can depend on when the game gets tough. 
 
    
 
   When I was a child, I learned the basics of seeing God as the Coach of my life. As an adult, I went through one tough play after another and came to understand that when the Coach makes the call, my job is to trust His strategy. 
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   Gone
 
   He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire; he set my feet on a rock and gave me a firm place to stand. —Psalm 40:2
 
    
 
   When football season started up in the fall of 1998, Jeff was in full swing as coach for the University of Arizona. My five-year health crisis was behind me and I thrived in our environmentally safe home. I once again felt like a contributing member of society. Our kids thrived as well. In another year Jared, our oldest, would be off to college himself, and we had a new baby to remind us of the precious gift of life. 
 
   The Arizona Wildcats, Jeff’s new team, played the University of Washington Huskies. For thirteen years, Jeff had called Husky Stadium his professional home. When we flew to Seattle for him to do battle against his old team, it was the first time since 1993 that Jeff would be coaching in that stadium. Instead of wearing purple and gold, however, he stood on the sideline in red and blue. 
 
   I was with my family as guests in the Don James Center. This state-of-the-art glass-enclosed structure ran from goal line to goal line on the north side of the stadium. It was named for my dad when he retired as a legendary Huskies coach. The center looked out on picturesque Lake Washington, where boats were lined up side by side, starboard to port. I could see why, year after year, Husky Stadium was named the most scenic football structure in the nation.
 
   Toward the end of the fourth quarter of the Wildcat–Huskies match-up, time was running out. Arizona was behind. If something dramatic did not happen soon, it would be all over. I squirmed in the luxury seating behind the glass, my eyes soaking in the Purple Mania in the stands. The Huskies were hungry for Wildcat meat, but despite my surroundings, of course I rooted for Arizona. I was discreet in my cheering but loyal to Jeff’s team. My eyes flicked back and forth between the clock and the action on the field.
 
   Arizona’s quarterback, Ortez Jenkins (better known as OJ to the Arizona fans) called our last time-out. OJ ran to the sidelines to talk to the coaches. Jeff reminded OJ that he couldn’t take a sack or run the ball because Arizona had no time-outs left to stop the clock. If OJ couldn’t find an open receiver, Jeff said, he should just throw the ball away. 
 
   Not able to hear this conversation from my seat in the Don James Center, I was praying under my breath for a miracle play. It was our only hope of winning the game.
 
   The ball snapped.
 
   OJ looked around—but couldn’t find an open receiver. Jeff expected him to follow instructions and throw the ball away. But OJ did the one thing that defied logic and that Coach Woodruff had specifically said not to do. 
 
   He took off running toward the goal line.
 
    The goal was well defended by a couple of Huskies living up to their team name. They were just waiting to stop his forward progress in a painful way on the two-yard line. It was inevitable that OJ would be hit hard.
 
    OJ took the hit—then did a full flip in the air and landed smack dab in the end zone on his feet. Instead of being tackled on the two-yard line, which had seemed the inevitable outcome a few seconds earlier, OJ stood on his feet in the end zone, the ball safely tucked in his arms.
 
    Touchdown!
 
    And game!
 
    The Huskies fans sat in stunned silence. Arizona fans—including me— went berserk. I lost all inhibition, even if my loyalties were heavily outnumbered in the Don James Center and in the stadium. 
 
   On my way to meet up with Jeff at the visitors’ locker room after the game, I heard a reporter say something that left me speechless. He was walking past me and suddenly stopped, looked directly at me, and said, “That was a miracle play!”
 
    No kidding! Exactly the words I had prayed. 
 
   That game was a high point of the season. I can only imagine what it felt like for Jeff to take his Wildcats to Husky Stadium and refuse to be trampled. We went on to have a twelve win–one loss season and played Nebraska in the Holiday Bowl. This was the most wins ever in Arizona football history. 
 
   ***
 
   Another high point of that fall was Janessa’s first birthday. Typically before our children’s birthdays, especially the first one, I would lie in bed and replay the entire scenario in my mind: the delivery, the time of birth, how I felt, what it was like seeing each child for the first time. Lying in bed on the night before Janessa’s birthday, however, I suddenly realized I had no memories of her birth. Overwhelming sadness set in. I got out of bed and wrote Janessa a letter that she would someday be able to read for herself. I wanted her to know what was going on in my mind on her first birthday.
 
   To Janessa Joy Woodruff: 
 
   
Tonight, as I lay in bed about to say my prayers, 
 
   My mind raced toward tomorrow, a special day of yours.                                                                I thought about your birth mom.                                                                                                        I thought, Is she okay?                                                                                                                  Was she also thinking about you? Was she sad about this day? 
 
   I wondered what she was doing a year ago tonight. 
Had she started into labor? Did she know you would soon arrive?                                              Was she heading to the hospital or sleeping through the night?                                                     So many questions.
 
   I ran to get your birth certificate, to see what time you came.                                                      You see, I knew when Jared was born, and Jessi and Jordan the same.                                             But you, my precious little one, I wasn’t there that day.                                                                   I didn’t get to hold you then, or hear the doctor say, 
 
   “It’s a girl!”
 
   Janessa Joy, I wish I could have been there to see the miracle of your birth.                              And I cried some tears of sadness for what I surely missed.                                                        And I cried some tears of sadness, too, for the one who gave you birth. 
 
   But it really doesn’t matter that I missed that special day.                                                             For you were held in hands of love, in many different ways.                                                      You were held in the hands of Alexa, the one who gave you birth,                                             Who loved you sacrificially and always put you first.
 
   You, too, were in the hands of God, our great and loving Father,                                              Who knew the plans He had for you, and whom you’d soon call Mother.                                    So I turned my sadness into “Joy” as I think about your day!                                                      For God did have it all planned out in a truly amazing way. 
 
   Janessa Joy Woodruff, you are truly a gift sent from God above and I love you very much! Happy first birthday.
 
    
 
   P.S. You were born at 10:22 a.m. 
 
   Jeff’s team was having a great football season. I was celebrating Janessa’s young life. Those were two great reasons to feel optimistic about our life and thankful for God’s hand moving in our family. 
 
   I had no idea then that a low point was just around the corner—more like a bottomless ravine. 
 
   
***
 
   Jeff and I were sitting in our hot tub one night. The starry Arizona sky stretched endlessly above us. I leaned my head back and soak up the beauty and mystery of space, made by the hands of God who loves me, while the jets did their magic on my sore muscles. My life was blessed, and I knew it. 
 
   “What does depression feel like?” Jeff asked rather abruptly. 
 
   I looked at him for a moment, wondering why he was curious about depression. He knew I had struggled with depression over the years, particularly during my prolonged illness. But I wasn’t depressed then. Why was he asking?
 
   “Loss of interest in things you care about,” I said, “a sense of sadness and sorrow about everything, even things that used to bring you joy.” I tried to explain the sensation of depression the best I knew how.
 
   “That’s how I’ve been feeling lately,” Jeff said. 
 
   I was no longer lost in the stars. Just what was my husband saying? I hadn’t noticed anything about his moods or actions that alarmed me.
 
    We got out of the hot tub a few minutes later and sat for a bit longer outside.
 
   “We don’t have a very good marriage,” Jeff said, “and I don’t think we ever have.”
 
   Jeff and I had been together since we were teenagers. Never had I heard him say anything like this before. And I didn’t know where it was coming from. He was back in college coaching and doing well. My health was better than it had been in years. We had a beautiful home. The kids were healthy and bright, and Janessa brought us more joy than we could have imagined possible. 
 
   And he chose a relaxing moment in a hot tub, just the two of us, to tell me we had a lousy marriage. Jeff dropped a nuclear bomb, and I hadn’t even known we were at war. I wracked my memory, searching for any hint I might have missed that this moment was coming. Had we argued? Had I been neglecting him? Were we not spending enough time together as a couple? I had noticed Jeff seemed to be a bit more irritable than usual, but he was still adjusting to a new job and recruiting season was upon him. It was not surprising that he should be tired.
 
    But depression? Marital unhappiness? I hadn’t seen it coming.
 
    Over the next few days I remembered something from my childhood. I was about five years old at the time.
 
   A plate flew across the kitchen. I wasn’t sure what shocked me more—the fact that a plate whizzed by or the fact that my mother was the one who threw it. The plastic plate advertised as unbreakable shattered on the kitchen floor.
 
    We were living in Tallahassee at the time. Dad was the defensive back coach at Florida State. I had never heard my parents argue so loudly before, but they were going at it in a big way and didn’t seem to care that my brother and I could hear. I didn’t catch everything, but I heard key phrases my mother was screaming.
 
    “Never again … Las Vegas … best coach’s wife … I’ll be darned … children … family … we support you.”
 
    I didn’t learn the whys and what-fors of that argument until much later.
 
    The problem started when my dad and another Florida State coach received free tickets to a top Las Vegas show. They went to Vegas for football purposes and, after getting the tickets, decided to stay for an extended weekend. Neither had been to Las Vegas before and thought it would be fun to see a show. Instead of flying home on Friday as they originally planned, they flew home on Sunday. My mother felt put upon and let Dad know exactly how she felt.
 
   She told him that day she would support his decision in becoming a college football coach and not complain about the long hours he had to put in. She would not grumble about the things she’d have to do alone because he was working. She was willing to play the role of both mother and father for a good part of each year when football was in high gear. But—and this is when the plate “accidentally” flew out of her hand—she said, “When you have a few days off to spend with your family, I expect you to do just that!”
 
   I’m reminded of a proverb that says, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another” (Proverbs 27:17). That’s what my mom was doing in the kitchen that day—a little Dad-sharpening. 
 
   Were Jeff and I headed into a sharpening season? I hoped we would not throw plates in our wrath. In fact, I hoped there would be no wrath at all. Surely we would find our way through this. If I could just sort out what was making Jeff feel depressed, we could work on it. If it had something to do with me, I was certainly willing to admit my shortcomings. I knew from my years as a coach’s daughter and now a coach’s wife that the strength of any team is directly related to its unity. Coaches often credit a good season to a close-knit team, one that is united and works well together. A united team has a much greater chance for success than one that is divided. I always thought of Jeff and me as a united team. It was beyond my imagination to think that anything could pull us apart.
 
    Jeff’s words cut deep. He doubted the authenticity of the love we had built our lives on, the love that had welcomed four children into our union. How could he say we had never had a good marriage?
 
    Whatever it was, he would get over it. We could talk about it. We could work on our relationship. We could build the marriage we both wanted to have. 
 
   At least that’s what I thought.
 
   A few days after his first bomb, Jeff dropped another one.
 
   “I want to find an apartment and spend some time by myself,” he said.
 
    Jeff didn’t waste any time. On February 5, 1999, he moved from our home to a one-bedroom apartment near the university. In my opinion, his apartment was a dark and dreary place. I remember thinking to myself, This place is supposed to lift his spirits?
 
    In a matter of days my husband told me that he was depressed, that we had a bad marriage, and that he wanted to live somewhere without me. Life as I knew it went from Normalville, USA, to a walking nightmare almost overnight. The suddenness left me scrambling for solid ground, unsure where the wave that broadsided me had come from.
 
    I confided in my sister, Jeni, on the telephone. She suggested I call a friend of hers who was a marriage counselor. Jeni’s friend encouraged me to try to convince Jeff to move back home, citing the startling statistic that 90 percent of all separations end in divorce.
 
    This was not the uplifting information I hoped for. Jeff had already packed up and moved out, and he had no intention of moving back home anytime soon.
 
    Or ever.
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   “What I Need to Do!”
 
   My God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus. —Philippians 4:19
 
    
 
   On the night Jeff moved out, I had a dream. I was standing alone in the middle of our home, which was literally falling down around me. Instead of standing straight and perpendicular, the walls leaned in and out at unstable angles. I had the sense that if I pushed on one with my little finger, it would fall down. Water flowed in through the ceiling, drenching everything in its path, and I knew it would all be destroyed. I could hardly stand up on the slanted, rolling floors. We had planned so carefully and waited so patiently for a home that was safe for me to live in, but this home in my dream was dangerous, just waiting for catastrophe to strike. 
 
   In the middle of all this mess, I stood talking to a housing contractor.
 
    “This house is beyond repair, isn’t it?” I asked, certain the only answer would be yes. Nothing about the house was right. It was a house of cards built on a pile of sand—how could it possibly be saved?
 
   The contractor looked me directly in the eye and said, “This house is not beyond repair. In fact, I can make this house of yours better than it was even when it was brand-new!”
 
   Better than it was even when it was brand-new.
 
    When I woke, the question on my mind was whether this dream could be a message from God. I sure hoped so. God had spoken to me through dreams in the past, and I held onto hope that this, too, was a prophetic dream sent by God to encourage me. I hated what was happening, but in the daylight I was helpless to change it. The dream reminded me that I was not alone in the middle of catastrophe. Not only could God restore our marriage to where it had been when I thought it was fine, but also he could actually make it better than it had been when it was brand-new. 
 
   The very next night, I dreamed again. This time the dream was more like a snapshot, a still picture. I was in the arms of Jesus. Every bone in my body was broken. Every part of me, even my torso, was in a cast. Because of the plaster, I couldn’t bend or move. Again it was a picture of my helplessness, but once again, also a reminder that I was in the arms of Jesus as I went through this dark season. Jesus did all the work of holding me up when I was helpless to hold myself up. 
 
   Neither dream told me that it was all a big misunderstanding. Neither dream told me that the future did not hold a time of healing and rebuilding. The house could be made like new again, but it was going to take work. The casts could someday come off, but they were there to protect me during the process of healing—a process, not a moment. I was still sleeping alone in the bed I had always shared with Jeff. He was still sleeping alone in a dark and dismal apartment with a lease. The house felt empty without him. My heart felt empty because I did not understand why he would say such drastic statements and take such drastic actions—all so abruptly. 
 
   This was only the beginning. Though I did not understand Jeff’s decisions at the time, intuitively I knew I was headed into a shadowy season of brokenness, a time when Jesus did indeed have to carry me in His arms.
 
   Being my father’s daughter, one of the first things I did when Jeff moved out was to get organized. I needed a game plan, something that would help me stay focused. I couldn’t just sit around the house hoping that Jeff would call or that he would walk through the door with his bags and say he did not mean any of it. His departure was real. I had to figure out how I was going to make it through one day, and then the next, and the next, until I understood what was going on. 
 
   I got out a piece of paper and wrote “What I Need to Do!” The title was not very original, but it was a stark reminder of my purpose in putting pen to paper. I began my list, which grew over the coming weeks. 
 
   Stay positive! My dreams told me that a positive outcome was possible. The house could be rebuilt. Broken pieces would heal in the arms of Jesus. 
 
   Don’t take this personally. That’s not easy to do when your husband leaves you. Of course it feels personal. At some level, though, I knew Jeff’s choice had more to do with him than me.
 
   Remember that Jeff is not well. He’s not sleeping. He’s tired all the time. He’s depressed and irritable. Obviously a lot of feelings had built up. Jeff had been stuffing emotions back inside himself, emotions that I did not know he had and that he himself had been unable to put in words. I couldn’t wave a magic wand and make that happen. I would have to wait for Jeff.
 
   Don’t force a decision about us. I had to let Jeff get well, first and foremost. Then we could work on our relationship. At the time when I was making this list, Jeff could not make a decision from a position of health and normalcy. My focus had to be on what was best for Jeff, not my anxiety about the potential end of my marriage. Pressure was the last thing Jeff needed.
 
   Be patient and supportive. I knew even as I wrote this instruction to myself that these qualities were not my strong suits. I knew how to be a supportive coach’s wife and plan life around the football season. I did not know how to be supportive of a man who made sweeping disparaging statements about our marriage. 
 
   Take this time to learn to be a better wife. Affirm him. Don’t be controlling and manipulative. I pondered this one at great length. I couldn’t make Jeff do anything. But I could look at myself and consider the qualities I could bring to our relationship, even while it was strained. How could I submit to him and respect him? How could I practice better communication? Jeff had some work that only he could do, and I had some work that only I could do. 
 
   Be honest with God about how you feel. It was okay for me to tell God when familiar sensations of fear and anxiety rose up.
 
    Believe truth—who I am in Christ. I remembered the lies that were such a destructive force in little Sarah’s life. I remembered the assault of negative thoughts that flooded my mind when we first decided to adopt Janessa. Jeff’s leaving made it easy for me to jump to conclusions that I was a terrible wife and an awful person in general. I knew these thoughts did not come from God. I had to hang onto truth, not lies. One way to do this was to remind myself of 2 Corinthians 10:5: “We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.”
 
    Do not be a perfectionist. Admit your mistakes, and don’t worry about making another one. I found myself trying to be perfect so that nothing would upset Jeff. The outcome was to put myself under so much pressure that I could never live up to my own expectations. A marriage requires two people, and neither one of them is perfect. That meant that although I was not the one to decide to leave, I was far from perfect. I had made mistakes in my marriage and I had to admit them and learn from them.
 
   Forgive yourself. I was discovering that forgiving myself is often the hardest kind of forgiveness to offer. The battle against negative thoughts sometimes made it hard to move past the mistakes I made.
 
   Affirm the kids. They need extra love during this time of uncertainty.
 
   Get counseling.
 
    Pray.
 
   Pray.
 
   Pray.
 
   Take it one day at a time. It’s easy to want to jump to the end of the story and not live through the drama and tension. But my life was not a book. I couldn’t just flip past the pages I did not like. Each day would bring its drama, and I would have to take things one day at a time, trusting God to help me walk by faith, not by sight. 
 
   ***
 
   When Jeff moved out, I thought for sure he would be home within a few weeks. He had always been the rock in our family. He was the one constant force amid the storms we had weathered thus far in our married life. He was a rock through my illness. He was a rock through moving to Arizona and building a new life. He was a caring husband and father. Even when Jeff got sick, which was not often, he got well quickly. When I caught a bug, or one of the children did, Jeff would joke, “Oh yes, I had that very same bug over my lunch hour last Thursday.” Nothing held him down long. When Jeff declared he was depressed and wanted to move out, I thought he would recover quickly from this as well. 
 
   But it didn’t happen that way.
 
   This time I had to be the rock, the constant in the middle of the storm our family faced. It was my turn to be the anchor. 
 
   And then there was Janessa.
 
   We had started the adoption process the previous summer, but legally it was not final. Added to the possibility of losing my husband was the very real possibility of losing my new daughter as well. I hated to think the agency might have any reservations about our commitment to Janessa because Jeff had moved out. I could well imagine other families waiting to love this little girl. Should I not say anything unless it became absolutely necessary? Why invite trouble, after all? If Jeff decided to come home, the fuss would all be for nothing. 
 
   In the end, I felt the right thing to do was keep the agency abreast of what was going on in our lives during these months while we waited for the adoption to finalize. The staff at Christian Family Care Agency was extremely supportive—beacons of grace in the middle of a dark storm. We all agreed that the final adoption papers would be put on hold until Jeff and I could work things out. I desperately wanted to believe it was just a matter of timing, and I would have both my husband home again and my daughter under the law as well as in my heart.
 
   The CFCA staff also agreed to pray for us. I asked everyone I knew who had an affiliation with a church to put us on their prayer chains. I believed in the power of prayer and that only good could come from prayers rising on our behalf up and down the Pacific Coast. Jeff was not keen on the idea of my asking churches from Arizona to the Pacific Northwest to pray for us, but I did it anyway. I tried hard to respect Jeff’s wishes during this time, but when it came to prayer, I wouldn’t back down. If we were in a battle, I was not about to leave my most strategic weapon sitting idle and untouched. I was determined to do all I could possibly do to restore our marriage and bring Jeff home, and I was convinced that beseeching God was a necessary step. In addition to relying on others to pray for our marriage, I, too, spent countless hours on the floor of my closet deep in prayer. 
 
   Each of our children handled the separation differently. Jared was eighteen and a senior in high school. He kept his feelings to himself and did not talk much. Jessi, on the other hand, fourteen and in the eighth grade, was not afraid to let us know exactly how she felt. She had strong opinions and did not hesitate to share them. Her anger toward Jeff manifested in rebellion, and her grades plummeted the semester Jeff moved out. Fortunately, the principal at Jessi’s school, who also happened to be her basketball coach, knew about our situation and took her under his wing. He proved to be a wise and godly counselor for her. Jordan was eleven and in the fifth grade. He did not say much either—and he didn’t need to. One look in his eyes betrayed the sadness, uncertainty, and fear lurking there. 
 
   A year old at the time, Janessa was the only one too young to understand what was going on. And when Jeff did stop by the house, she was the only one who did not hesitate to run and jump into her father’s arms as if nothing was the matter. In her eyes, nothing was. She was just a little girl happy to see her daddy. And on those occasions—for the briefest moments—I would see a spark in Jeff’s eyes. Over the last twenty-two years I had come to recognize that spark as saying, I am happy. It seemed as though Janessa was the only person who could break through Jeff’s dark demeanor, even if only for a split second. The older kids were hesitant around Jeff. Like me, they barely recognized the man he had become.
 
   Of course I was hurting. Of course I felt personal pain over the absence of Jeff at my side, in our home. But my overriding concern was for Jeff. Years earlier, I had lived through the suicide of my grandfather. I knew the destructive choices that depression can push a person to make. When Jeff said he felt depressed, I did not take it lightly. Before my eyes, Jeff turned into a man very different from the one I had married. His behavior was just not the way Jeff typically handled things. Was the depression causing this personality transformation? Was it some kind of midlife crisis? Was it me? The children? Our marriage? What caused these drastic changes in his behavior? 
 
   The Jeff I married was the life of the party with his quick wit and storytelling antics. He was always making me laugh. The new Jeff was angry, shorttempered, and mean-spirited. He blamed me for everything wrong in our marriage. At first I bought into these lies, but eventually I was able to push them away as untruths—a tainted view of reality. Everything he said contained an element of truth, but the picture his statements painted and the conclusions he drew from them were far from true. He was in a battle of his own. It was as if he took the one dark spot on a piece of paper and colored the entire page black. My husband, whom I loved deeply, was living in deception. This became increasingly clear to me as the days wore on. Still, I struggled to understand the source. Was it depression? Spiritual attack? Some of both? 
 
   My family doctor helped me understand the pattern I saw in Jeff was not uncommon with someone battling depression. The person may recognize that things are looking grim, and the first recourse is to blame other people, often loved ones. 
 
   Knowing this did not make things any easier. My husband had still moved out. He still had chosen to leave me. The children still didn’t know what to make of their own father. As the weeks wore on, the feelings of concern I had for Jeff and his depression moved into feelings of hurt, rejection, fear, and anger. 
 
   And then he stopped by the house to drop yet another bomb. 
 
    
 
   “I want a divorce.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   27
 
   Not Coming Back
 
   “You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself.” —Exodus 19:4
 
    
 
   Did I even want to stay married to this man? 
 
   He up and left his family, blamed me for everything that was wrong in his life, behaved in unrecognizable ways, and now this? How much fight did I have in me? Sticking to my “What I Need to Do!” list required a fresh supply of resolve every single day. When Jeff made this new announcement, emotions tumbled over each other so fast I could hardly sort out how I felt.
 
   I did know one thing. God hates divorce. And I did not want my children to be products of divorce. If I were the only one involved, I might have called it quits. I might have allowed my heart to harden toward Jeff the way his had hardened toward me. Maybe I would have given him what he said he wanted and moved on. But the decision was not that simple. The lives and well-being of four children were at stake. 
 
   I refused to accept that divorce was the answer to anything. I hung on to the reassurances God had given me in these weeks of turmoil. On one occasion I heard from God more clearly than I ever had in my life. I was on my way to pick up Jessi from school when the words came to me: I want you to love Jeff unconditionally.
 
   Alone in the car, I did not hesitate to speak aloud. “But what if he never comes back to me? Wouldn’t I be setting myself up for heartache if I did that?” 
 
   God’s response was crystal clear. I died for all mankind. I love each and every one, yet not everyone loves Me back.
 
   Tears flowed as I took in this profound response from God. I knew I had only one choice—obey. Once I accepted that reality and gave myself to loving Jeff unconditionally, even when he wanted a divorce, peace and joy surged through me. God was present in that moment, helping me make a choice I could never make on my own. 
 
   My thoughts drifted back to the previous summer, when Janessa was new in our lives and Jeff had returned to his love of college coaching. I went to Washington to visit my family and felt God call me to a deeper and richer place in my faith walk. I thirsted for head and heart to meld in perfect union. By this point in my spiritual journey, I had acquired plenty of head knowledge about God. I knew the Bible, I prayed, I even battled demons. Still, something was missing. Sitting on my parents’ balcony overlooking Lake Washington, I felt God lead me to pray for a more perfect type of love, one that was more pure, more fulfilling, and more godly. So that’s what I prayed for. At the time, I was not sure what this kind of love would look like in my life, how it would manifest, or what opportunities I would have to display it. 
 
   And now my husband said he wanted a divorce. If ever there was an opportunity to love unconditionally, it was staring me in the face. But could I love him when he did not want to be loved? Would my love make any difference in Jeff’s pit of depression? If he really wanted a divorce, surely he would resist any overtures. I had to figure out what it meant to love my husband unconditionally.
 
   ***
 
   Around this time a friend, Nancy, phoned to ask if she could come by the house to drop something off. Nancy’s husband, Cal, was the superintendent of the Vail school district just down the road from us. Cal, Jeff, and Pastor Pat often biked together on the back roads in and around Vail.
 
   When Nancy arrived, she handed me a book called The Way of Agape: Understanding God’s Love, by Chuck and Nancy Missler. Nancy did not give me a lecture or a lengthy explanation. She simply said that after reading the book herself, she felt prompted by God to give me a copy. Nancy knew nothing about my experience of God telling me to love Jeff unconditionally. I was still grappling with the ramifications of the mandate in the context of a husband who wanted a divorce, and I had not broadcast the news of my encounter with God. It was as if God were saying to me, “I told you what to do. Now here’s how to do it.” 
 
   During the months that followed, God taught me quite a bit about agape, His unconditional love—ironically the very kind of love I had begun praying for the summer before. I learned that one kind of love gives because love comes in return, but an altogether different kind of love gives regardless of whether love is returned. That’s agape.
 
   Agape is the Greek word used in the New Testament to describe God’s love. It represents something greater than what most of us can even imagine. Every time this word appears in the New Testament, it means God’s pure and divine love. 
 
   The book by Chuck and Nancy Missler helped me begin to get my head around God’s love—the kind of love God wanted me to give Jeff. 
 
   God’s Love is unconditional because it loves no matter what. In spite of what the other person does or how he responds, God’s love keeps on coming. Even though the other person tries to stop it from coming, God’s love keeps flowing unceasingly.
 
   God’s Love is a one-sided love because it does not have to be returned to be kept alive. In other words, it’s not “I’ll love you, if you will love me”; it’s “I’ll love you no matter what!” God’s love is an initiating and unilateral love—that is, it’s the first to reach out. 
 
   God’s Love is a freeing love because it not only frees the person loving from his own expectations and presumptions, but it also frees the one being loved by making no demands upon him and allowing him to respond from his real feelings and not from his defenses. In other words, it’s a love that not only lets us be who we really are but it also frees the one we are loving to be himself. All our relationships will be affected when we love like this.
 
   God’s Love is an other-centered love because it always puts the other person’s interests above and before its own.10 
 
   God was teaching me so much. I wondered if this kind of love might be the magnet that would ultimately reunite Jeff and me. I could only hope so! 
 
   Receiving clear marching orders—love Jeff unconditionally even if we were not reunited—and practical instruction in the form of what I learned from The Way of Agape proved to be incredibly helpful. What Jeff was or was not doing was not the point. My focus was to be on what I needed to do to show unconditional love, not on trying to persuade Jeff that he was making a colossal mistake. I gravitated more and more to the ways God was moving in my heart and forming me to be more like Him, and less on trying to fix Jeff. I was grateful for this focus, but it did not eliminate pain.
 
   I still ached every time Jeff left the house.
 
   I still cried out silently every time he hung up the phone after talking to me.
 
   Fear and anxiety for the future—mine, Jeff’s, and the kids’—still reached into every day, every moment, with long, strangling fingers.
 
   I was in a daily battle. Waiting in limbo was torturous. Was Jeff really going to instigate a divorce? I didn’t know what the future held for our marriage or our family, and the uncertainty was a monster I had to keep shoving back into its cage. I felt that if I knew what was going to happen, and could be sure, I would muster the resources to accept it and move on. But I didn’t know. Jeff might or might not decide to take legal steps toward ending our marriage. I lived in a quagmire of uncertainty, grasping at the rescue ropes of what God was teaching me along the way.
 
    After three months, Jeff’s lease on the apartment was up. I was sure he would come back home.
 
   He didn’t. 
 
   Instead, he moved into another apartment, and this time he signed a six-month lease. 
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   Home
 
   If I speak in the tongues of men and angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.        —1 Corinthians 13:1–3
 
    
 
   I had an anxiety attack. I knew exactly what it was, because I’d had panic attacks years earlier, when I was in the throes of illness. I knew from experience how debilitating anxiety could be, and I still had enough wits about me to realize I could not let it get that bad. I didn’t have a husband at home to help with the kids if I fell apart. 
 
   I called our marriage counselor. Jeff and I went once together, then Jeff went once alone and I went once alone. At that point the counselor told me he did not feel it would be productive to come back as a couple. He sensed Jeff’s heart was not in it, and I had to agree. Jeff’s heart was just too hard at that time for therapy to help us understand what had ripped us apart. The counselor explained to me that he felt it was best for the Holy Spirit to work on Jeff’s heart before continuing counseling. However, I saw the counselor a few times by myself, particularly when I was confused. When I had a panic attack, I knew he could help.
 
   I told the counselor what had just happened. Jeff signed a six-month lease, which meant he was not thinking about coming home, and within a few days I had an anxiety attack. He asked how I had been sleeping, and I admitted I had been getting by on four or five hours each night for some time. And now panic would wake me in the middle of the night and I wouldn’t be able to breathe. 
 
   The counselor strongly recommended I call my family doctor and start on a dose of antidepressants. He explained that when a person gets to the point of panic attacks, 80 percent of their stress inhibitors have been used up. And once a body has used up its stress inhibitors, it is extremely difficult to restore natural balance to the body and prevent further attacks. Antidepressants would help, particularly when the stressful situation was ongoing, as it was for me. He suggested I talk to my doctor about something to help me sleep immediately and antidepressants for the long-term. I would start to feel better in four or five days, he said, and in six weeks I would feel better than I had in a long time. 
 
   I followed the counselor’s advice, and my doctor gave me the medications I needed. I’d had a long aversion to taking prescription medicine, but at this point I was desperate. I was swimming in a sea of anxiety, and if medications were the lifeline that would keep me from drowning, I would try them. A journal entry from around that time captured the way I felt.
 
   God, if you can hear me—HELP! Today I didn’t want to live anymore, the pain was so heavy and deep. But I know I can’t give up. I have four kids who are dependent on me now! I don’t want to feel this way. I want to be strong, not depressed. But not sleeping, the stress, the anxiety, the pain are sinking me. HELP ME, PLEASE! 
 
   Just four days after this desperate journal entry, the sermon at church was titled, “Straight Talk on Suffering.” I took notes and later added them to my journal.
 
   Suffering is used to open us up so we can comfort others. God has to work “in” us before He can work “through” us.
 
   When God puts His children in the furnace, He keeps one eye on the thermostat and one eye on His child. 
 
   God allows us to be tested far beyond what we feel we can endure. God never wastes a hurt.
 
    I was especially comforted to hear about the thermostat. The thought had crossed my mind that perhaps God had taken a long lunch break and forgotten the high temperature at which the thermostat in my life was set. This sermon on suffering encouraged me that God was present with me in my suffering and that suffering could have purpose in my life.
 
   The next day my mom called to tell me she had decided to fly down to Tucson to help out. She and Dad had been in Tucson for the winter, but they returned to Seattle a few weeks earlier. Under the circumstances—my strangling panic attacks—having my mom with me would be a great comfort.
 
   My best friend, Trudy, was also a godsend during this time. She was an incredible source of strength and support. Intuitively, she always seemed to know when to call or come over. Whenever I needed an extra dose of encouragement or assistance, she was there with open arms.
 
    God sent others into my path to help steer me in the right direction. A dear lady from our church invited me to have lunch with her. She shared how she and her husband had gone through a difficult eighteen-month stretch in their married life. Her husband told her he didn’t love her anymore. With profound vulnerability, she shared the pain that enveloped that season of her life. She went on to say, however, that after those eighteen months, their marriage became so much stronger and better than it had ever been. It was like childbirth, she said—painful at times, but a pain long forgotten and well worth it after seeing the outcome of one’s labor.
 
    The childbirth analogy grabbed my attention and gave me hope. That very morning I had been listening to a series of tapes Trudy gave me. The speaker warned of the importance of not aborting before the birth, of not giving up when labor gets difficult and before we see the glorious outcome God wants to bring about. 
 
   And just the night before, unable to sleep, I happened to glance through some old study notes on a sermon I’d heard. My eyes settled on “Three Things to Be Aware of During Times of Trials—Three Temptations.” 
 
   The temptation to quit or give up before God is finished working in you or someone else
 
    The temptation to take things into your own hands and do it yourself
 
    The temptation to demand an immediate answer in my timing, not God’s 
 
   Apparently God knew what I needed to hear and sent the message through multiple messengers just in case I was not listening very well. I was battle-weary, and the thought of just giving up had crossed my mind more than once by this time.
 
   Just throw in the towel. Quit. Be done with it and move on. How ready I was for this prolonged stressful situation to be over, one way or another. I yearned to be out of labor!
 
   Three divine appointments in less than twenty-four hours made the message clear.
 
   Don’t quit. Do not abort prematurely. 
 
   By this time, it was early June. I knew I needed a break and a change of scenery. I decided to take the children up to Seattle for a few weeks, then fly on to Ohio to visit with Jeff’s parents. On June 12, Jessica, Jordan, Janessa, and I boarded the plane for Seattle. The plan was for Jared to meet us three days later, flying solo.
 
   On the day of Jared’s arrival, after a mix-up at the airport during which I thought I had misplaced my firstborn, an airport limousine showed up at my parents’ condo with Jared ensconced in the back seat. Apparently he had lost his grandparents’ phone number (this was before everyone on the planet had a cell phone), so when he didn’t see us at the airport, he just decided to catch a limousine to their home on Lake Washington. That is vintage Jared. “Cab or limo? I think I’ll take a limo, thank you very much!“ Once Jared was safely home, we shared a good laugh over the ordeal.
 
    Being around family felt good. At the same time it was strange. This was the first time I took a summer vacation without Jeff. It just didn’t feel right, but I knew this could well be my future.
 
    One night, while reading in the Gospel of Luke, I felt as if God said, “Sit up! Take notice! Pay close attention!” When I got to Luke 1:45, the words jumped off the page at me with a revelation of how important our faith is to God.
 
    Mary, who was expecting Jesus by now, visited her cousin Elizabeth. The angel Gabriel told Mary that Elizabeth was also expecting a baby, though she was long past normal childbearing years. When Elizabeth saw Mary, the Holy Spirit filled her and she spoke the words of God to Mary: “Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord said to her will be accomplished.”
 
   When I read those words, the dream I had the first night Jeff moved out sprang to mind. The house was in complete disrepair, yet the contractor said he could make it better than brand-new. Instantly, I knew the truth God was trying to teach me.
 
   God called Mary “blessed,” not because she was chosen to carry the Son of God, but because she believed that what the angel said to her would actually happen. This was the middle of June. I was tired. The reasons for discouragement had stacked up perilously since the beginning of February. But God was calling me to believe the dream He gave me about our marriage—that it would be made better than it ever was, even better than brand-new. I, too, would be blessed if only I would believe.
 
   My hope had been skating on thin ice for quite a while, but now it revived. The ice thickened under my feet, and my spirit stood up straight and tall, ready to skate confidently toward faith.
 
    The next morning, I walked into my dad’s office and shared my insights with him. I’m not sure he understood my newfound hope. The earthly evidence certainly pointed in another direction. But it didn’t matter. I knew God had given me another word of instruction, another set of marching orders. And I knew I would obey to the best of my ability.
 
    A few days later the telephone rang. It was Jeff. I trembled as I took the phone, aching to hear confirmation of my faith.
 
   “I want to come home,” he said. “I love you, and I want us to be together again.”
 
    That was it. No fanfare. No complex explanation of his depression and how it had lifted.  Just the simple statement that he wanted his family back.
 
   Relief washed over me. I was hearing God right. He was going to rebuild my house, and I looked forward with joy to the new strength of the house that God would build. At the same time, trepidation shuddered through me. The past few months had dismantled my trust in Jeff. So much had happened that seemed contrary to the Jeff I knew and loved, and he was not offering any explanation now. Could I trust that he was really coming home for good? Could I trust that he wanted to rebuild our marriage as badly as I did? It would take time to rebuild the level of trust I had always taken for granted in the past, but without trust, how could a marriage survive?
 
   And then there was the forgiveness question.
 
    Jeff had put our family through the ringer. I would need to forgive him— but could I? Or would I harbor resentment, even if I never voiced it?
 
   The following night, as if God knew exactly what questions were on my mind (and of course He did), I read this line from The Way of Agape: “I believe we don’t need to trust our spouses completely in order to love (agapao) them. … We need only to trust God completely in order to love our spouses.”11
 
   Love Jeff unconditionally. That’s what God asked me to do in the middle of the separation when I did not understand what was happening and did not even see the man I’d married when I looked at Jeff. The end of our separation did not bring an end to the mandate to love my husband unconditionally. What mattered was that I completely trusted God. While I worked out my trust issues with Jeff and searched my heart to freely and fully forgive him, God would still be present in our relationship.
 
    With these concerns shooting around my mind, I remembered something my counselor said during one session. We were talking about issues of trust and forgiveness, and he said, “The Bible tells us to forgive all things, not trust all things.” Forgiveness, therefore, was something I would readily give to Jeff. Trust, on the other hand, was something we would rebuild in our marriage day by day and brick by brick.
 
    Both of the dreams God gave me the first two nights Jeff was away proved to be prophetic. Indeed our marriage is healthier and stronger now than it ever was before, even better than when we embarked on our journey together as husband and wife in 1976 at the ripe old age of nineteen. And Jesus had carried me, a broken child, through the healing process. I was never alone.
 
   Legendary football coach Vince Lombardi once said, “I firmly believe that any man’s finest hour, the greatest fulfillment of all he holds dear, is the moment when he has worked his heart out in a good cause and lies exhausted on the field of battle victorious.”
 
    Victorious! I thank God every day that, in the fight for my marriage, I was victorious. I gave it my all and indeed lay exhausted on the battlefield, but it was a cause well worth the fight, a cause of the noblest kind, a cause with far-reaching effects for generations to come.
 
   Why did we have to go through a torturous separation that nearly sapped every ounce of hope I could muster? I may never know the answer. But I still believe God was in it.
 
   William P. Young, author of The Shack, created Papa, a character who represents God. When challenged about the evil rampant in the world, Papa says, 
 
   There are millions of reasons to allow pain and hurt and suffering rather than to eradicate them, but most of those reasons can only be understood within each person’s story. I am not evil. You are the ones who embrace fear and pain and power and rights so readily in your relationships. But your choices are also not stronger than my purposes, and I will use every choice you make for the ultimate good and the most loving outcome.12 
 
   Plenty of good people go through a difficult time in their marriage. We might look at them and never imagine the personal pain they experience. But that does not mean God is absent. We have hard hearts. People asked Jesus, “Why did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away.” Jesus answered, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard” (Matthew 19:7–8). We must guard against hard hearts that keep us from seeing what God wants us to see. Fear, panic attacks, and depression are powerful forces. But unconditional love and forgiveness are more powerful. God never wastes a hurt but rather works to bring good from it. 
 
   Several years after our separation, I rolled over in bed one night and asked Jeff, “On a scale from one to ten, how would you rate our marriage?” 
 
   He thought for a second and said, “A perfect ten!”
 
   I laughed and chided, “How could any marriage be a perfect ten when it is made up of two imperfect people?”
 
   “Well, how would you rate our marriage?” He turned the question back on me.
 
   “With ten being out of the equation, an impossibility, I would say somewhere between an eight and a nine. On the bad days an eight, and on the good days a nine.”
 
   For a while Jeff and I were a team divided, but now, thanks to God, we have become a team reunited.
 
   One of the first things we did when Jeff came home was get the wheels moving again on Janessa’s adoption. As we renewed our commitment to each other, we wanted to legally cement our commitment to this little girl who brought us both such great joy. 
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   Heed the Call
 
   What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open. I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. —Revelation 3:7–8
 
    
 
   Jeff and I had a lot of work to do to catch up with each other emotionally and to hear each other’s desires for our relationship as well as other dimensions of our life together. Before long, Jeff was talking to me about some of the soul searching he did during our months apart, particularly in the area of his career goals. 
 
   When he left the Huskies in 1993, Jeff thought his college coaching days were behind him and his dream of one day running his own team was over. When he left the Huskies, Jeff tried his hand at a sporting goods store. Then when we moved to Arizona for my health, Jeff expected he would make his way outside the field of college coaching, first in banking and then in high school coaching. In 1998 the University of Arizona offered him an assistant coaching job. While he was thrilled to make the move from high school coaching back to the college level, his lifelong dream was to be a head coach of a college football team. Along with the job with the Wildcats, his dream of being a head coach resurfaced. He had been an assistant coach at several universities now. Perhaps his career was back on track.
 
   The odds were diminishing, Jeff realized. As grateful as he was to be on the Wildcats coaching staff, he came up against the reality that that might be as far as his career went. His dream of being a head coach might never come to fruition.
 
   “But that’s okay,” Jeff said as we talked about this. “I’ve released that dream and I’m now at peace with it.” 
 
    
 
   My spiritual antenna went on high alert. I had learned something about surrender on several previous occasions, but this was new language coming from Jeff. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
   When Jeff and I decided to start a family, we conceived the very first month we tried, and Jared came into our lives. I thought it would be just as easy every time. When we tried to have a second child and nothing seemed to be happening, I started to realize that not every dream would come along so easily. For over a year I asked God to allow me to become a mother for a second time. Nothing happened. Month after month brought disappointment. I was on a roller coaster of asking and hoping, then being let down and disappointed. Finally I knew I had to let go. I told God I would trust Him and believe He knew exactly what He was doing. I would not ask again for another child. He knew I wanted one, but I surrendered my desire to His will. 
 
   The very next month I became pregnant.
 
    The pattern with my extended illness was much the same. I went from doctor to doctor, from idea to idea, collecting clues about my illness but never finding something that would actually make me better. Finally I surrendered to the reality that I might be ill for a very long time, but I believed God was with me nevertheless. I gave up trying to control what happened and left it in God’s hands.
 
   And then He spoke and said, Move to Arizona. The move led to finally getting some control over my illness and rebuilding my life.
 
   I’m not sure why God wants us to surrender the very things in our lives that are most important to us, even things He seems to want to give us. Nor do I understand all the ramifications that surrendering has in the spiritual realm. But I learned that surrender was key—truly letting go and accepting that what I wanted most might never happen, and finding God’s presence in that moment. 
 
   So when Jeff told me he had relinquished his dream of becoming a college head coach, I began to pray. Throughout the fall of 1999, I asked God not to open any doors we were not supposed to walk through. God led us to Arizona with the same process—closing doors in Seattle and opening them so clearly in Arizona that we could see where we were supposed to go. Now, if we were supposed to leave Arizona so Jeff could be a head coach, I wanted to be absolutely sure God was in the move. My health was so much better in Arizona than it had been in Seattle. It was difficult to imagine moving away. Perhaps this was part of Jeff’s reality check in surrendering his own dream. Still, I began to pray. 
 
   ***
 
   Near the end of 1999, a close friend suggested that Jeff apply for an open head coaching position at Eastern Michigan University. Our friend knew the athletic director there and thought he could help get Jeff an interview. Jeff took his advice and applied. We trusted that this door would be closed if God did not want to take us to Michigan.
 
   After a couple of weeks, the door seemed to slam shut. Jeff received a rejection letter from the university. It was a standard rejection letter thanking Jeff for his interest but indicating that the position had been filled. 
 
   “That’s that,” Jeff said. 
 
   I wasn’t so sure. “If God wants you at this job, it doesn’t matter that you received a rejection letter,” I said. For some reason, I still felt this door might be open for Jeff.
 
   A few days passed. Jeff received another rejection letter from Eastern Michigan University. We laughed about it at the time.
 
   Jeff said, “I guess they really wanted me to know I was not wanted for this job!”
 
    Another day or two passed. Then out of the blue, Jeff received a telephone call from the athletic director at Eastern Michigan. It turned out that the man who was first offered the job subsequently accepted another position at Michigan State University, where he had been serving as assistant head coach. The head coach there moved on to Louisiana State University, and the assistant head coach was offered the head coaching job. This still left EMU without a head coach.
 
   After receiving not one but two rejection letters, Jeff was now on a plane flying to Michigan for an interview. One day while he was gone, I went to a friend’s house to pray with her about the situation. We had not been praying long when suddenly she stopped, looked at me with tears in her eyes, and said, “I think you’re moving. God just gave me the words ‘What God opens no one can shut, and what He shuts, no one can open. I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut.’ ” 
 
   These words, from Revelation 3:7–8, seemed to be a direct answer to my prayer of praying for open and closed doors. On December 15, 1999, Jeff was named head football coach at Eastern Michigan University in Ypsilanti, Michigan. The dream he had released a few months earlier became reality.
 
    I flew to Michigan the week before Christmas to do some house hunting. After four days I found a floor plan and a neighborhood I liked. Unfortunately there were no lots available in the neighborhood that would accommodate the floor plan I selected, which had a walk-out basement. I thought a walk-out would lend more light in the Midwestern climate, something I believed would be good for my health. I was confused at this point. I had asked God to lead me to the right neighborhood and felt strongly drawn to the Stonebridge development. But the fact remained that there were no lots available for our floor plan. We would have to keeping looking.
 
   The day before we were due to fly home to Arizona for Christmas, I scheduled a few hours with Jeff so the realtor and I could show him the options we had uncovered so far. On the morning of our appointment, a Stonebridge representative phoned the realtor to say two new lots had just come available. Apparently these two lots had been purchased as an investment some years earlier and had been tied up in an estate. On that particular morning—the last opportunity I would have to show Jeff around and make a decision on where we would build—the lots in the estate were released to the developer for resale. They were two of the nicest lots in the entire neighborhood. The lots sloped down to the water’s edge of a big lake, a perfect setting for the walk-out basement we wanted to build. I felt truly blessed by both the beautiful lot and God’s impeccable sense of timing.
 
    Without a doubt we had found where we would build Dream Home Number Three.
 
    During Jeff’s brief stay in Tucson over the Christmas holidays, we appeared before the Pima County Juvenile Court Judge to hold the hearings for Janessa’s adoption. Because of our upcoming move, we appealed, and it was granted, to have the court proceedings held in advance of the date the adoption would be finalized. Arranging for the family to fly back to Tucson at a date after our move would be costly and complicated, so we were pleased to take care of this legal loose end amid the busy and exciting holiday season.
My parents were present for the proceedings, along with Jessi, Jordan, and Janessa’s new cousin Beka. Janessa seemed determined to give the judge a run for her money as to who could talk the loudest. We used a bag of Cheetos to bribe her to sit still during the proceedings. Everything she touched looked like it had been sprinkled with orange dust—her hands, her face, her dress, and everything else within her reach. 
 
   On February 28, 2000, two years since Janessa Joy first graced our home with her presence, her adoption was final. She began her life as an official Woodruff as a resident of the State of Michigan. 
 
   Between the court proceedings in December and the legal finalized adoption date in February, we packed up and moved the family to Michigan—minus one. Jared was a freshman at the University of Arizona. About halfway to Michigan we had to stop at a Sears and buy winter coats for the kids. They didn’t own coats. They had never needed them in southern Arizona. The further north we got, the more they needed coats whenever we stopped and got out of the car.
 
    The drive across the states was fairly uneventful, until we were just south of Chicago. We drove through a white-out snowstorm so severe that all I could see were faint tire tracks of the truck in front of us. The only reason I knew it was a truck was because of the size of the tracks. I couldn’t actually see the vehicle. I couldn’t see anything, for that matter. My instinct was to pull over and get off the highway, but I couldn’t even figure out where “over” and “off” were. And if I stopped, we could easily be hit from behind by a car or truck. The white-out probably lasted only fifteen or twenty minutes, but it seemed far longer at the time. I had never driven in anything like that before and hope I never have to again!
 
    I was grateful that my mother was with us for the drive. I had Jessi, Jordan, and a noisy and rambunctious two-year-old Janessa for a cross-country trip, plus the dog, Jade. At every pit stop we had to take her out of her kennel for a walk. Finally we pulled into the Ypsilanti Marriott, where we stayed until our furniture arrived. Then we moved into an apartment that would be our home for the next seven months while we, once again, waited for a beautiful new home to rise from the ground under the direction of a trusted contractor. 
 
   The experience of moving to Michigan was a journey into surrender. Only when Jeff surrendered his dream of becoming a head coach at the college level did God open doors. We were sure the doors had slammed shut. However, two rejection letters made little difference when there was a door God wanted us to walk through. He also showed us His perfect sense of timing when the lakefront property went back on the market on the very day we had to make a decision about where to buy land. 
 
   We were about to discover another, more personally significant reason to live in Michigan. After two decades of living across the country from Jeff’s family in Ohio, we were on the brink of a new journey with his parents. 
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   Higher Purpose
 
   Take your consecrated things and whatever you have vowed to give, and go to the place the Lord will choose.
—Deuteronomy 12:26
 
    
 
   Ever since we graduated from college, Jeff and I had lived in the western part of the United States. I had forgotten just how cold Midwestern winters can get. When I was nine and moved to Michigan for the first time, I found the little white flakes that fell from the sky enchanting. Thirty-five years later, my reaction to winter was considerably less gracious.
 
   Before our second winter was over, I bought myself a light box that simulated sunshine. The theory is that a person can sit in front of a light box and the simulated sunshine will replace the missing outdoor sunshine. People who suffer from Seasonal Affective Disorder use these light boxes. SAD is sometimes called the “winter blues” or “winter depression.” Some people are more affected by seasonal changes than others, and apparently I was one of them. I seemed to crave more sunshine than the gray Michigan winters offered. When the sun was out, I parked myself in front of a window absorbing as much sunlight as possible. 
 
   Our dog, Jade, disliked the cold, gray winter as well. I had to force her outside for walks on really cold days. The weather changes seemed to affect her. Within months of our move to Michigan, she developed Addison’s disease and died of a heart attack. She was just four and a half years old. 
 
   Despite the dismal gray feeling that came with Michigan winters, we did not have to look far for advantages of living in the Midwest. For twenty years we had lived thousands of miles from all of Jeff’s family. Visits were a major undertaking of planning and finances. Now these loved ones were less than two hundred miles away, just a three-hour drive. We envisioned frequent visits back and forth and a new season of pleasure in these relationships. Little did we know how valuable our proximity would be. 
 
   Within a couple of months of our arrival in Michigan, Jeff’s mother’s health began a sudden descent. From the mid-1980s, Mom Woodruff had been bedridden with severe arthritis and was in constant pain, though you would never know it. She maintained a wonderful attitude about her illness. Seldom did I hear her complain, though I knew she suffered on a daily basis. In the early months of 2000, however, her lungs became too weak to transport sufficient oxygen around her body. She was in and out of the hospital for several weeks. If we had still lived in the West, we would have ached to be with her during this time. Because we were in Michigan, we could easily make the drive back and forth as needed. 
 
   On my last visit with her, just days before her death, my mother-in-law called me back into her bedroom to tell me she was ready to go. True to form, she was thinking of others rather than herself. She was concerned about Jeff’s dad, Bill. She asked me to speak to Bill and tell him that everything would be okay. She was at peace and ready to be with the Lord. This was not an easy conversation, but I honored her wishes and tried to prepare my father-in-law for the loss that would come far sooner than any of us wished. 
 
   When the doctors finally gave her no hope of improving, she decided to allow them to disconnect the breathing machine that was keeping her alive. Mom Woodruff passed away on March 25, 2000, just three months and ten days after Jeff was hired at Eastern Michigan—but not before seeing her son capture his dream of being head coach of a college team. 
 
   In August 2000, our home on the lake was ready. August is a busy time for college coaches, so Jeff was not able to help much with the move-in process. With the help of the kids and a few friends, the job got done. Jared was there to help too. He had decided to transfer from the University of Arizona to Eastern Michigan to be closer to his family and because—believe it or not—he liked the colder weather! 
 
   In building our third home, we took environmental precautions once again. Because my health overall was so much better, we were not as fastidious as we had been with the Tucson home. We concentrated on areas we had come to see as having greatest importance to supporting my health. On the main floor, which housed the master bedroom, we used only tile and hardwood flooring— no carpeting. With a bedroom on the main floor, I could spend virtually all day on this floor. We did put carpet in the upstairs rooms and in the basement, but we used a padding designed to have less outgassing and be less toxic. We installed a water filter under the kitchen sink, and for air quality, we installed a HEPA filter in the basement. The unit was much larger than the one we had in Tucson because we had just one central heating and cooling unit in Michigan. We also knocked out some of the walls from the original floor plan to open things up as much as possible and allow more light throughout the house.
 
   To eliminate as much plywood as possible inside our home—because it emits such a high amount of gas—we used solid wood slats instead. And in areas that required a more solid surface than the slats would allow, such as upstairs where carpeting and tile were laid, builders placed a particleboard that did not outgas on top of the slats. 
 
   Overall the house worked out well for me. The first couple of months, I stayed out of the basement as much as possible. The carpet smells were strong downstairs, but eventually they subsided enough to allow me to spend time in the basement.
 
   The lake turned out to be a great source of fun for both friends and family. We would fish, paddle boat, and swim, and one day we even borrowed the neighbor’s boat and went sailing. Even in the winter months we managed to use the lake for recreation, sliding down and out onto the frozen edges of the lake on our inner tubes. 
 
   Our first football season at Eastern Michigan University started out well with a win over the University of Connecticut. But from there it went downhill. We lost our next seven games in a row. One of the highlights of this discouraging season was flying to South Carolina and playing against the legendary coach Lou Holtz. Besides the adrenaline rush of coaching against a legend, we felt as though we had truly arrived when we opened the door to our hotel room and found ourselves in an enormous suite. A person could get lost in there! Jeff and I were both fairly conservative about such luxuries, so it made us laugh—it was so unlike us. But I admit it was fun for a night. We got an even bigger chuckle when two hefty state troopers, with enormous hats, showed up to be Jeff’s bodyguards before, during, and after the game. 
 
   “What are you here for?” Jeff asked.
 
   “To protect you,” they replied.
 
   “You really need to protect my team, not me.”
 
   Before the game, as head coaches often do, Jeff and Coach Holtz had the opportunity for a short chat at midfield. Both of them were Kent State graduates, about twenty years apart. Coach Holtz began mentioning names of several professors, but Jeff did not recognize any of them. 
 
   After a few names, Jeff looked at Coach Holtz and said wryly, “Those guys were probably dead by the time I got there.” 
 
   Coach Holtz did not laugh.
 
   They did find one professor in common, Coach Frank Smouse. Coach Smouse had been an assistant coach at Kent State and later became a professor there as well. He was also the player personnel scout for the Cincinnati Bengals. Both Jeff and Coach Holtz had taken a Theory of Football class from Coach Smouse. The truth was, Jeff knew before the conversation that they both took the course. At the time Jeff was in the class, Coach Smouse told Jeff he was the first student ever to earn a higher grade in the class than Lou Holtz. Jeff was always proud of that accomplishment. 
 
   Despite Jeff’s superior grade in the Theory of Football class, South Carolina managed to win the game. We did, however, win two games toward the end of the season to end up with a three win–eight loss season. 
 
   I was adjusting to my role as the wife of the head coach of a major university team. Taking a page out of my mother’s playbook, I duplicated her Sunday morning recruiting breakfasts at our home. I tweaked my mom’s menu and came up with one of my own, which included as its staple a scrumptious homemade breakfast casserole. Our four children voted this recipe the best out of three breakfast casseroles I experimented with. I also served fruit, small boxes of cereal, and of course the crowd favorite, Krispy Kreme doughnuts. It was Jeff and Janessa’s job, before the recruits arrived each Sunday morning, to pick up the pre-ordered boxes of doughnuts at a local gas station’s minimart. Another crowd favorite was the hot chocolate with marshmallows that I made fresh for these breakfasts—real milk and chocolate, not a powder mixed with water. On chilly Michigan mornings, a rich hot chocolate treat was sweet and warming. 
 
   ***
 
   Our second and third seasons went much like the first. Jeff had his work cut out to build the program at EMU during a time when the Mid-American Conference was possibly the strongest it had ever been. At one time during our Michigan years, three teams from our conference were in the Top 25—an amazing feat in the MAC. We were trying to become competitive, but it was an uphill battle. Jeff was under pressure to produce a winning football team under the scrutinizing eyes of the fans at every game, not to mention a watchful university administration. The quarterback position was especially challenging to fill. This key position seemed susceptible to one mishap and injury after another, making the rebuilding process an even greater challenge. 
 
   Still, Jeff kept at it, and I was supportive in every way I could think of. 
 
   
***
 
   My parents celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary in August 2002 as Jeff’s third season at EMU got underway. Before the big event, I pondered what I could do to demonstrate what their fifty years of marriage meant to me personally. I decided to write a poem and superimpose it over their wedding picture in a frame.
 
   A Legacy of Love
 
   A legacy of love began, when in the beginning God created man.
It continued to flow when He sent His Son to draw us near and to His become.                                   This legacy continues when we, His creation, are obedient to love throughout each generation. Mom and Dad: in nineteen hundred and fifty two, you both agreed and said, “I do.”
You agreed to love God and one another, in sickness, in health, for richer, for poorer. 
Those words you have cherished, held dear to your heart. You’ve honored your vows, “Till death do us part.”
Your obedience to Him, to love and obey, becomes your gift to us and your grandkids one day. 
This legacy bequeathed to future generations is priceless indeed, cause for real celebration! 
Words cannot thank you, so try we will not. For what you have given can never be bought. 
It’s a gift from the heart; it flows from above. It began with the Father—it’s a Legacy of Love.
 
   On the occasion of my parents’ golden anniversary, I was once again grateful for the heritage of faith in my family.
 
   
***
 
   All during this time, though, Jeff’s father was unwell. He suffered from emphysema and the complications surrounding the disease. Around the beginning of October 2002, I was working in my kitchen and felt a prompting to write my father-in-law a note. I was prompted to tell him how much I loved him, how much he meant to me, and to simply affirm him as a person and the joy he brought to our whole family. The notion came from nowhere, and I remember thinking at the time that the prompting was from God. But as often happens, I got busy and did not act on the urge right away. It went on my to-do list for early the next week, when I thought I might have a few minutes to give my note the careful attention it deserved. That was Thursday. Monday was only four days away, and then I could craft a carefully worded message that expressed the fullness of my heart. 
 
   On Monday morning, just after midnight, Jeff’s brother Don called. Dad had just passed away. 
 
   I lay in bed with a nagging regret for not heeding God’s prompting a few days earlier. In a few hours the day would dawn, the day when I had planned to write my note. If I had sent the note on the day I felt the urge, Dad would have received it before his death. It would have been a blessing to both of us. Dad would have been blessed to see my words of love and appreciation for him, and I would have been blessed to say my last goodbyes with words of love on one of his last days on earth.
 
   Instead, I gave into busyness. Instead, I thought I would get to it soon. But I had not gotten to it soon enough.
 
    In the wee hours of October 7, 2002, I slipped out of bed and wrote my father-in-law the letter I never got to send.
 
   Dear Dad, 
 
   Just wanted to drop you a note to tell you how special you are to me and how much I love you. I feel so blessed to have had a father-in-law like you. You and Mom have been such an example of love to Jeff and me. Your over fifty years of marriage and commitment to one another have been a gift to us, and I thank you for that.
 
   I know these past few months have been tough, but I just wanted to let you know how much I love you and that I will see you on the other side!
 
    
 
   May God bless you. 
 
   
Love, Jill 
 
   After writing the letter, finally I was able to go back to bed and sleep peacefully, with no more regrets. At Dad’s funeral just a few days later, I read the letter aloud before everyone who was there.
 
   I’m pretty sure Dad heard me.
 
   It was a blessing to be geographically close to Jeff’s family during these years when his parents declined and passed away. We were both grateful to God for arranging our lives to allow this time together. 
 
   By the end of our third season at EMU, though, we were having difficulty seeing God’s hand of blessing on the football field. Trying to rebuild a football program gets disheartening at times. Jeff and I both held onto a truth stated by Lou Holtz, the legendary coach who did not appreciate Jeff’s sense of humor. He said, “You’re never as good as everyone tells you when you win, and you’re never as bad as they say when you lose.”
 
   A hearty amen to that! 
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   Lost Ending
 
   Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. —1 Thessalonians 5:16–18
 
    
 
   When our third season at EMU ended, I went to the Christian bookstore near our home and purchased a large picture of an eagle soaring above the treetops. Eastern’s mascot was the eagle. “But they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength,” the words under the picture said. “They shall mount up with wings as eagles: they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint” (Isaiah 40:31). s
 
   I wanted the verse to read, “…and they shall not lose.”
 
   Jeff took the picture and hung it in his office. Not only was the eagle the team mascot, but also the verse was a constant reminder of where our strength comes from. It turned out we were going to need deep reservoirs of strength when the fourth season opened. 
 
   After three seasons, Jeff felt he was making progress. Many of the players had been with him for several years now, and he carefully and aggressively recruited for the new players he believed the team needed to make it a winning program. Jeff felt it was particularly important to get off to a solid start in the fall of 2003. A few wins under our belt would lay a foundation of confidence on which to build for the entire season. With his coaching staff, Jeff worked on plays and strategies, which they then drilled into the players in practice after practice. Football is not for the fainthearted. Jeff believed it was possible to work hard and have a successful season.
 
   Hope was infectious. I was expecting great things! Before the start of the season, I plunged in afresh at writing this book, determined to finish it. I was convinced my final chapter would be entitled, “Winning the Mid-American Conference Championship and Living Happily Ever After.” I couldn’t wait to follow the details of the season and create a lively record of one stunning win after another.
 
   No one planned on the starting quarterback suffering a season-ending injury in the first quarter of the first game.
 
    Somehow we managed to win the game despite the devastating injury. But without the quarterback, well-practiced plays and weeks of drilling did not have the same pay-off. We came up short in the next two games. When we boarded the plane to fly to Annapolis for an end-of-September match-up with Navy, the stakes were high. If we won, we could come back from our 1–2 record and have an even start for the rest of the season. If we lost, it would be more thorny to try to regain our footing as we went forward.
The game against Navy happened to be the same week that Hurricane Isabel pummeled the east coast of Maryland. But football is football. It doesn’t stop for weather. The officials did not cancel the game. After our 39–7 loss, though, the coastline was not the only thing that looked beaten up. A pall fell over the team on the plane home. Hardly anyone spoke. The ramifications of this defeat—by such a wide margin—weren’t lost on anyone.
 
   Bill Parcells, a well-known former coach in the National Football League, once said, “There’s winning and there is misery.” 
 
   The plane ride home from the Navy game was sheer misery.
 
   Our high expectations for a solid winning season were fading fast. The team record was already one win and three losses. But some of our toughest games were still ahead of us. Losing these early games did not bode well for the games coming up in October and November.
 
   It was bad enough that we were losing, but the reasons we were losing were even more disappointing. In addition to our quarterback’s injury, we were making careless mistakes, giving away games with our turnovers. Even a well-played game can change with one play. That split second of hesitation can mean the difference between a successful pass and an interception. A nanosecond too long in deciding the play can lead to a fumble. Instead of driving toward the goal like a powerful machine, we were losing possession of the ball without even getting to the point where we might score.
 
   This was not the season I had in mind, nor what Jeff had his sights on. 
 
   ***
 
   On Sunday morning, after the debacle of a game against Navy, I felt God telling me I needed a little attitude adjustment. I needed to stop the pity party and begin praising Him in all things, regardless of our circumstances. That included whether or not the Eagles won any football games. Frankly, at the time I did not feel like praising God for much of anything. Jeff’s career was on the line. Contract or not, football coaches who don’t produce wins are not around very long. But I wanted to obey God, so I looked for opportunities to praise Him even though things did not go our way. I saw the troubling football season against the backdrop of God’s goodness and put things in perspective.
 
   Later on that same Sunday, I called my friend Trudy in Tucson. She suggested I read the book Power in Praise by Merlin Carothers. I went to the bookstore the very next day and bought a copy. I also purchased Enjoying Where You Are on the Way to Where You Are Going by Joyce Meyers and Letting Go of Worry and Anxiety by Pam Vredevelt. Clearly the turmoil in my life colored my reading selections! 
 
   I was discouraged for, not only the impact this season might have on Jeff’s coaching career, but also the implications it might have on my book. The season was ruining the ending to a book about “A Journey into God’s Faithfulness.” 
 
   “How could You, God?” I asked at the time. “We’ve come so far. You led me through the recovery of my health. You led us through a separation. You gave us Janessa. You led us to Michigan. How can You ruin a perfect ending like this?”
 
   ***
 
   We played games five and six—and lost. We were now at one win and five losses. Visions of a stellar season had faded long ago. Now we just wanted to come out of the season with a shred of dignity left. Jeff would have to pull whatever he could out of his players for this year and begin to strategize about next year, the final year on his contract. 
 
   Game seven: loss. Toledo was the worst defeat of the bunch.
 
    
 
   Game eight: loss. 
 
    
 
   Driving home after this game—our seventh straight loss—I found myself pleading with God for an explanation. “Where do I go from here? What do I write about now? 
 
   In the past I had always felt God’s direction in writing. Now I didn’t know which way to turn. The ending I hoped for was not going to happen.
 
    So what would be the ending of my book? 
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   Seven Straight
 
   Because of the Lord’s great love, we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. —Lamentations 3:22–23
 
    
 
   On the Sunday after our seventh straight loss, I got my answer about what to write about. The revelation was simple, profound, and humbling. 
 
   This book is not about how good a coach Jeff is or what kind of exciting ending your book might have. It’s about Me—God—and My faithfulness.
 
    When you are the daughter or wife of a college football coach, football takes over your life. It defines your family schedules. It dictates your loyalties. You start to speak a language, even at home, that other families don’t speak. You can easily see all of life through the football grid. Somehow in the confusion and discouragement of the season, I lost track of writing about God’s faithfulness. Even in a long, depressing football season, God is faithful. The sin of pride had tried to make its way onto the pages of my book, but God straightened things out.
 
    I sat there in church mulling over the season and realized just how faithful God had been to us. Granted, the football games were not going the way we hoped, but having a losing season, even an embarrassing one, did not mean God was not faithful. One example after another stacked up in my mind.
 
   Several weeks into the season, I felt that Jeff and I might benefit from some extra prayer coverage. One day I asked God to send someone our way who would be faithful in praying for us. In addition to the obvious reason why I thought we could use some extra prayer—the dismal start to the football season—I wondered about my book. I was writing a book that included my experiences with the power of darkness—powers that would just as soon travel incognito, no doubt—so I thought prayer could only be a good thing. 
 
   Elmer Josephson, author of God’s Key to Health and Happiness, writes, 
 
   Under chemical analysis, every secretion in the body of a cheerful contented person is found to be largely free of destructive toxins. However, the same chemical test taken of those who harbor hate, envy, anger, fear, and jealousy, or who are beset by fear, worry, and anxiety, are found to produce toxins in the blood that are destructive to one’s physical welfare.13
 
   My propensity to worry went a long way back. Mom told me that when I was a little girl and we were preparing to go somewhere, the first thing out of my mouth would be, “Is there a bathroom there?” Some may interpret that question as wisely planning ahead, but in my case it was the beginning of my destructive bent to worry and become anxious about so many things. Some extra prayer would surely help to soothe my anxious spirit. 
 
   The day after I asked God to send someone our way, I received an e-mail from Emily. This was someone I’d met through my son Jordan’s summer basketball league. Emily’s son, Pete, played on the same team as Jordan. She and I hit it off right away, and it didn’t take long to realize she shared my great love for the Lord.
 
   In her e-mail, Emily asked how she and her husband might be able to pray for us. She said Jeff and I had been on her heart lately. I knew this was an answer to my prayer and whispered, “Thank You, Jesus!” Little did I know at that early stage just how difficult the season would be or how much I truly would need Emily’s support. I replied to her e-mail, thanked her, and suggested some ways she and her husband might pray for us. Emily wrote back to ask if we might be able to get together the next week, and we made plans.
 
   Emily and I talked for three hours. When we finally had to wrap up our absorbing visit, Emily asked if I minded if she laid hands on me and prayed. My response was “Please do!” And as she prayed, I felt the peace of God flow through me. I also felt the tightness in my chest, which I had experienced for over a week, release and dissipate. I was fairly sure the tightness was related to the stress I felt, but I just had not been able to shake it. But as Emily prayed, it was just gone. After the prayer, she explained that she felt as if God was leading her to pray for my peace.
 
   God was faithful. 
 
   
***
 
   The loss to Toledo, which happened in the middle of October, was particularly crushing. I once again felt frustrated about the season and the fact that the team could not manage to turn itself around. The plays were just not happening. Discouragement was slapping everyone in the face. 
 
   On my way to church the morning after the Toledo game, I was thinking how grateful I was that college football played on Saturday. I often needed the encouragement that Sunday morning in church brought me!
 
   On this particular Sunday, our pastor was continuing his instruction on the topic of vocation. His series focused on how we might find our vocations and what the Bible says about the subject. On the day after our lopsided loss to the University of Toledo, Pastor Wilson finished his sermon with these words: 
 
   There may be some of you out there who are at a job that’s not going very well for you right now, and you may not be having a lot of fun. You might even have moved to Michigan from some great location and you’re thinking to yourself, What in the world am I doing here, God? Well, rest assured. God has you right where He wants you. He knows exactly what He’s doing. 
 
   I sat there thinking, Has Pastor Wilson been reading my mind? I had wondered the very same thing he was talking about in his sermon. Why in the world did God move us from Arizona to Michigan for this? We had a losing record over four seasons and a trying situation. Our pastor’s sermon that morning helped me to take my eyes off of myself and our difficult situation and once again put them back on God, where they belonged. That helped me get through yet another challenging week. 
 
   God was faithful. 
 
   ***
 
   I’m not sure if it’s harder for the family of the coach or the coach himself when things don’t go well. At one time I would have said definitely it was harder on the coach. After all, this was Jeff’s job, his career, his sense of himself. He was the one under excruciating pressure to perform. But it doesn’t always feel that way to the family. At least the coach can go to work and try to do something to improve the situation. At least he can feel like something is within his control. He can come up with ideas, new plays, new drills, and creative ways to build motivation in his team. The family can only sit on the sidelines holding on to a ray of hope that things will get better. The family can’t do anything to make the team perform more successfully. 
 
   After our seventh loss in a row, with a one and seven record, we had a bye week. Finally we had a break, a chance to catch our breath, and a Saturday when we did not have to stare into the eyes of another crushing enemy. During that bye week, I experienced yet another example of God’s faithfulness in the midst of a daunting situation.
 
   A few weeks earlier, in September, I had called Dr. Paula Davey, my environmental medicine doctor, to inquire about a medicine my cardiologist wanted me to start taking for a leaky mitral valve. I was not excited about taking the medication, so I decided to get a second opinion. Dr. Davey cautioned me, giving her opinion on how this medication might affect someone with the kinds of sensitivities I lived with every day.
 
   Changing the subject, she then mentioned a book she thought I might enjoy reading: A More Excellent Way by Henry Wright, the pastor of Pleasant Valley Church in Thomaston, Georgia. He had one of the leading healing ministries for people with chemical sensitivities. 
 
   As I hung up the phone, I had the strange feeling I’d heard this pastor’s name before. But where? I called down to Georgia and ordered the book. Suddenly it dawned on me. I had heard Pastor Wright’s name years ago, while we lived in Tucson, through my friend Penny. Penny was the woman I talked to on the telephone while we still lived in Seattle. She was in the middle of moving to Arizona with her family because of her own environmental illness. All those years ago, Penny had encouraged me to seriously consider moving to Arizona as well. 
 
   After we moved to Arizona, Penny wrote me a letter telling me about a pastor who helped her find the root cause of her illness, which led to being cured. This pastor was going to be in Snowflake, Arizona, where she now lived, and then he would travel to Tucson. The pastor’s name, she wrote, was Henry Wright. Though I was unable to attend any of his meetings, I was able to talk to him on the telephone and share a few things about my illness.
 
   Now seven years later, someone else—my doctor in Michigan—mentioned Pastor Wright’s name to me. I wondered if this was just some sort of coincidence or an encounter ordained by God. My answer was not far away.
 
   Normally, I don’t read a lot during the day, with the exception of a few chapters from the Bible. Somewhere along the way the notion was ingrained in me that work always came before pleasure. Since reading is pleasurable for me, I always felt I had to accomplish my work before I could sit down with a book. I liked to sit down to read in the evenings, after the children were in bed. Several weeks after talking to my doctor and ordering Henry Wright’s book, with one devastating loss after another, I did something uncharacteristic. On October 31, 2003, I sat down to do nothing but read Pastor Wright’s book—in the middle of the day. 
 
   The book was engrossing, and the writing definitely caught my attention. The author spoke volumes about fear, anxiety, and stress and how these emotions ultimately affect the immune system.
 
   Tightness around my chest.
 
   Lack of peace. 
 
   Anxiety about what the season meant for Jeff’s career. 
 
   Struggling to know how to encourage Jeff when the outcome looked bleak. 
 
   While players and coaches battled on the football field, I battled fear and anxiety. Once again these emotions had reared their ugly heads and robbed me of my peace and joy. As I read Pastor Wright’s book, I saw as never before what this spirit of fear and anxiety was—evil. I understood and began to hate the fear that had been part of my life for far too long. 
 
   Pastor Wright wrote some pretty harsh words concerning fear in a person’s life—my life. He said fear is an act of disobedience and a form of unbelief. Sentences from his book leaped out at me, hitting the target every time.
 
   “All fear comes from not trusting God and His Word.”
 
   “The power of Satan is fear.”
 
   “You cannot defeat your enemy in disobedience.”
 
   “Make fear your enemy.” 
 
   “Fear and anxiety and stress compromise the immune system.” 
 
   “You cannot expect to be healed of anxiety and fear disorders if you continue to operate in fearand anxiety and tension.” 
 
   “In order to get a person healed of MCS/EI [Multiple Chemical Sensitivies/EnvironmentalIllness] the spirit of fear has to be cast out of their life once and for all.”14
 
   As I sat there reading this book, I began crying out to the Lord. 
 
   “Help me get it right this time! Help me rid myself of this evil, once and for all!”
 
   God was faithful, and I craved God’s faithfulness. I had seen it throughout the heart-wrenching football season, and now I wanted Him to demonstrate faithfulness once and for all. I longed for the peace of God to fill me and stamp out any vestige of doubt that God knew exactly what I needed. 
 
   Three days later, the phone rang in the middle of the day. It was Jeff.
 
   “I’ve been fired.” 
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   Wandering
 
   As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts your thoughts. —Isaiah 55:9
 
    
 
   God apparently wasted no time in putting to the test my resolve to rid myself of the spirit of fear.
 
    Job security in college coaching is an oxymoron. There is none. 
 
   Were we shocked at the decision to replace Jeff? No. Disappointed? Yes. Jeff’s contract was for five years, and we had hoped to stay put for the duration of the contract. Jeff knew installing a sound football program at Eastern Michigan wouldn’t happen overnight. It would take several seasons. We were headed in the right direction, but we did not reach the destination quickly enough to appease the administration. Even a contract doesn’t mean the coach will stay in the job until the contract period expires. It’s the nature of the business. Jeff and I knew this risk before we started down the road of college coaching the first time, and we certainly knew it when we picked up our lives and moved to Michigan. Still, it was disappointing not to be able to see the result of all Jeff’s hard work to build a team. 
 
   The jolting reality of Jeff losing his job was nevertheless an opportunity to “walk the talk.” God wants us walking in freedom, not being bound or held captive to any sin in our lives. Coming to grips with my sin of fear was almost worth the disappointment of the football season (though Jeff may not agree on that point). Fear is actually a form of atheism—unbelief, lack of trust. What it did to us physically, mentally, and spiritually made me realize it was time to get rid of the rule of fear in my life once and for all. I wanted to walk in God’s ways, higher than mine, without fear.
 
   God did not answer our prayers the way we wanted Him to. But that did not mean God was not faithful. I clung to my conviction that if God was closing this chapter of our lives, He was about to open another one. We did not have a clue what would come next. But in the recent weeks I had learned anew the lesson that God’s faithfulness is not based on His granting us success, nor is it contingent on our circumstances. Rather, God is faithful despite our circumstances. Though they had been difficult to find at times, the fingerprints of God’s faithfulness were visible to us in Michigan and we expected them to be visible as we moved into whatever came next.
 
   But what would come next? That we did not know. I had to decide how I would respond. Would I be devastated by news I had hoped not to hear? Would I succumb to anxiety about the time of uncertainty ahead of us? Would I allow fear to grip me again?
 
   As much as it was within my power to do so, I was going to walk through this time of uncertainty in faith. It would not be easy. Breaking strongholds rarely is. My anxious ways of thinking had become just that, a habitual stronghold in my life. The worst-case scenario always seemed to be the first one to come to my mind.
 
   Jeff won’t get another coaching job.
Jeff won’t get any job at all. 
We’ll exhaust our savings. 
We’ll lose our house.
Our younger children will grow up in a cardboard box on the street. 
 
   Okay, perhaps it wouldn’t be quite that bad.
 
    Maybe this way of thinking resulted from years of practice. I certainly had done it often enough in the past. Or perhaps it was a generational sin of some sort. My mother admitted that her mother struggled with anxiety, even saying once, “I know worry is a sin, but I just can’t seem to conquer it.”
 
    The cause of this tendency in my life, or where it might have come from, didn’t much matter. I was tired of it and wanted it gone. That’s what mattered. I wanted this kind of fear out of my life for good. Taking each of my thoughts captive and holding it up against the light of God’s truth was not going to be an easy task. All the uncertainty that goes with being unemployed would give me the perfect opportunity to put into practice what I wanted to do—walk by faith, not by fear.
 
   ***
 
   The four years at Eastern Michigan left Jeff a little burned out with college coaching. He wasn’t even sure if he wanted to try to find another college job. Other careers sounded pretty appealing under the circumstances. Jeff needed some time to sort out what he really wanted to do. We did not know where we would live, and we did not even know what kind of work Jeff would try to find. We had more questions than answers at that point. One thing was certain, though. Whatever job Jeff found, we hoped it would take us to a warmer climate. We had loved the sunshine and dry weather of the Southwest, and it seemed to be a better place for my health. Even if Jeff decided to stay in college coaching, we did not want to go just anywhere for the sake of a coaching job. 
 
   Immediately after Jeff was fired I began to ask God to show us exactly where He wanted us. Not only did I ask that He show us where He wanted us, but also I asked Him to show us what He wanted Jeff to do. As I had when we moved from Seattle to Arizona, I asked God to open the doors He wanted us to walk through and close all others.
 
   Jeff was giving a lot of thought to going into athletic administration, thinking that the administrative side of college athletics might lend itself to a bit more job stability. He talked about the possibility of doing an internship with the University of Arizona Athletic Department to see how he might like this line of work. He also talked about returning to Tucson and coaching at the high school level again. Because of its familiarity and the university nearby, and because we enjoyed living there before, Tucson was our primary focus. 
 
   Jeff and I were so convinced that we would return to Tucson that during the week of Thanksgiving we flew down there to scout out the housing situation and job market. After spending a couple of days with a realtor, we found a piece of property and put down a refundable $5,000 so the developers would hold it for us while we made a final decision. 
 
   We returned to Michigan in time for Janessa’s sixth birthday a few days later. Talk about a silver lining! Jeff usually missed Janessa’s birthday celebrations because of his heavy work schedule at that time of year. This time he was the star of the show, wowing the children with his magic tricks. I heard one little boy tell his mother, “This was the best birthday party ever!” Had Jeff been coaching, I would not have seen the love and pride on my daughter’s face as her daddy made her day all the more special with his extraordinary performance. This was small compensation for Jeff losing his job, but a wonderful one nevertheless.
 
   Originally Jeff planned to wait until the first of the year to head back to Arizona and pound the pavement for a job. He changed his mind, though, and decided he should go sooner. He hesitated about leaving right before the holidays, yet I knew he was anxious to start looking seriously for a job. I assured him we could do Christmas without him that year if we had to. I did not want him feeling guilty if he thought he really should go sooner. Besides, all of us were anxious to find out where our next move would take us.
 
   Jeff signed over power of attorney so I could handle the sale of our home and took off in the first week of December. His vehicle was piled high with clothes in the back seat and CDs in the front seat. Jordan had made the CDs for his dad’s long road trip. Seeing the car loaded up with all of Jeff’s things brought back a flood of memories of a time nine years earlier when I sent Jeff off on another trip to Arizona—back in 1995 when we decided to move to Tucson. I felt as if history were repeating itself. 
 
   Jordan’s CDs proved to be a comfort for Jeff. They were Jordan’s way of saying that he, too, was hurting for his dad and wanted to help in some way. With no one to talk to on the long drive, Jeff found good company in the CDs. When he reached Tucson, Jeff stayed in the home of our former pastor, the one who offered me his balcony when was I getting over my extreme chemical sensitivities. It was good to know Jeff was going into the arms of good friends who cared for him sincerely.
 
   As we thought might happen, we spent Christmas apart that year, Jeff in Arizona and the rest of us in Michigan. The separation might have been hardest on Jeff. At least the kids and I had each other. Pastor Pat put Jeff to work on Christmas morning, though, by having him play Santa Claus for the pastor’s family. Decked out in a Santa Claus outfit, Jeff helped deliver the two used cars Pat and Cindy bought for their sons that year. I would love to have seen Jeff dressed up as Santa Claus, though I doubt I could ever get Jeff to do that! Pastor Pat is probably the one person on the planet who could persuade Jeff to do something so out of character. 
 
   Jeff spent several weeks in Tucson knocking on doors, following leads, and trying to set up some interviews. Nine years earlier, every door he knocked on in Arizona swung open wide. This time, one door after another slammed shut. Nothing opened. We still believed God meant for us to move to the Southwest somewhere, but it was looking less and less like it was Tucson.
 
   ***
 
   Just four hours down the road, in El Paso, Texas, meetings were happening at the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP). The head coaching position had just opened up. We knew something about UTEP because the athletic director was someone Jeff had coached with at the University of Washington. In fact I had known Bob Stull since I was in the eighth grade, when Dad hired him at Kent State for his first full-time coaching position. 
 
   Through the college coaching grapevine, Jeff heard that Mike Price was one of the finalists for the position. While Jeff was still knocking on doors in Tucson, Mike called him to talk about the possibility of joining the UTEP coaching staff if indeed Mike was offered the position of head coach. If Mike had called a few weeks earlier, Jeff might not have been interested. We were sure then that we were headed to Tucson. But with doors in Arizona closing, Jeff perked up when a door cracked open in Texas. 
 
   A few days later, Coach Price was named the new head football coach for the University of Texas at El Paso. Five days after that, on December 26, he called Jeff again. 
 
   I had never met Mike Price, though I knew a lot about him. While we were at the University of Washington, he was at Washington State. The two schools had a fierce rivalry, including the Apple Cup when the two rivals played each other every year. And I knew all about Mike’s being fired from the University of Alabama. I had been praying for him and his family. Life’s uncertainties had to have been just as difficult for them as they were for us. In particular, I remember asking God to “work all things together for good.” Little did I know that seven months later God would answer my prayer in a way that cared not only for Coach Price and his family but also for us. 
 
   “At this point,” Coach Price said, “I don’t know which side of the ball I’d have a position available for you, offense or defense.”
 
    Jeff had coached on the offensive side for most of his coaching career, but further conversation seemed to indicate it was unlikely Coach Price would have an opening on that side.
 
    “I started out my coaching career as a defensive secondary coach,” Jeff said, reminding Coach Price of his first coaching job at the University of Nevada. 
 
   “I’m not sure what I can pay you,” Coach Price said next. 
 
   They went back and forth a few times.
 
   Jeff has always been good at closing a deal. “Coach, are you offering me a job? Because today is my wife’s birthday, and there’s nothing I would like more than to call her and tell her we’re moving to El Paso.”
 
   “Yeah,” Coach Price said, “call your wife and tell her you’re going to be a UTEP Miner!” 
 
   When Jeff accepted the job, we did not know what the job would be or what kind of salary he would make. But we knew for sure we were headed for the Southwest, and Jeff would stay in college coaching after all. 
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   Arriving Again
 
   Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding. —Proverbs 3:5
 
    
 
   Anxious to see Jeff and also check out the housing market in El Paso, I flew to Texas. Jordan and Janessa, the two kids who would be making the move with us, came along. Jessi was still undecided. She was in the middle of her freshman year at Eastern Michigan, so she had to decide whether to stay there for her college years or move to Texas with us and transfer to UTEP. Jared was close to finishing his degree, so it didn’t make sense for him to consider transferring. 
 
   During my short stay in El Paso, we found some property, a builder, and a floor plan. This was the fourth time we had been through this cycle. This was the fourth home we would build from the ground up in the span of eleven years. Since we seemed to be making a habit of it, it was a good thing Jeff and I generally agree on what we like and dislike in a home. Building is not a source of contention for us but actually a source of fun. 
 
   After selling our Michigan home in just six weeks—amazing, considering it was the dead of winter—Jordan, Janessa, and I loaded up the Suburban and headed for El Paso. This was the same white Suburban that had carried us from Tucson to Michigan just four years earlier. This time Jordan, who had his driver’s permit, helped out with the driving. 
 
   As we approached the outskirts of El Paso, we voted to take the scenic route into the city. Instead of going around the Franklin Mountains, we drove through them by taking the Trans Mountain exit from the highway. The panoramic view of the city was picturesque, and in one grand sweeping vision we fell in love with our new surroundings. Our loyalties easily transitioned to El Paso, and we already knew we loved the Southwestern weather and the lifestyle it offered. Of course we already had a new favorite football team! Although there were only four of us now, we were anxious to begin our new life. With just two of the children at home, we were able to squeeze into a two-bedroom apartment for the five months our new house would be under construction. 
 
   Jessi had visited El Paso shortly before the move, during Eastern Michigan’s midwinter break. Jeff saw it as a recruiting visit. He tried as hard as he could to entice her to move to El Paso, and he might have succeeded were it not for an unscheduled event on the morning she was due to fly back to Michigan. 
 
   In the early months of 2003, about a year before the move, Jeff purchased a Hummer H2. At EMU coaches received a monthly car allowance to use toward the lease or purchase of a vehicle of their choosing. After driving a Corvette around for a couple of years, Jeff traded it in for something more practical in the snow. Hence, the Hummer.
 
   I was excited about the exchange of vehicles for several reasons. First of all, whenever it snowed, Jeff drove my Suburban to work and left me stuck at home with the Corvette, which was virtually useless in slick weather. And second, with a bigger car, Jeff could actually help with carpooling. A car with only one passenger seat wasn’t much use for hauling hordes of kids around. The Hummer was definitely more practical.
 
   After accepting the job at UTEP, however, Jeff learned the university would provide a courtesy car instead of a car allowance. But he was attached to his Hummer. His scheme was to sell the Suburban, which was already paid off, keep the Hummer for me to drive, and keep making payments even though we now had no stipend for it. He would drive a courtesy car that would cost us nothing. I did like the Hummer, but I was not thrilled with the high payments. On several occasions, I raised the question of selling the Hummer and keeping my familiar and still reliable Suburban. After about the third time we danced around this conversation loop, I could tell by Jeff’s tone of voice that he was losing patience. He did not want to sell his car, and he seemed to have his mind made up firmly. 
 
   It seemed smart to drop the subject. Nagging Jeff was not going to persuade him to part with the Hummer. Instead, I decided to pray and ask God to work out the car dilemma. Of course, I was convinced that my solution made much more sense than Jeff’s, but I knew I had to let it go.
 
   About a week after I turned the car situation over to God, while Jessi was still in El Paso on her “recruiting” trip, Jeff called and told me his Hummer had been stolen. His voice sounded as if he were still in shock, stunned that this could have happened to him. After my initial surprise, I quietly whispered a thank-you to Jesus because our diverging perspectives on the car question were now resolved. 
 
   The incident left Jessi with a sour impression of living in El Paso, and for the time being, she decided to remain in Ypsilanti.
 
   After Jeff had time to recover from losing his prized possession, I told him the entire story of how I had prayed for a resolution to our car dilemma. He did not find the humor in it that I did! 
 
   As our family adjusted to life in El Paso, one of my major concerns was Jordan. He was a sophomore in high school at the time, and he left behind a particularly close-knit group of friends in Michigan. Socially, sixteen is a hard age to uproot your life and start all over again in a new city. Jordan would complain the least about having to move, but of all our children he would feel the effects the most, particularly the anxiety. As soon as I knew we were moving, I began asking God to make the transition as painless as possible for Jordan and especially to reduce his anxiety.
 
   God heard my prayers and answered them promptly. When we walked into Jordan’s school to register him for classes, the first person we ran into was Coach Bailey, the head basketball coach. We were really just asking for directions in an unfamiliar building, but we got into a brief conversation. Coach Bailey told Jordan to make sure he signed up for his first-period basketball class and to be at school the following morning by 7:30. As it turned out, on Jordan’s first day of school, in his first class, he got to meet the guys on the basketball team, his sport of passion.
 
   I was slightly nervous to meet Coach Mike Price for the first time. After all, during the years Jeff coached at the University of Washington and Coach Price was at Washington State, our teams were archrivals. On top of that, I was the daughter of Don James, Mike’s nemesis for many years. Perhaps because of this history of rivalry, I expected Coach Price to be some sort of villain. It did not take long, however, to discover what a warm and friendly person he was. I understood why several people had told us Jeff would enjoy working for him. His wife was also a pleasant surprise, and we quickly slipped into a mode of friendship.
 
    As one might imagine, during the week of the Apple Cup, when our two Northwest schools would play each other, things got interesting around the UTEP football office. You never knew who would be wearing what or what would be found on someone’s desk. The several former Huskies coaches on the staff would reminisce about all their Rose Bowl victories and their national championship, while the former Cougar coaches would remember that one time when they almost beat the Huskies. 
 
   ***
 
   The five months of apartment living seemed to both fly by and drag on at the same time. In the end, the wait was worth every agonizing moment. The floor plan to our new home included an inner courtyard that the entire house wrapped around. I loved the feel of this house!
 
   When we built Dream Home Number One in Redmond back in 1993, I thought there was a good possibility we would live out the rest of our lives in that house. We certainly weren’t expecting to move just a couple of years later or we wouldn’t have invested so much time, energy, and money in planning the perfect home for our family. 
 
   When we moved to Tucson in 1995, we built Dream Home Number Two, and I thought for sure this would be our forever home. We moved to Tucson because of my health, and we took extraordinary care in creating a home environment where I could become and remain healthy. And I did get better! Yet this was not our forever home.
 
   In 2000 we built Dream Home Number Three in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Somehow I knew this would not be our forever home. I knew I required more sunshine than Michigan could ever provide over the long term.
 
   So here we were, in 2004, moving into Dream Home Number Four. I decided not to make any predictions about how long we would be in this home but just enjoy every moment we were there.
 
   As Janessa and I unpacked boxes and found the old guestbook that recorded our family’s homes, a sense of peace fell on me. An inner voice seemed to say, “It’s okay that I don’t know how this chapter of my life will end, because I know the One who does.” What a step forward for me! To look to the future with a sense of peace rather than anxiety felt really good. I was making headway in breaking down the strongholds of fear and anxiety that had too often controlled my life. 
 
   Feeling at peace as I looked to the future meant the world to me. I was finally learning to let go and let God. When I took the pen and wrote, “El Paso, 2004–” I shared a moment of hope and expectation with the daughter I had dreamed about before her birth mother ever knew she was having a baby, a daughter I welcomed into my heart and my life with joy. I had the opportunity to pass on to her the legacy of faith my own parents and grandparents gave me. It was my turn to teach her to trust in the Lord, rather than lean on her own understanding of the circumstances of her life. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Post-game
 
    
 
   My dad once sat in awe, listening intently to everything Alabama Coach Bear Bryant had to say. This was early in my father’s coaching career, when I was a child and we lived in Florida. Coach Bryant had come to Tallahassee to give a clinic, and my dad, a young coach at Florida State, couldn’t have been happier. He had always admired Coach Bryant, and now, sitting just a few feet away from him, Dad hung on every word the Bear said.
 
   Years later, Dad told me how he learned a lot from Coach Bryant that day. The one thing the Bear said that stuck with my dad through all his years of coaching had nothing to do with the Xs and Os of football. It had to do with after the game—the post-game.
 
   Coach Bryant told his peers at the clinic that day that coaches make their biggest mistakes, not on the football field, but after the game, in post-game talks and interviews. He said, “Win or lose, always give credit and take blame. Never ever start pointing the finger.” 
 
   Dad took Coach Bryant’s advice to heart. On his game card each week, where he recorded the offensive and defensive plays, he would write as a reminder to himself: “Give credit and take blame.”
 
   To take a page from my dad’s playbook, I want to give credit. 
 
   First and foremost, I give credit to Almighty God, for His love, His faithfulness, and His goodness.
 
   Second, to my parents and their parents before them, for the rich spiritual heritage I was afforded. 
 
   I next give credit to my wonderful husband and his unwavering support and love throughout the years of my illness and the years of my putting my journey and God’s faithfulness down on paper. 
 
   And last but certainly not least, to my amazing four children, whom God has used to teach me lesson after valuable lesson. I credit their willingness to crisscross the country both for their mother’s health and father’s career. 
 
   ***
 
   I read on a wall at one of the many back-to-school nights I’ve attended over the years a sign that said, “If you’re not going to learn from your mistakes, why bother making them?” 
 
   I thought to myself when I read it, I like that.
 
    Mistakes are inevitable in life. We all make them. We experience fear. We know anxiety. We have doubts. We have moments where we wish for a do-over. But none of our mistakes are beyond God’s power to redeem. None of our fear is beyond His power to banish. None of our anxiety is beyond the Spirit’s ability to soothe. From Nevada to Washington to Arizona to Michigan to Texas, the Woodruff family has journeyed in God’s faithfulness. When we failed, God did not. When we trusted, God opened the right doors.
 
    Answers to prayer occur in unusual ways sometimes. 
 
   Strongholds are broken.
 
   Faith grows. 
 
   Doubts diminish.
 
   The eighteenth-century French lawyer, diplomat, and philosopher Joseph De Maistre once stated, “We are all bound to the throne of the Supreme Being by a flexible chain which restrains without enslaving us. The most wonderful aspect of the universal scheme of things is the action of free beings under divine guidance.” 
 
   Free beings under divine guidance. 
 
   Throughout the entirety of my journey as the Coach’s daughter, God has proven Himself faithful time after time. Did everything go as I wished? No. Did everything work out for good? Yes. Did I learn from my mistakes? Yes.
 
   ***
 
 
   In the spring of 2008, Mom and Dad took me, my brother, my sister, and any spouses who could make the trip to the Holy Land for two weeks. Forty-six years earlier, during the summer of 1962, my Grandma and Grandpa Hoobler did the same thing for their children. As soon as our son Jordan heard about the trip his grandparents were planning, and the trip his great-grandparents had planned years before, he declared, “This legacy must continue!” Little did my grandparents know back in 1962 that they were beginning a trip-to-Israel legacy.
 
   Our trip to the Holy Land was incredible. To walk where Jesus walked, stand where Moses stood, see what David saw—this was amazing! So much history and so much future centers on the land of Israel. 
 
   During our time there, I couldn’t help noticing that on the doorframes of our hotel room were rectangular shaped boxes. I was fascinated by their beauty. Some were made of glass, some of ceramic, some wood, and some silver. They were called mezuzahs, a Hebrew word meaning “doorpost.” It was a tradition to place one on the right side of the doorframe of one’s home to symbolize the Torah, the Jewish Scriptures. People passing through the doorway would kiss their fingers and touch the mezuzah as an expression of their love and respect, both for God and His commandments. Inside each mezuzah are two portions of Scripture from the book of Deuteronomy. Both passages, Deuteronomy 6:5–9 and 11:13–21, highlight the parents’ role in handing down a heritage of faith to their children.
 
   Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.                (Deuteronomy 6:5–9)
 
   The descendents of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob take these verses literally. They do indeed write them on the doorframes of their homes. They know the importance God places on passing our heritage and His Word along to the next generation. 
 
   I never saw any mezuzahs hanging from the doorframes of my grandparents’ homes, and my parents never hung any in the houses I grew up in. But both my grandparents and my parents obeyed the instructions in these portions of Scripture. They made sure I had a solid preparation for the unknown tough plays ahead in my life. I benefited from generations of godly examples. 
 
   My wish now is for the legacy and inheritance I received to continue in my children and the generations that will follow them. I want them to know and experience the inconceivable love of God for themselves. I want them to know that wherever they live, whatever their jobs are, whatever their houses are like, whatever circumstances they enter, God is faithfully present with them. I take as my own the desire that John the disciple of Jesus wrote to his spiritual children: “I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth” (3 John 4). 
 
   ***
 
   
I close with the words of one of our founding fathers of this great nation. In Patrick Henry’s last will and testament he wrote:
 
   I have now disposed of all my property to my family. There is one thing more I wish I could give them, and that is the Christian Religion. If they had that and I had not given them one shilling they would have been rich; and if they had not that and I had given them all the world, they would be poor. 
 
   God bless.
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