
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   I have been reading Lisa’s writing for 10 years, through her personal blogs and her column at Write Where It Hurts.  She invites her readers in and pulls up a chair up at the table for them. She pours her life out in such a way that areas in my own life that long for healing are often exposed. She not only shares the good, the bad, and the need for grace eloquently, but she has also taught me how to live beyond the brokenness of my past. I’ve found comfort, acceptance, wisdom, and guidance through her writing and look forward to reading more. Her words are truly a blanket that wraps her readers in love.
Retta Rizzo, Prismatic Existence 
 
   When I read Lisa’s writing, I feel like I am sitting over coffee with her at her dining room table. She speaks truth in a loving way and takes us right to the heart of the matter. Her love for Jesus shines in everything she writes, and after that, her love for her husband and children. She isn't perfect, nor does she pretend to be. She writes from a real place. Yet she loves with a love that can only characterize a follower of Christ. Her writing tenderly convicts and encourages.
Mandy Kelly, Women of Worship
 
   The lovely voice of Lisa Luke Easterling has earned the right to be heard. Her poetic writing style draws you in, and her rock solid scriptural truths keep you craving more. Her heart-piercing journey shakes you out of your complacency and leads you straight to the heart of your Shepherd & Redeemer. Her writing emboldens you to share your own journey and use your story to make a difference.
Cheryl Lutz, Securely Held 
 
   Like a good minister speaks directly to me, Lisa’s writing speaks straight to my soul. She never ceases to teach me new things. I pray this book reaches the hearts of many.
Lisa Sapp Cooley
 
   The writing of Lisa Easterling combines abstract creativity with pristine grammatical fluidity. Her words jump off the page and speak to the soul.
Rosie Easterling
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   Introduction
 
   Is this living?
 
   If you’re anything like me, you’ve probably asked yourself something along the lines of, “Is this all there is?” If I may be so bold as to cut to the chase, no—this is not all there is. Not only is there much more to life than this, but I daresay you were never meant to settle for anything less than the very best life God could possibly dream up. And believe me, He has some imagination!
 
   In his marriage study series “Rock Solid Marriage”, Jimmy Evans gives a vivid account of the creation of woman. He describes how woman was the first thing made that was not made from dust. I’d like to think that puts us women in a special category, one that is prized and deeply cherished. 
 
   There’s something you should know from the start: I wrote this book for you. I’ve pictured you in my mind, held you in my heart this whole time. I’ve gazed across the table at you, sipping your favorite drink, sitting here with me listening to the rain and sharing our stories. I’ve asked you to tell me what you need, what you love, what you long for, and you’ve told me. And I’ve worded my thoughts like a gift right back to you with all the grace a heart can hold.
 
   But why? That’s an easy one. Because I love you. No, really. I do.
 
   I’ve never cared for The Doors’ song, “Hello, I love you”. It was merely a disappointing reminder of how deep into depravity our world has sunk, that a guy would see no problem with walking up to a stranger and telling her he “loves her”, and then as a “by the way” ask for her name. That never set well with me. Then something happened that gave new meaning to that phrase. Looking at words from a different angle can change everything.
 
    
 
   A few years ago at a family reunion in south Alabama my father-in-law was surprised by a little girl of maybe four who appeared out of nowhere and wrapped her tiny arms around his legs. He chuckled, thinking she would soon realize she had the wrong relative and make a run for it. When she looked up grinning wide, he asked her, “Do you know who I am?”
 
    
 
   Her grin never faded as her wee little voice drawled, “No, sir, but I love you.”
 
    
 
   He hugged her and told her he loved her, too, told her which great-uncle he was, then watched as she skipped off to play with cousins. When he came over to tell us what had happened, he was still smiling and shaking his head. I won’t ever forget the import of that little angel’s words, nor their immediate and lasting effect on my heart. 
 
    
 
   I don’t know you, but I love you. I don’t have to know you to love you; all I need to know is that you exist. And I’ve been praying for you for a very long time.
 
    
 
   I wonder what would happen if we could all just wrap our arms around people everywhere and freely and innocently and simply love.
 
    
 
   Hello.
I love you.
Won’t you tell me your name?
 
    
 
   Because I want to connect. Most importantly, I want to introduce you to the Lover of your Soul. He is the reason I can reach out to a perfect stranger whose name I don’t yet know and genuinely say, “I love you”, knowing He calls me to give love freely because that is what He did—and does—for me. I want to love you in spite of your hang-ups, past the poor choices you may have made, beyond your flaws and weaknesses and what others think of you. Or what you think of yourself. Because isn’t that the hardest part? That’s how freely and marvelously I’ve been loved, and it’s made all the difference in how I have lived.
 
    
 
   We don’t love that way on our own. We were hard-wired to love, but this life can be unfair and it can harden us and make us forget why we are here. We were born to give Him glory, and what better way to glorify Him than to love in His name? And that love, it’s what allows us to know who He is, know who we are, know why we are here. It’s what helps us to comprehend the abundance He longs to lavish upon us. Only when we experience His love can we grasp the magnificence He’s always dreamed for His children. What better way to thank Him than to live—as fully and gratefully as possible—the beautiful life He created us to live? 
 
    
 
   This is not a how-to manual as much as it is me sharing my heart with you in hopes that something I’ve experienced or think or believe might shine a lovely light across your path. If that light follows you for a while, then all the better. You don’t need another sermon, at least not from me. You need hope, and I’d love to connect at least enough to offer you that—not from me, but from the Giver of all good things.
 
    
 
   Here I am, wrapping my arms tight. Because I may not know exactly who you are, but I know we are related. And I know I love you. And I want, more than these words can express, to help you envision and believe in and run after the life He holds in His heart just for you.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you so much for your purchase of this book, and for your courage to dream and live an intentionally beautiful life. I am blessed to walk alongside you in this journey, and I pray you are blessed by what I have shared here.
 
   Please consider writing a quick review of this book on Amazon to help get the word out to others who are looking for encouragement to truly live.
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When I was ten, I read fairy tales in secret
and would have been ashamed if I had been found doing so.
Now that I am fifty, I read them openly.
When I became a man I put away childish things,
including the fear of childishness
and the desire to be very grown up.
C.S. Lewis
 
    
 
    
 
   Ch. 1
In the Beginning, When You Still Believed
 
    
 
   The Beginning
 
   We had these dreams in those early days, these imaginings of what we could be, what we could accomplish. All the world was our stage and we were beautiful leading ladies making our debut. It didn’t occur to us that there was anything we couldn’t be or do. Even those of us with less than stable home environments were created with a tiny seed of a dream knit deep inside like a secret treasure to remind us of how precious we are. Our Spark of the Divine.
 
   I wanted to be a nurse, because my step-mama was one and she was my angel on earth. She was my hero, gentle and wise and funny, always bringing healing and help to others. She was everything I could imagine wanting to be. I also wanted to be a teacher. Mrs. McBrayer was my first grade teacher, and I wanted to be her when I grew up. If I’d been Matilda, she would have been my Miss Honey. Beautiful and young and sweet, and her eyes twinkled when she smiled. She worked with me after school and facilitated my bump up to second grade halfway through the year—both a blessing and a curse since the moment I left behind my Miss Honey I said hello to the crankiest second grade teacher in the school. But I never forgot Mrs. McBrayer or the way she believed in me and made me believe in myself. I emerged from her classroom convinced there was nothing in the world I couldn’t learn if I had the want-to.
 
   I wanted to be a princess, and I dressed the part every Halloween throughout my primary years. My costume was nearly identical every year, a matching dress and plastic mask with built-in crown bought from Pic ‘N Save. The mask made my eyes squinty and tasted like salt, but behind it I was the Princess of the World. Mama dressed me up in her evening gowns, pulling them taut in the back with clothespins and adorning me with costume jewelry that included silver dangly earrings I still keep today, tucked into the corner of her jewelry box. I felt lovely in that silver sequin dress and matching glittery heels. I felt like royalty.
 
   The Breaking
 
   There is a breaking that started the moment the Enemy’s fiery dart of doubt first seared into our tender hearts. Its venom worked its way from the strike point outward, destroying us from within. We began to fear that the way we were created wasn’t enough, that what we were born feeling like we wanted to be or do was flawed. We began to listen to what others thought of us and gave it truth status. And all this deterioration started with a lie.
 
   We believe the Father of Lies over the Lover of our Souls when we buy into the notion that what God has made is not good, is not worthy, is not enough. As the poison spreads through abuse and neglect and hardship and a million other weapons he forms against us, we feel ourselves diminishing a little more year by year. We start to lose sight of this pivotal truth: there is nothing more worthy and good than what God has knit together. But remember, the Enemy has been at it for a very long time, this deceiving of God’s people and tempting them to distrust their Creator. Once that trust is shaken, it’s a natural slide to distrusting our own judgment of inner worth. And with shaky confidence in God and our own faculties, the opinions of others suddenly become a measuring stick striking hard across our backs and leaving us a quivering shadow of ourselves.
 
   “The great stumbling block of the creative mind is the awareness of self from the perspective of others. Self awareness isn’t the enemy, because we are in fact masterworks of God, but rather the overemphasis regarding what others think of us. When we think too much about the opinions of others, we are letting them edit a book God has written.” –Donald Miller
 
   We are His masterpieces, created to shine forth His glory. When we do anything less than shine, we present a tainted version of His creation, His artistry, His heart that beat the cadence of our forming. If only we could catch even a glimpse of His vision for us, the purpose behind our coming to be, perhaps we would begin to understand the truth of Ephesians 4:23: “For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” God’s handiwork. Could we to a lovelier image aspire, and is there nobler work one could ever do?
 
   Made for so much more
 
   You were made for more than what you’ve lived. I know that is true because like you, I’ve had my dreams thieved by an Enemy who doesn’t want me to live the real life—the full life—God created me to live. Have you wondered, too, why you let the Enemy of your Soul get away with such a robbery? Did you put up a fight? Do you even remember? 
 
   I wish I could say I remember when it happened to me. Most likely it was somewhere between toddlerhood when my parents divorced and a year or so later when the abuse started. At some point, the dreams of an imaginative little girl faded into a harsh pseudo-reality nightmare. And somewhere out there demons delighted and angels cried.
 
   The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full. –John 10:10
 
   God intended for us to lead an abundant life. The problem is most of us don’t even know what abundance looks like. It’s a Christian catch-word that has something to do with good things, we reckon, and then we move on without ever really defining it. Can you imagine how intentional God must have been as He knit us together in our mothers’ wombs? No haphazard work for our God! No, we were fearfully and wonderfully made. And you can bet with all that planning and forethought, we had a beautiful life lined up there in the workings of our great Creator’s mind.
 
   Many of us only see glimpses, but deep down, we long for that life. The life He intended for us. Our beautiful life. But instead of chasing after what we know to be our birthright, we give up far too easily. We throw up our hands and resign ourselves to the mediocre, the mundane, the ordinary. We were made for so much more.
 
   Hear my heart: I’m not talking about God wanting us healthy and wealthy, because I don’t believe that—at least not the way most people tend to define those concepts. I do believe He wants us to live abundantly, but I don’t equate abundance with riches or even good health, necessarily. When I think of abundance I think of the contentment Paul talked about when he said, “I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.” (Philippians 4:12) 
 
   We often confuse abundance with plenty, but Hebrews 13:5 says, “Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, ‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.’” Consider this: What if we began to associate true abundance with His very presence? Jimmy Evans explains the latter part of that verse in a way I had never heard before. He says “Never will I leave you” speaks of physical leaving. He will never walk away from us. “Never will I forsake you” refers to a turning of the heart, an emotional or spiritual abandonment, which means He will never turn His heart from us. What would happen if we began to live our lives fully aware of His presence and provision and promise? Do you know that as a believer you already have all of those things fully available to you?
 
   I am convinced that God’s view of abundance is much broader than our minds can conceive. Money? Health? Fame? Mere trinkets in comparison to what God has to offer us. Why settle for dime store plastic when He longs to give us so much more?
 
   Don’t settle
 
   Les Brown said, “Don't settle! It's not in your spirit. Don't settle for living someone else's life, or for believing that you should just survive. What you do to live and what you do to survive are two different things! Choose to live—really live. Playing small is not who you are!”
 
   We can live simply, yet fully. Living simply is an attitude, not a quantifiable amount. Some of the happiest and most fulfilled people I’ve ever known were those who live the simplest lives. It wouldn’t occur to them that they are missing out. These people aren’t just surviving. They are living simple and uncomplicated lives, focused on what truly matters. That’s living!
 
   Have you found yourself wondering if this is all there is? Maybe somewhere along the way you started settling. You settled for an existence rather than going after a life. You settled for a dull, unromantic marriage instead of daring to believe the fire could go on burning brightly. You settled for kids who do their own thing and go their own way, kids you don’t even like much if you’re totally honest because they don’t listen to a word you say. You settled for a dead-end job you hate with all the passion you once dreamed with before you stuffed it all into a lunchbox and headed dutifully off to the mill. You settle for friendships with no honesty or trust and you watch them fall off like flies when you have nothing left to give. You settle for a casual occasional chat with The Man Upstairs when your soul longs for a living, breathing, walking, talking, vibrant wild-goose-chase run with the Creator of the Universe.
 
   Because somewhere along the way you stopped believing you deserve anything better.
 
   Throughout our lives we are conditioned to condemnation, and we don’t have to look far to find it. It comes at us from every direction—from a disdainful expression or an unkind word, from a teacher or a parent or a friend or a bully, from a critique or a report or an assessment or an interview. The reality is the world has plenty of condemnation to throw our way. But God’s focus through Jesus is redemption. Life cannot be truly lived crushed under the suffocating weight of judgment.
 
   Can I breathe a bit of wind in those sails that once flapped wildly in the breeze, sweet friend? Would you allow me to do that, me sitting here at my little desk by a window overlooking a tiny dock and a lake where bulky turtles nab bits of bread my granddaughter tosses out, me just a simple gal reaching out in love and a genuine desire to smile hope into your life, to lift some of that weight off your tired shoulders and share with you my way of viewing this adventure? 
 
   On the next leg of our journey I will ask if you are waiting for your prince to come and wondering if it’s all right to hope for a fairy tale. Do you dare believe you were made for so much more? Because if you dare to believe it, you might find it easier than you think to see it happen.
 
    
 
   Live out loud
 
   The problem with a pendulum is that you can’t get so excited about it swinging one way that you forget it will inevitably swing back just as far. The idea is to find the good in both. Once upon a time we stifled our hurts, denied our pain, pretended we hadn’t lived the bad we’ve lived, all for the sake of making sure we come across as all-put-together. Enter the predictable pendulum, and now the sharing style du jour is to pour it all out, all that raw realness for our audience to see and hear and read—because in so doing we connect heart-to-heart. We click. They get us because we get them. And there is much truth in that.
 
   But has all that pouring of the real now made us afraid to talk about the good? Are we now hesitant to shout from the rooftops (or even whisper onto a book page) that we are truly happy, fulfilled, delighted with life? Has it become literarily correct to downplay beauty and enjoyment in living so we don’t alienate those who hear us and make them feel out of place?
 
   In my zeal to make it safe for you to open to your pain, to face the dark places of your past, I never want to suggest that your gaze be permanently shifted backward or fixated on all the negatives you’ve lived out. I would be doing you a grave disservice if all you walk away with here is the noticing of all those things that have thieved light from your journey. No, my beautiful friend, never that. This isn’t about wallowing in the mud, but about letting the rain come down hard on your shoulders, hard enough to wash away the dirt and make you want to dance! This is about letting all those sadnesses perfectly poise you to notice His joy, to accept the lovely as His gift to you. And when you have received it, had it shine full in your face, the thing you’ll most want to do is shine it on someone else. And that, precious one, is the heart of my message to you. Whatever you do on our short walk together, please don’t miss the hope that I long to hold out to you, a hope that lights up your spirit so brightly nothing ugly can remain. Life will dish out the ugly, but we don’t have to embrace it. No, we embrace instead the sweetness God puts on our paths every moment of every day if we look for it. 
 
   We face, and we grow. We learn, we let go. We take the cup, then we offer it up. 
 
   At the end of the day you are not mired in mud, but free to soar high above it all. Whatever pain you’ve had to reconcile, you can know His hope will prevail. And that is a story you can eagerly tell.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   We need a witness to our lives. 
In a marriage, you're promising to care about everything.
The good things, the bad things, the terrible things, 
the mundane things...all of it, all of the time, every day.
You're saying, “Your life will not go unnoticed because I will notice it.
Your life will not go un-witnessed because I will be your witness”.
Beverly Clark, “Shall We Dance”
 
    
 
   Ch. 2
Myth-Busting Marriage
 
    
 
   Back in the day
 
   Steve and I started out smack-dab behind the eight-ball. We got married at four in the afternoon on a Sunday in 1980, dead in the middle of Florida summer. He was a 20 and had the flu; I was 16 and battling all-day sickness. In retrospect I joke that I was 16 and pregnant before it was cool enough for a TV show. We were two Christian kids who blew it and got things out of order. We spent our honeymoon on separate beds, him with a raging fever and me an unappealing shade of green. Not much of a foundation to build upon, by the world’s standards. Thankfully our God is really good at making something great out of what is not so great. We are living proof.
 
   In spite of our humble beginnings and all the things we’ve navigated together over the years, we remain confused as to why people always seem so focused on how hard marriage is. I’ve heard Steve respond to that notion simply but wisely: “It isn’t marriage that’s been hard. Life is hard. Marriage is the easy part. Marriage is the safe place.” I couldn’t agree more. Sometimes I wonder if it’s just that people like focusing on the hard part to justify their relationships not being what they want them to be. To me, focusing on the hard part makes us miss all that’s great about two people sharing a single heartbeat. But that seems to be what people like to think about—so much so that they sometimes dismiss our marriage as any kind of example because we haven’t been through the trenches. Translated, that means we haven’t fought like cats and dogs, so we don’t get to talk.
 
   No strangers to conflict
 
   I’m sure it seems to many that because we get along so well, we have never dealt with conflict of any kind in our marriage. Anyone who thinks that couldn’t be more wrong. Possibly the toughest disagreement hurdle we’ve ever faced in our marriage was when Steve decided after our fifth child that we weren’t going to have any more. I was devastated. I won’t pretend I accepted his decision with quiet dignity and grace. The truth is I cried for weeks. Years. 
 
   I was born to be a mama, and while not having any more children certainly didn’t negate me being a mama (several times over!) it was a blow my little heart took pretty hard. What got me through that time was a lot of prayer and reminding myself that my husband was concerned for my health. Put simply, he wanted me around for the long haul. It took me a long time to be at peace with it, but our God is the God of a peace we can’t fully understand. And every time the Enemy brings this back up to me (and he does, because he is the most evil-willed opportunist in existence) I pray afresh for God’s perfect peace and the ability to speak Truth to the lies. I simply refuse to allow the Enemy to gain a foothold in our marriage. It’s just too important.
 
   Steve and I have very different personalities. We are both pretty calm in the way we deal with daily life situations, but I am by nature a little more prone to impulsiveness than my dear husband. I guess I get that from my mama, who frequently quipped, “Let’s do something, if it’s wrong!” And it often was. This has made for some interesting moments in our marriage, and the truth is there just about isn’t a day that goes by where I don’t wonder (often aloud) how in the world this man ambles through life so calmly. I get just plain antsy sometimes, and I admit  at times it unnerves me to the bone waiting for him to take action on something that I could just go ahead and do (and possibly mess up). He’s a thinker and I’m a doer. But while I think he could use a little more doing, I can also see how I could do a little more thinking.
 
   The point is things haven’t always been a bed of roses. We’ve seen tough days. You don’t watch your baby daughter lowered into the earth in a tiny white box without feeling anger and bitterness and confusion—conflict down to the very soul. There were periods of unemployment, spiritual persecution, financial hardship, leaving everything behind to church-plant, job changes, miscarriage, and infant loss. But the important thing is that since the day we said “I do”, we have viewed ourselves as one flesh. What has happened in this life has happened to us, not between us. Come what may, we’re in this together. After 33 years of marriage, five kids, and three grands, we stand together humbly grateful for all He’s done in us, through us, for us. 
 
   And there is so much more to walk through together than the hard places. My friend Angela Brown Barrett recently shared a fairy tale moment.
 
   Last night after my two-hour stint at Panera with my laptop I took a leisurely stroll around Super Target with my first salted caramel hot chocolate in hand. I finished up my night with a soak in the Jacuzzi tub and a salted caramel candle lit. People ask me how I manage three girls and enjoy it. Well, I have an amazing husband who understands weekly nights off are vitally important for me to recharge and refresh and I have a firm belief in the power of prayer for guidance, peace and patience as I spend my days with my little gifts. That is "how I do it" and how I will continue to soak in life with my precious family. Never underestimate the power of prayer and a night for yourself. 
 
   There’s a calm that happens when you realize you never face anything alone. It changes everything to know I can always come home, always feel safe, always know I am loved, always know he has my back. And he knows the same. A friend who likes to heckle me with these wildly imaginative “what-if” scenarios once dared me to tell her I wouldn’t leave Steve if he was unfaithful to me. I told her I would not, and she laughed out loud. I went on to explain myself further. I know my husband. I know his heart. And I know that for him to be unfaithful to me, something terrible would have had to happen in his thinking. I liken it to him being taken literally captive by the Enemy of his Soul. I posed a question back to my friend. “How could I leave him when he needs me the most? How could I abandon him there, deceived and bound up in the Enemy’s camp?” She simply couldn’t fathom such a response, and muttered something about me only saying that because I’d never truly faced that situation. 
 
   What she didn’t know is we had talked in detail about the possibility that one day the Enemy might lie to one of us so convincingly that we could stumble. Possibly very badly. I vividly remember the day Steve sat me down, his eyes filled with tears as he told me, “I’ve just been thinking, and I need you to know that no matter what happens, no matter what mistake or poor choice you might ever make, you can always, always come home.” I knew he meant it. And I knew I felt exactly the same way about him. Home is our safe place. Realistically we both know the devastation we would feel should something so awful happen, and that it would take a lot of time and divine intervention to rebuild trust. But we also knew that what we have together is worth fighting for, and that neither of us is willing to hand it over to the hater of our covenant without a serious knock-down-drag-out between us and him. Our marriage is not up for grabs.
 
   Doomed from the start
 
   Sometimes I think young couples about to be married, or just newly married, are set up for failure. Everyone seems intent on telling them how hard marriage is, presumably so they won’t go in expecting smooth sailing. Not as much is said about how amazing marriage is, how completing, how fulfilling, how much fun. Is it any wonder more and more people are opting out of the whole marriage idea? 
 
   What a shame. Marriage was God’s foundational idea for building His Kingdom, for filling the earth He created with offspring. Marriage and family are marvelous notions from the One who knows us best and created us in His very image. Why the focus on the hard stuff? Why would we create such a self-fulfilling prophecy for anyone we care about, when we could be encouraging with all the wonderful things marriage was designed to be?
 
   You will show me the path of life: in your presence is fullness of joy; at your right hand there are pleasures forevermore. –Psalm 16:11
 
   Dr. Dave Clark was the first speaker we ever heard whose message on marriage focused most on the positives and downplayed the “marriage is really hard” approach. It isn’t that we don’t believe marriage can be hard sometimes—it’s just that we don’t define it on the whole by those occasional difficulties like many others do. It’s like Steve says: Marriage is where we come home to be safe and heal from the hard stuff. What I’m suggesting is that we alter our perceptions of marriage from the negative to the positive, that our go-to mental image of marriage is a haven of peace where we sometimes need to navigate a rough patch together.
 
   At every wedding Steve and I attend, at some point during the event (usually during the reception during a moment where the bride and groom are alone at their table), we give them what we call the Steve and Lisa Bride and Groom Blessing. It goes something like
this:
 
   “People are going to come to you and tell you that the love you feel today won’t stay this intense, this passionate, this amazing. They will tell you that there will be days when you wake up and wonder why you married him/her. They will tell you that over time, the fiery flames of passion will ebb to a calm glow of embers. When they tell you these things, don’t listen.”
 
   If we are asked (and we often are) for suggestions on marriage, we offer but a few.
 
   -Keep God in the center.
-Think of the other above yourself.
-Dump the 50/50 marriage deal and commit to 100/100 effort from both sides (which leaves you both always covered no matter what).
-Don’t make issues of things.
-Never forget those first-love feelings and remind each other often how it felt then because it never has to fade.
 
    
 
   Don’t rain on my fairy tale
 
   Somewhere along the line, fairy tales got a bad rap. They became surreal, unbelievable, even silly. I find that terribly sad. Somehow the little girl who lives within each of our grownup woman hearts has been conditioned to keep her feet on the ground, stay rooted, quit pipe-dreaming. So we stop praying for our prince to come and we set our sights instead toward a lesser life where marriage is just plain hard.
 
   There’s something I’d like you to know. You can have a fairy tale marriage. And it can start right now, in the planning stage of your marriage-to-be, or in the middle of your marriage that is. It may take some effort (anything worth having takes effort, after all), but it is certainly doable. Just start with you. Start with a desire for that fairy tale to be your reality, and then build it by living it as your reality. Right now. Start treating your husband like the Prince Charming he is, and more likely than not he will start acting the part. Not many men hate being treated like a prince. And even if your husband doesn’t respond right away, you can trust that the Holy Spirit will continue to work on your behalf behind the scenes because the truth is God wants you deliriously in love.
 
    
 
    
 
   You can believe in happily ever after
 
   I believe in fairy tales. For the past 34 years I’ve been living in one. Hear me out: I don’t go around telling people they must live a fairy tale because I do. Not everyone even wants one.
 
    
 
   Some people want conflict–and by conflict I mean out-and-out fighting, arguing, screaming, belittling. Hatefulness. I can’t imagine why people would thrive on such things, but I understand not everyone thinks like I do and I’m willing to consider that some people might like that kind of “spice” in their marriage. I like spice. I don’t like meanness.
 
    
 
   My husband has never said an unkind word to me. In fact, I don’t remember ever intentionally being unkind to him, either, although I can get a little moody sometimes. I know that may sound far-fetched, but the truth is it just isn’t in our hearts to hurt one another. We’ve been together since I was 15 and for the longest time I wouldn’t even mention these things because I didn’t fancy people laughing in my face. It feels a little silly to hide the fact that we don’t lock horns, but I’ve had people tell me flat out that they don’t believe me. It used to bother me a lot but I try to remember that people often base belief on experience. It does no good to worry about whether or not others believe it, although it does make me sad that someone might miss out on a miracle for lack of belief. 
 
    
 
   We don’t have to wound one another to have an exciting marriage. Steve says he likes to skip the fighting and go straight to the making up. We decided long ago that playful imaginary fighting was much more fun and less damaging. It also fits right in with the goofball atmosphere we’ve always maintained in our family relationships–an atmosphere that still exists today among our family that has grown to include us and our five and their beloveds plus some grand-loves. It’s working for us.
 
    
 
   While I’m at it, I may as well go for broke and toss out a few more commonly-stated marriage principles we’ve ignored because we are just plain weird.
 
   -There has never been a moment when I have wondered why I married him.
 
   -I have never “awakened one morning wishing we weren’t married”.
 
   -Our passion has never “cooled and settled into something less fiery”.
 
   -We have never “grown apart” or “realized we don’t really know one another”.
 
   -We have never had regular date nights.
 
   -We mutually placed our children as a high priority and it didn’t ruin our marriage.
 
   -We co-slept with our babies and toddlers and practiced extended breastfeeding and it didn’t quash intimacy in our relationship.
 
   -We were firmly attached to our children and it didn’t negatively affect our attachment to one another.
 
   -We practiced intuitive parenting as a team that included firmly enforced guidelines.
 
   -We are growing old together, completely crazy about each other, and are approaching an empty nest without fear.
 
    
 
   I hope you hear my heart here. When I say I’m living a fairy tale, I’m not bragging. I’m not gloating. I’m not thinking I’m better than anyone else. Who am I to deserve this? Please believe me when I say I am fully aware that I don’t, and I’m more grateful than I could ever express for the grace that brought this magic into my life all those years ago and has sustained it all this time. I’m not asking for validation. I’m not even asking you to believe me. I’m saying please don’t dismiss the way we do things because they don’t seem realistic to you. My friend Jaime Hunt said, “If people have never had it, they tend not to believe it.” For this reason they tend to try to make it seem ridiculous, or less than real, or even outright wrong. I try not to sound like I’m asking others to live in my world, and I don’t generally tread on others’ choice of relationship style, even if I don’t understand it. I can’t imagine anyone wanting a relationship based on constant conflict and dissension, but we’ve been criticized so often for living in our “dream world” it makes me wonder if such negativity is the implied preference. Some choose to stay in the familiar, even if it’s uncomfortable or even harmful.
 
    
 
   We are a permanently-woven chord of three strands—God, husband, wife—and we are not easily broken. I don’t get to make the call on my own body without his okay, and the same applies to him. We respect one another completely and recognize that we each belong to the other. That simple principle affects everything we say and do. Everything.
 
    
 
   We don’t argue, because who argues with him/herself? Don’t misunderstand—it doesn’t mean we never disagree. We are one flesh figuratively, but in reality we are still two individual souls woven together, with two separate wills that must work in harmony. A secondary principle that accompanies “one flesh” is that I am 100% for him, and he is 100% for me. Translated, we are both covered, always.
 
    
 
   We are human, and we falter sometimes. In moments of humanness I am selfish. But the beautiful thing is that I’m covered, because he is for me. And the same applies with the shoe on the other foot (although I will say he is selfish less often). The point is if our focus is always off self and on the other, it will always be a game-changer. Knowing God and Steve are for me always impacts my response to hardship. It doesn’t occur to me to blame either of them because I dwell in their love. 
 
    
 
   Life can be hard. When it is, I don’t have to run to God because He is already right there with me, dwelling with me always in Spirit. And because of the way He designed marriage, I have a soul-mate into whose arms I know I can always find shelter. Because we are for each other, neither of us has far to run to find safety. God dwells with us as we live out the purpose of His plan for marriage. We aren’t perfect, but we are perfect for each other. 
 
    
 
   If I might be so bold, I would like to challenge you not to trade off any possible notion of living a real-life fairy tale by normalizing an erratic, conflict-ridden, it’s-all-about-me existence. Understand that fairy tale doesn’t mean perfect. It means walking through conflict with kindness and concern for the other. It means taking the blows life dishes out as one unit and facing it all together with one heart. It means loving, no matter what. I don’t mean to boast. I only mean to encourage. This is a beautiful thing, and the truth is I wish everyone could know this joy.
 
    
 
   Living a fairy tale is not trouble-free, nor is it repulsive. It is a blessing we embrace with one heart full of gratitude and hope. Next we’re going to discover how such a marriage produces children who believe in fairy tales from the start and are unafraid to dream. I invite you to love selflessly and dwell in safety. Always. Before you knock it, please at least give it a try. You might discover a wish you never expected your heart to make.
 
    
 
   My Beloved
 
   How have you done it all these years, kept up with my wild striving, put up with me from the girl you met at a stop-light and followed home all the way to now more than 33 years later this woman I’ve become? How have you always loved me the same way, with no restriction and no bounds, just all in and all about me and our children–our family?
 
    
 
   I don’t describe you often to others, my beloved whom I’ve called Pizzaman since we heard Joyce give the name to her Frank all those years ago, us curled up on the couch together watching Hillstreet Blues. I don’t describe you often because it sounds like I’m making it all up like the fairy tale I dreamed you to be as I wished in my little girl mind for the man who would one day win my heart.
 
    
 
   And win it you did, boy with the afro in the Mustang at the stop-light, now man who has held my hand all these years through wordless joy and wrenching pain, who has fathered our children and held me at graveside as we buried one too soon. You have always been here for me, for us, in ways I find it difficult to write.
 
    
 
   You were there holding me close the day we learned we were three, the day by the Mustang when we cried scared knowing I was only sixteen and we’d not yet said “I do” and we feared what everyone would say, would do, would think. We almost ran away. Almost, but we stayed, and we whispered our confessions tearful on swings and in dining rooms and we hurried plans and spoke vows to one another from young lips and hopeful hearts in a tiny church your parents built. Vows we’ve kept for a long time because God has never stopped being good.
 
    
 
   You have never spoken unkindly to me, though few might believe that possible. I was a stubborn girl all those years ago, fiercely independent and nowhere near ready to be a wife and mother, and how, my love, were you always still so kind? I wonder often, but especially today, was there ever a husband so good to a wife?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It is no small thing when they,
who are so fresh from God, love us.
Charles Dickens
 
    
 
   Ch. 3
Parenting with Purpose
 
    
 
   Beyond Survival
 
   I’m betting you’d like to do more than survive parenting. Who wants to barely inch by? I can tell you from the other side of parenting our five that we would never have been happy with merely surviving our parenting years. Our children deserved better. We deserved better. And our family bond today would never have existed had we left it all to chance. I’d like to encourage you to approach parenting with intentionality and purpose. Don’t settle for average kids. Have you seen average lately? Go for great kids who become your great adult friends and bless the world beyond what you can imagine. Parenting—this whole family thing—was never intended to be something we must endure. 
 
   It is hard to overestimate the value of strong family relationships. The bonds we develop with our parents and siblings help to form the basis for all other relationships—including our relationship with God. Home base is where we learn who God is and build a desire to know Him and walk with Him more intimately. This is where we learn to love (and even like) ourselves and others. It is sobering to recognize that this is also where we often learn negative lessons that cause us great distress in relationships later on, so great caution and care are imperative in how our family life is constructed and lived out.
 
   Because family ties are so important, I am a big fan of reconciliation when there is family conflict of any kind. I realize that not every detail can be worked through quickly, and I also realize that some levels of conflict take significant time (and sometimes assistance from others) to resolve. I have specifically and purposefully urged women to reconcile with, and love on, their mothers. The mother-daughter relationship is uniquely crucial, and if there can possibly be a repair of damage done I believe it is well worth the effort.
 
   I sometimes wonder at the way adults in general tend to respond to children, the way they tolerate them rather than celebrating their wonder, the way they presume negatives when they could think the best. My heart breaks to think of the effect such treatment can have on a child, how deeply those injuries go and what bruising takes place in such tender little minds.
 
   I was maybe seven when I rode a neighborhood church bus to a picnic being held at a local park. I only knew a few children there and none of the adults, so I was a bit nervous as I approached a tall gentleman who was handing out plates of food to a line of children. I happened to notice a little blonde girl about three kids ahead of me in line, and I remember thinking to myself how much like me she looked and smiled thinking how much fun it would be to have a sister my age. As I approached the gentleman for my plate, he met my timid smile with a scowl and bellowed, “I just gave you a plate! Go sit down!” I tried to explain that it wasn’t me, but he refused to listen. Fighting tears, I dutifully sat down without a plate. A few minutes later a woman came over and asked me if I had eaten and I mumbled a quick “No, ma’am” and she scurried off for a plate.
 
   I wish I could say that was the only time such a hurtful event happened, but the truth is that kind of treatment wasn’t uncommon in an era of ‘seen and not heard’. And for every time it happened to me, it undoubtedly happened to thousands of children just like me. I often wonder how in the world people of my generation grew up with a shred of positive self image at all. And all this lacking, this feeling of not measuring up, not being good enough, being told to sit down and be quiet, I wonder how much loveliness I have missed in this life because after all that roughness I didn’t believe I deserved it.
 
   And now, after all this time, I realize that I always deserved it, not because of anything I was or anything I had done but simply because my God created me on purpose and loved me enough to die for me. That dawning, it makes me long to redeem all those lost years, pull them back and gather them up like so many wildflowers and hold them all up to Him as an offering because He makes all things new. And it makes me keenly aware of how I speak to every child I see. Every single beautiful, valuable child.
 
   Great Expectations
 
   If there’s one thing that should never be left to chance, it’s how a child is parented. Think about it: is there a riper field to be overtaken by the Enemy than an impressionable child? That is why God calls us as parents to teach our children of Him all the time and in all places (Deut. 6). If we don’t instill Godly principles in our children and ground them in His Word, the Enemy of their souls will be right there to snatch them up. I’m sure you will agree that our children are just too precious to be anything but intentional in how we raise them.
 
    
 
   Once upon a time it was common for parents to hold a high standard for their children. Almost all parents believed, hoped, expected their children to aim high, work hard, and assume responsibility for their actions. This is the way we have always parented. Sadly our approach has not always been a popular one. Great Expectations parenting has fallen out of vogue in recent years, it seems, but thankfully we’ve never aspired to the cover of Popular Parenting Today. 
 
    
 
   I don’t consider myself a judgmental person. When I see a mom with her tantrum-consumed toddler in a public place, I don’t roll my eyes and think what a terrible parent she is. I do wish she wouldn’t just sigh and accept the tantrums as normal behavior but it makes me feel sad, not judgmental. Years ago I saw a mom at a ball park whose five-year-old screamed “Shut up, Mom!” at her from the dugout. She shook her head and looked helpless. Helpless! He was five! I tried hard not to envision him at 14, and wished I could sit down with her and tell her there is a better way. I didn’t sit down with her that day in the middle of the busy game, but I’ve often wished I had. I’d like to do that with you, my friend—tell you there is a better way than to trade off parenting for friendship. Because if you trade parenting for friendship too early on, you both lose.
 
   I think of the authority/friendship model like a graph where in the beginning it’s all parenting and no friendship. Your newborn doesn’t need a friend; she needs a parent. As she grows and matures, with the proper balance and relationship the need for authority naturally diminishes as self control and wisdom are developed. By the time she’s 18 or so, the parenting/authority has merged into friendship so that parent and adult child move forward as great friends for the rest of their lives.
 
   This ideal parenting picture doesn’t materialize when there is a premature loss, or giving over, of authority in the early years. When parents don’t parent first and friend later, there is never a proper foundation built for that later friendship. Such a child is robbed of the freedom of simply being a child with clearly-set boundaries. You probably don’t have to think hard to name someone in your life where this imbalance has occurred. The result is not pretty. This kind of imbalance can easily happen. It happened to us.
 
   The Fence
 
   Our oldest son Jeff was brilliant and bossy. He was charming and clever. He was a handful. We knew he was not a perfect little angel; he often talked back and pushed the envelope and was way too cunning for his own good. We were young parents with no clue what consistency in parenting even looked like. Also lost on us was the fact that what we saw was only the tip of the iceberg and that his behavior was deplorable when we weren’t around. Instead of talking to us about it, people talked to everyone else about us. It wasn’t until our minister came to our house and sat down with us that we realized how our well-meaning but slipshod parenting was affecting our son.
 
   Danny and his wife Jenny were our best friends. Because of our friendship, Danny felt like he could be honest with us. He explained that our son’s destructive behavior was starting to get out of hand, and that we needed to get a grip on it before it was too late. He asked if he could share some ideas with us, and we humbly said yes. That is when he told us about the fence.
 
   Dr. Roger Chambers was Danny’s college professor and a cherished friend who had shared a theory about parenting he called “The Fence Theory”. To explain, he suggested you picture yourself waking up in a dark, unfamiliar place, completely alone. You know nothing about where you are except that it’s a vast darkness as far as you can see, and you are enclosed in a small area by a fence. You can hear strange noises in the distance and see shapes of creatures you don’t recognize, and the only thing separating you from whatever is out there is that fence. Dr. Chambers said, “Don’t you know that over time you are going to want to go over and shake that fence to see how sturdy it is? Do you shake it hoping it will fall? Of course not! You shake it praying your little heart out that it holds strong because if it falls you are open to all that unknown.” What a frightening thought! In relaying this story, Danny helped us to understand how out of control our son must have felt if he couldn’t trust the two people he should be able to trust most in the world. How let down. How terrified. It hadn’t occurred to us that in being so easy-going with our son we were failing him in every way.
 
   Danny prayed with us that day, and told us he was there to help us in any way he could. He left us with several suggested action steps, and we walked through each step with a purposefulness borne of desperation. We loved our son with all our hearts, and were determined to keep that fence in top repair so our child would never doubt that he could trust us. We continued upkeep on the fence through four more children, and to this day we bless Danny and the memory of the late Dr. Roger Chambers with showing us how vital it was that we parent with firmness and love together. We have shared that story many times over the years in parenting classes we’ve taught, and we pray it has been the blessing to others that it has always been to us.
 
   Nixing the Negatives
 
    
 
   I’ve never understood why folks insist on speaking terrible things over other people’s children. Maybe they are just well-intentioned and want to sound wise. Or maybe that is what they knew and can’t imagine outside it. I’d like to think they are trying to be helpful, probably because I am an optimist by nature and generally tend to believe people have good motives. Unfortunately, there will be some who really do just want to tear us down. You may have heard prophecies like these yourself.
 
    
 
   “You are too strict with the boys. They listen to you now, but just wait till they are older. Once they are out of your house they will go crazy.”
 
    
 
   They are now 32, 27, 22, and 20, and I’m still waiting for the immature, erratic behavior. The I-hate-you-for-over-restricting-me wildness they predicted. They adore one another and us, and are mature and responsible. Three are married and two are dads. I’m happy to continue to wait for the madness.
 
    
 
   “Just wait. She’ll rebel, all right. You lucked out with the boys. Girls are different.”
 
    
 
   She turned 18 last May, and she is one of the most level-headed, sensible, wise, drama-free girls I have ever known. She is my heartbeat and my best girlfriend. She’s making me wait a very long time for her to become a wild child. I’m okay with that.
 
    
 
   The truth is these people didn’t know what they were talking about. We weren’t there yet so we couldn’t say with assurance that they would be okay. In my weaker moments I let myself wonder if I could just be that naive and if I could be deluding myself. But my heart knew the truth. Our children were not rebels waiting to happen. As the years passed and these milestones of mayhem failed to occur as predicted, I began to relax more and more. I even developed humorous answers to such predictions. Eventually they stopped coming at all–especially as the kids kept growing up, one by one, to be wonderful.
 
    
 
   Today, what I tell parents is to expect the very best of their children. Raise them like you expect them to be amazing people. Odds are, that is exactly what they will do.
 
    
 
   Just for the fun of it
 
   Fun is a staple in our home. In our marriage and in our family, we love to laugh. I can’t recall how many tense moments have been diffused with a well-timed pun or giggle. This kind of environment has become a habit around Easterhouse, and I’m wondering if it might make a difference for you.
 
   For as long as I can remember, I have loved to make people laugh. I can’t help it. I come from a long line of jokers—er—comedians. My daddy was a jokester from birth, I think. Some of my fondest memories involve him relaying a funny story—usually one that poked fun at himself in one way or another. His vivid descriptions of the predicaments he got himself into throughout his life have provided untold hours of entertainment for all who knew and loved him. It was hard not to laugh with his constant antics. I see more of him in me with each year that passes, even though he passed from this life near the end of my 13th year. We are all the poorer for the loss of his laugh. To round out our heritage of hilarity, my mother was quite a hoot herself. Right up to the end, she was making silly faces and puckering up for a goofy kiss. 
 
    
 
   I’ve always held tightly to the gift of smiles they left me. I carried that love of laughter with me into my marriage to a man who himself possesses an incredible dead-pan humor, so I don’t suppose our children had much of a chance at emerging as anything but goofballs. This has always served us well. Making people smile is one of my most gratifying accomplishments, and I would imagine my memoir will likely be titled with some reference to laughter. Life is too short to be serious all the time.
 
    
 
   I honestly don’t know what possessed me one evening at dinner when the kids were little, but I surreptitiously placed a pea in the tip of my spoon, carefully aimed it at my husband, and let it fly. It hit Steve square in the forehead, catching him completely by surprise. I lost track of how long he sat there looking at me clearly wondering if I’d lost my mind, but I remember the kids looking back and forth from him to me, waiting to see what would happen next. When he shot one back and nailed me in the cheek, they wasted no time at all getting in on the action, and thus was launched the now-famed Family Pea Fight. It took us hours to locate and dispose of all those peas (and I’m pretty sure we found a dozen errant ones over the next few weeks), but it’s a memory we all hold dear some 20 years later.
 
    
 
   One day at church as our family sat lined along a pew near the back something struck my mother’s funny bone. If I remember correctly, a mention was made from the pulpit to the effect of “her breasts are like ripe fruit…” after which she glanced down at her chest, leaned over to me, and whispered, “Yeah. Grapes.” She stifled her snickering successfully for a minute or two, but then the pew began to shake–at which point I caught her giggles. The harder we tried not to laugh, the harder it became until finally my husband poked me hard in the rib. Which caused me to burst like a pin-pricked balloon and resulted in a mock dirty look from him and a quick duck below the view of the preacher for me. By this time Mama’s face matched the crimson aisle runner and I thought she might faint. I still don’t remember how we ever got through the episode without being sent out of the sanctuary like naughty children, but it is an experience I won’t ever forget. Even now when I think of it, I can’t help but chuckle.
 
    
 
   We’ve made many laughter memories through the years, like childhood memory sharing time (hands-down my favorite present the kids can possibly give to me) and the time my attempt at making our daughter’s Sweet 16 cake resulted in a caved-in mound of sticky mess and a food blog called Cake Mountain. They are all precious to me, these lovely recollections, and I hope remembering them will continue to produce smiles for years to come.
 
    
 
   Keep in mind that humor isn’t hard to find. You don’t have to be a born comedian to interject grins into your family’s day. A creatively-penned limerick or some strategically-placed googly eyes can do the trick. Or you can take a page from my friend’s book where she rigged the kitchen sink sprayer with a rubber band so when her kids turned on the faucet they got a nifty surprise. Stay on the lookout for reasons to smile. Moments can come out of nowhere but the best part is noticing them and then freezing the experience in some form of permanence. Kind of like yesterday when I was trying to write while my three-year-old granddaughter (often in her own little world) ran through the house shrieking, “Stop! Stop! Meany potato!” I’d worry about the gal who can’t smile at that. I wasted no time getting that one into the family journal for posterity.
 
    
 
   There is plenty in this life to make people cry. I guess maybe I just want to do my part in balancing things out. You know, giving people a reason to grin. I am told pretty regularly that I’m funny. I’m not sure people realize what a great compliment that is to me. Picture my heart dancing around like Snoopy in “A Charlie Brown Christmas”. Out of all the skills I possess, I consider the ability to make people happy one of my favorites. Levity is a fine form of love.
 
    
 
   Glad I was raised
 
   I was raised with boundaries, and if in my childish folly I pushed them, the rod of correction drove it far from me. It was rod that guided, held my attention, kept me from dangerous places, and met up with my backside when the need arose. Who knew the writers of the Bible could be so spot-on?

I was taught that respect is given even before it is earned, and that politeness is never out of season. I was taught that a job worth doing was worth doing right the first time, and that the world doesn’t owe me a favor. I was raised to say ma’am and sir, even if such South-specific hospitality has not always been appreciated.
 
   I was raised to believe that chivalry isn’t dead, and to accept it gratefully. I was taught to believe the best in others, and to always respect other people’s time. I was taught that my word is my bond, and that what I do and say reflects on my family and ultimately on God, so to choose wisely. 

I was taught that love is not conditional, and that kindness and a good work ethic are part of a good person’s fabric. I was taught that if I said I’d be there at 5, to be there a little early, and that if I was going to be late I’d better make it a rare thing and I’d better call and let somebody know or have a good reason why I didn’t. 

I was taught to appreciate the little things in life and not to sass my parents, even when I didn’t think they were on the right track, because they were older than me and had been around the block a few hundred more times. 

And as I’ve gotten older, I have come to appreciate these things all the more as I watch folks thoughtlessly run roughshod over others with seemingly no concern whatsoever. It has always left me bemused that human beings could treat one another so badly.

I will always be grateful that my parents didn’t have to worry about getting arrested for spanking a child because I’m far from perfect but I love and respect and serve people from the depths of my heart whether they love and respect and serve me in return–and sadly they often do not. 

I am glad I am the woman I am today, imperfect but striving to improve and glad for the chance to live in this big wide world for a time. And when God calls me home, I hope He is as happy to see me as I will be glad to see Him, and to at last be reunited with my parents who thought enough of me to do the hard thing and choose parenting over the buddy system. 

I thank God that I was raised, not lowered, believed in and not ignored, celebrated and not just  tolerated. I can only pray that I am blessed to be able to pass along a legacy of parenting that will keep producing good people who are grateful for the way they were raised. Because the world is a better place when parents really are parents. It lets kids be kids who have a fighting chance of growing up to be good parents themselves. I consider that a pretty good legacy.
 
   The Wild and Wonderful World of Parenting Adults
 
   I found the Family Journal yesterday and read quotes from the kids when they were little, and it hit me hard how precious each thought was and is, how valuable each childlike word. I suddenly feel old and a little lost as I ponder a quote from my little guy of barely three who is now 22. The years took wing and hurried on too fast and here I am at the dining table brushing teardrops off a tattered purple notebook fraying at the spiraled edges and stained with chocolate. Bubbles burst and float away. I only have these moments for a too-tiny bit of time. 
 
    
 
   God, why do they have to be so fragile?
 
    
 
   In parenting classes we’ve jovially referred to parenting adults as a totally different animal. Sometimes it’ll cuddle right up to you and nuzzle your chin, and other times it’ll hiss and claw. And the tightrope you have to walk to keep the nuzzles outnumbering the hisses? Well, that’s what you’ll navigate every day. But it doesn’t have to be a frightful experience, and it won’t be if you follow a few important principles.
 
    
 
   Resist the urge to give advice unless they ask.
This is a tough one for us moms, especially when they elect to do things in ways we wouldn’t choose. This is the part where we stand back and let their personalities show, let their gifting come forth, and watch with interest as they shine on their own. If they ask, then share your thoughts—but don’t hold them to doing it your way. Once they realize they truly are free to doing things the way they like, they will be much more comfortable with the whole process, and you’ll find they will often choose to do things you suggest because you aren’t demanding it. Make it safe for them to be themselves.
 
   Show genuine interest in their opinions.
Deep within the hearts of our children is a desire for our approval, a longing to know we like their ideas, and they don’t outgrow it. They might sometimes feign indifference to our response, but beneath the bravado is a need for validation from the people who know and love them best. One thing we must never forget: Our validation as parents is critical to our children throughout their lives. Enlist their help. Ask their advice. Treat them as peers. That’s what grown-up friends do.
 
   Keep the bridges in good repair.
There will be tension along the way, but the last thing you want is smoldering bridges. They need to know they can always come back to you without embarrassment or fear of “I told you so”. We don’t have to agree with everything they’ve done or said, and the wise parent will always leave the path home wide open. Because when they pull up a chair on your front porch to chat, they will know the results of their choices without being reminded. And not everything bad that happens is a direct result of a poor choice; sometimes it’s just life. If our adult children feel comfortable with us, at home with us, always loved by us, they will always know where to go for a spirit boost and a home-baked muffin.
 
   Holy Ground
 
    
 
   This is sacred ground we walk, and sometimes we crawl and sometimes we fall face down on the hardwood and beg Heaven’s help in this building of people. We seldom wear shoes because they aren’t practical or often we just don’t have time to put them on. And it is right that this happens, because we tread tenacious and tired on tiles of holiness.
 
    
 
   She calls me down the hallway on this her final day of competition after 13 years of twirling and leaping from tiny ballerina to graceful grownup.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Want to put in the last bobby pin?”
 
    
 
   My heart lurches and tears spring to my eyes and I swallow the mountain in my throat, make my way down the corridor where a Rose readies herself for the stage.
 
    
 
   “Sure, honey.” I pin a strand sticking out from her bun like it was wondering when I would arrive, wrap my arms tight around her slender shoulders and lean against her back. She is taller than me, but only by a little. She is better than me by a lot.
 
    
 
   I kiss the back of her neck and squeeze one more time and let go so she can finish her makeup, and I do manage to make it back to my desk before the tears come. There aren’t words for what I am feeling. I weep silently, but she knows.
 
    
 
   My mind drifts back over more than 30 years of bringing up four little boys and one little girl and I shake my head so the tightness in my throat doesn’t choke me. Memory lights in little places like a butterfly on summer wildflowers and I remember.
 
    
 
   There is much to recall, like the day Jeff hit a grand slam on Mother’s Day that also happened to be Rosie’s second birthday. Like when three-year-old Matt would hide his dad’s wallet so he could be the one to find it and be the hero. Like when Luke portrayed Forrest Gump on the fly in a creative writing talk for a few hundred students. Like the day we circled the grave of our tiny new daughter gone too soon.
 
    
 
   Like the day Trevor played his last Little League game ending 12 years of youth baseball and 
 
   Matt pulled hidden hands from behind his back to present his brother with a handful of clay from the pitcher’s mound so he could remember. Like the time Rosie dictated a letter to Luke at camp, her toddler voice matter-of-fact in her animated description of wiping her nose.
 
    
 
   These are moments worth cupping in grateful hands and clutching to the chest, the breathing of prayers only God can decipher because we mothers can’t always speak what the spark of the divine etches into our depths. We just keep sculpting with messy hands and sweaty brows and enough grins to keep us going when things get hard. We don’t give up, because He never gives up on us. And because what we gain is worth so much more than we could hope to describe.
 
    
 
   These masterpieces He creates and we shape by His grace are the only things we can take with us to Heaven.
 
    
 
   I’ve stubbed bare toes often along this road, hopped around and stifled expletives and hobbled on. Lately I muse over the notion of no little hands left to hold, wonder how the years so swiftly slipped by.
 
    
 
   The sacred deserves pondering. It reveals how even when we scorned Him He weaved us into His plan in ways we can’t comprehend. Who loves that much? Only Him. But we try, too, and we teach it to our children because love is our link to our Creator.
 
    
 
   Music blares from her bedroom and I smile, imagining her gathering costumes and dancing shoes for this ending, this day for remembering how precious all these moments are. We collect them in bottles and hold them to our hearts and whisper our gratitude to the giver of all good things. Especially this gift of being a mom.
 
    
 
   It’s okay to believe you’re a good mom
 
   Sometimes we get so busy criticizing ourselves as mothers, we completely miss everything that is good about our mothering. We apologize for what we perceive as a million mistakes and glaze over ten billion moments when we nurtured and healed and grew those babies in ways we couldn’t begin to quantify. Purposeful and intentional mothering is no walk in the park, but it is worth every moment, every tear, every awkward conversation, every disappointed sigh, every attack of guilt, every sleepless night, every fear taken to God in prayer, and every ray of hope He whispers in our ears as we mother His children.
 
   Not often will you hear me begin a sentence with “I am a good…” but I am a good mom. I love my children fiercely, protectively, eternally. I am quick with homemade chicken soup and a garlic pack to stop a cold in its tracks. I don’t blindly do what the experts say without investigating it first. They are too important to me not to put in the effort it takes to mother smart. I am crazy about my kids.
 
    
 
   I became a wife at 16 and the mother of a headstrong boy when I was barely 17, still a child myself younger than our youngest is now. I had little idea what I was doing, but I clung to God and my husband and our family and learned as I went. I still apologize to our first son for bungling things in those early years. He just shakes his head when I do, him grinning and still mischievous at 32.
 
    
 
   I caught myself yelling at our oldest when he was around five or six and was suddenly hit with the realization that I didn’t like yelling, didn’t like the sound of my voice in anger, didn’t like the look on his face. I decided not to yell any more. I liked mothering more after that.
 
    
 
   I mothered a baby for 11 weeks and released him to Heaven no bigger than a peanut. We named him Jamie. I’ve mothered through Little League and dance classes, broken arms and broken hearts, Sunday School and youth group and summer trips, food fights and football and Family Council.
 
    
 
   I’ve homeschooled our children over a span of 25 years, and I’ve learned a lot. I’ve rolled pennies to buy baby shoes and rocked toddlers well into the night. I’ve comforted hormonal sons and wiped away the tears of a daughter who was convinced true love would never come. I’ve carried chubby-cheeked babies on my hip until my back x-rayed like an “S” and matched my doctor’s furrowed brow. I found a thousand creative ways to sneak vegetables into a boy’s food so he’d grow up healthy. Then came that multi-level Sweet 16 cake I baked that sunk into a gooey mass we named Cake Mountain and she laughed and I cried and her sweet brother tried to tie it together. We left it wrecked and she left to get dressed and I baked a whole new cake, one layer simple and beautiful. I’ve baked more cookie cakes and hosted more creatively planned birthday parties than I can remember. I’ve yelled at umpires, fussed at referees, and conferred with teachers. I’ve smoothed over issues with Scripture and rubbed knots out of tired backs and taught children (and learned from them) how to forgive.
 
    
 
   I mothered a beautiful baby girl we named Heather Rose. We buried her in a tiny white coffin I watched sink eerily into the earth in the Limona Cemetery on a gray day in April. Every year on her birthday till she would have turned 16 we sent balloons heavenward bearing the promise of Revelation 21:4 knowing our tears were not forever.
 
    
 
   I’ve gladly welcomed our children’s friends into our home and mothered them, too. I was born for this. I’ve lay awake until I heard cars return home, worried over delays, and insisted on calls or texts telling me where they are. Because a mother should always know.
 
    
 
   I mothered through losing my own mama, my babies all holding my hands and hemming me in as we laid her to rest. I’ve always tried to be a safe spot to land, a listening ear without being too annoyingly curious (I fail at this sometimes). I’ve always wanted them to know that no matter what, they can always come home.
 
    
 
   I like the way mother-love has been so individualized yet so universal, giving and adapting to the needs of each and nudging them to live out every detail of who they were created to be. I never asked them to be anyone else, never wanted them to be, because they each have such unique and beautiful purpose. 
 
    
 
   I have mothered far from alone, my beloved close by my side always whispering his love for me and for our children, holding me up and ever celebrating who I am. Mothering his children is one of the greatest blessings of my life. As they grow, I hold on loosely and don’t let go. They are all grown up now, and I now mother five adults. I marvel at the flight of time and reminisce over the years gone by. Our family is bonded together like none I’ve ever known, and it’s a blessing I never take for granted. I look back from the edge of an empty nest knowing I’ve made plenty of mistakes, but with a solid network of support I have mothered well. I pray for many more years of pouring my love into my family. For all these things, I am grateful. I am a good mom, but only by God’s amazing grace.
 
    
 
   Something tells me you’ve missed noticing your true worth as a nurturer. Whether as a mother or a mother figure, you have given and sacrificed and poured out. You’ve waiting up and worried into the night and wondered how they were doing. And like me, you’ve probably focused more on your mistakes than on your strong points. Maybe it’s time to open your eyes a little more widely at the great job you’ve done as a positive influence, a coach, a mama, an aunt, a mentor, a sister, a daughter, a friend. Maybe it’s time you stopped listening to the lie that you haven’t measured up and don’t deserve God’s best. Of course you don’t—and neither do I. But that’s why there’s grace, and by His grace we both get to reach out and grasp that beautiful life. The one the Enemy will steal if we let him.
 
    
 
   In the end, somewhere in the midst of this glorious mess, your children will rise up and call you blessed. Ideally you’ll still be alive to hear it, still have energy for Apples To Apples and plenty of years left to spend building memories. Amidst all this wonder you will face many choices, so coming up next we’ll be talking about our freedom to choose and how vital it is that we protect that freedom.
 
    
 
   We Are Parents
 
    
 
   We are parents who started out too young to be parents. Ones who didn’t stand a chance but chanced to stand strong against the odds, who held each other at night while babies slept and storms raged outside and the worry etched deep.
 
    
 
   We are parents who bungled the mothering and the fathering early and learned along the way to do things better. Ones who spoke too sharply and said sorry and got forgiven. Ones who corrected swift and hugged gentle and long and prayed with children for better choices and smoother days.
 
    
 
   We are parents who were terrified to have a second child because there was too little money and too much fear for what we couldn’t provide. Ones who found out God makes a way for two children and more when there is trust.
 
    
 
   We are parents who read aloud to children who could read on their own long after laps were outgrown because the cuddling is where the joy comes from. Ones who cried through lines in books read and movies watched twice because it was just as sad the second time.
 
    
 
   We are parents who rolled pennies for baby shoes and collected soda bottles to return for gas money to make it to work. Parents who once begged the electric company for a few days’ mercy because the little ones would be cold.
 
    
 
   We are parents who modeled the wildly imperfect and shrugged off catastrophes, who brushed tears from little faces over toppled drinks because broken cups don’t matter but broken spirits do.
 
    
 
   We are parents who held grownup children and cried open and hard when memory swarmed because in the memories we get to live love all over again. Parents unashamed to express love, because real love is not ashamed.
 
    
 
   We are parents who drove old cars and thanked good friends for shade-tree car repairs and tried to always do for others whatever we could because it was money we lacked but love we had.
 
    
 
   We are parents who started pea fights and played pranks and smeared the unsuspecting with cake batter, because life should include more smiles than sadness.
 
    
 
   We are parents who held close through miscarriage in early May and buried a newborn in a little white box on an April afternoon while breezes blew heather in clay pots by gravestones too small to belong.
 
    
 
   We are parents who sat long at baseball and football practices and games with coolers and chairs and packed suppers, who shared ball park fries and worked in the concession stand to pay player fees. Ones who coached and team-mom’ed and fund-raised and raked fields and ran fences and cheered hoarse.
 
    
 
   We are parents who shouldered criticism for too much sheltering. Parents who shrank back when told it was normal for siblings to duke it out, who didn’t agree because we wanted our young to hold one another close to the heart. Parents who are grateful for kids who learned to peaceably resolve conflict and have grown up close.
 
    
 
   We are parents who have never been written off as uncool, and who as a result tend to forget their age.
 
    
 
   We are parents who taught our young ones there was nothing they couldn’t do or be, and believed it. Parents who said aim high and never outgrow being a student and go for the dream, whatever it might be because we would always be their home team.
 
    
 
   We are parents who conceived seven and raised five as individually as we knew how. Parents who encouraged each to “be who God wired you to be” because no two sand grains are the same and neither are two people. Parents who said there’s more than one path to a goal and the adventure is finding the one that fits best–or blazing one brand new.
 
    
 
   We are parents who sold the house and dragged kids across the state to plant a church, who asked them to see with us past what we possessed to what God was building, who worked hard and cried the questions embraced in the quiet of night and begged God for glimpses of His plan when we couldn’t see it through the fog. Parents who established and released and brought them back home again to move on forward. Ones who have watched wide-eyed and awestruck as God has shown us through our children the very answers we craved.
 
    
 
   We are parents who taught our children to love fiercely and forever, because that is the only way we know how to love.
 
    
 
   We are parents who have held babies and toddlers and children and teens and adults through aches of the heart, have cried with them and prayed with them and in our flailing efforts and by God’s amazing grace helped them rebuild hope when life tore it right through.
 
    
 
   We are parents who have been taught by our children more times than we could count.
 
    
 
   We are parents who made many mistakes, who wrapped up in grace and tried always to offer it back. Parents grateful for every tiny thing, who hoped our children would in turn walk in gratefulness down paths all their own. Parents who know God is the giver of all good things even when we misinterpret what good means in this life. Ones who believe God and what He gives truly is enough.
 
    
 
   We are parents who made home our discovery hub, who sewed halves of parent hat and teacher hat into one and joined in the learning adventure to make a classroom out of life.
 
    
 
   We are parents who filled our home with music, left instruments lying around for the playing and listened to new songs birthed and shared. Parents who would rather hear our kids play and sing than anyone else in the world.
 
    
 
   We are parents who have openly given, fiercely protected, madly loved.
 
    
 
   We are parents who get frustrated, slip and swear, put things off, take on too much, neglect the good we know we ought to do.
 
    
 
   We are parents who have watched sons choke up as their brides walked the aisle to be joined heart to heart, who blessed them with the wish that they experience the depth of love we have known with one another all these years, and who will bless our daughter in the same way when her day comes because this love we’ve known is the best blessing we can wish.
 
    
 
   We are parents who stay home when those who remain go and do, usually because there is no money left for us for the going and doing. Parents who are okay with being left behind because we like being together, who both eagerly await and dread the very-soon day when there will be money for the going and the doing because those who remained will be gone.
 
    
 
   We are parents who drop off and pick up, who arrange and rearrange schedules, who cancel what we had planned in favor of a kid’s activity, who find the funds one way or another for that unexpected need. Parents who do whatever it takes to make things happen for their family because isn’t that what parents do?
 
    
 
   We are parents who carry regrets that go back decades–regrets of parenting blunders that live on in memories and cause us to cringe but make our children laugh.
 
    
 
   We are parents who joy in our children’s every accomplishment, who grieve with their every loss, who will always call them babies even when they wrinkle with age. We are parents fist-bump proud of the amazing people our offspring have become and who count them our closest friends.
 
    
 
   We are parents who hold hands on the dock and look to the future and smile at the past and try live fully present in the now because every singular moment in this life is a gift to be savored. Ones who share heart to heart and talk of things no one else would comprehend, say things only we two understand because our hearts are one.
 
    
 
   We are parents who count it all joy.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Excellence is never an accident.
It is always the result of high intention,
sincere effort, and intelligent execution.
It represents the wise choice of many alternatives;
choice, not chance, determines your destiny. 
Aristotle
 
    
 
   Ch. 4              
 
   A Matter of Choice
 
    
 
   What pro-choice really should mean
 
   Let’s talk a little bit about personal choice. Have you ever given much thought to how many choices, whether small or large, you make every single day? Do you give much thought to those choices, or do you (like most of us) find yourself just going with the flow in many areas where you really could make a conscious choice?
 
   I can’t help but wonder how much of our willingness to hand over choices without question stems from messages learned in childhood by parents and others who failed to look past the surface to the thinking behind our (sometimes inappropriate) actions. My lovely friend Loryn Smith posed a question this week taken from a recent parent training session, laying out an amazing challenge for anyone who interacts with children. She said, “According to Dr. Karen Purvis, our children use their wits to get their needs met; we usually see this as not so nice behaviors. My thought: Are we validating the usefulness of the behavior before we try to eliminate it?”
 
   This is yet another example of how refusing to settle for surface can make a lasting impact on a child’s (or anyone else’s) mind. Did you grow up with your thoughts and feelings validated, or were they ignored or belittled? Was discipline about justice and punishment or restoration through relationship? The implications are vital to how you view your right to make your own life choices. Those who are validated early on are much more likely to form a lifelong pattern of living intentionally and making consistently wise and informed choices. Moreover, those whose thoughts and opinions are validated walk through life believing they have a right to choose, rather than simply deferring to anyone who steps in to take a choice away. And sadly, the results of such choice theft can be devastating, the ripples flowing outward in its destructive wake.
 
   I have a close friend who struggles with a desperate need for her mother’s approval—an approval that rarely comes. Constantly striving, this young woman is one of the wisest people I know and yet that wisdom is completely lost on her mother. It breaks my heart to see her anguish over constant conflict and tension between them resulting in stress on her marriage and other relationships. Another friend has believed for so long that she has no decision-making ability she is petrified by the thought of facing any choice, big or small. Obviously, such a lack of confidence in one’s own ability to make even simple choices in life can cause great damage to ourselves and others. This truth should also challenge us to be aware of how we approach and respond to others—whether we encourage and validate or discourage and demean. The ripple effects of both will flow far and wide.
 
   The circumcision decision
 
   When our oldest son was born in 1981, we had him circumcised. We didn’t really give it much thought, just did it because that’s what you do with boys, right? By the time our second son was born in 1985 his pediatrician no longer did routine circumcisions so we had to arrange for it to be done and for our insurance to cover it. We thought that was odd, since as far as we knew only the most back-woods of people would choose not to circumcise. By the time our third son was born we had begun to research the whole circumcision process and the reasons behind the procedure, and (besides feeling appropriately ashamed of ourselves for our badly skewed misconceptions) we decided that not only was it unnecessary, but we no longer even liked the idea. 
 
   First, there simply wasn’t a compelling reason to do so. After investigating the possible negative effects and then learning of the benefits in marital intimacy for the uncircumcised, we were sold on the decision to leave any future sons intact. We have never regretted that decision.
 
   Vaccines for every boy and girl (or not)
 
   Similarly, when our oldest two were little, we vaccinated. Everybody did—or so we thought. Only our fringe-friends opted out of immunizations. Again, we researched and made the decision that vaccination was no longer the best choice for our family. We continued our investigation as each new vaccine came onto the market, and if anything we became more certain of our non-vax stance as time went on. We began to gravitate toward more natural healthcare methods, like using garlic as a natural antibiotic and tinctures and other homeopathic remedies for routine health maintenance. Then we traded our pediatrician for a chiropractor and moved almost fully toward herbs, vitamins, minerals, chiropractic care, and natural healing methods. We began to notice how much healthier our family remained, even when people all around us were getting sick, which solidified our decisions even further.
 
    
 
   Doctor may not know best
 
   Without going into great detail, I will say that while I am not anti-doctor or anti-pharmaceutical drugs, personal experience with those professions has cost me the lives of my newborn daughter, my brother, and my mother. No accusations here, just my own observation and interaction, personal research, and some pretty telling journal entries I read over the months following my brother’s death. I would give just about anything to go back in time and demand the right to make a choice in a situation where I was told I didn’t have one, take on those who experimented with drugs and dosages, and advise my mother against much of the ‘treatment’ she willingly endured that eventually cost her life. Simply put, I wish I, and people I love, had been in a better position to more deeply consider personal health care choices in order to make better ones.
 
   But what about socialization?
 
   In 1988 when our son’s first grade teacher told us she had no idea how they were going to teach him the following year because he was so far ahead of what they had to offer, we turned to the (new to us) notion of homeschooling. His teacher responded that we should never consider that option because he was “way too social for that”. Homeschooling had only been legal in our state for three years at the time, and we knew we were embarking on a controversial journey that would likely garner us (at the very least) stern disapproval. Steve and I talked it over and began to realize that public school is just one of many available choices. We spent the summer praying and researching and gathering supplies and curriculum. We started homeschooling in the fall and never looked back. This past May we graduated our fifth and youngest child after 25 years of home educating some of the wisest and most social children/adults we’ve ever encountered.
 
   This urgent sea
 
   “One reason we are so harried and hurried is that we make yesterday and tomorrow our business, when all that legitimately concerns us is today. If we really have too much to do, there are some items on the agenda which God did not put there. Let us submit the list to Him and ask Him to indicate which items we must delete. There is always time to do the will of God. If we are too busy to do that, we are too busy.” ― Elisabeth Elliot
 
   It’s easy to become a slave to schedule, to the to-do list, to the pace of life going on around us. Multi-tasking, now as common as mosquitoes in Florida, is the buzz word of the day. But it can also cause us to miss out on the good stuff. Jeff Goins says, “Busyness robs us of the gift right in front of us.” Staying on task has merit, but when we allow tasks to take the place of people and relationships and those roses we no longer remember to stop and smell, we all wither.
 
   We drown sometimes in an ocean of must-do and before we know it we’re missing all those lower frequencies, those rich notes of the sonata that bathe us in peace. And then we wonder why we’re always so tired and irritable and impatient. We completely forget that we have a choice in the matter—that we have the ability to intentionally slow down, dim the lights, close our eyes, and breathe life in deep where the stagnant air rarely clears. These are healing moments, and it takes conscious effort to find them.
 
   Life is full of chaos—full of hurt and busyness and voices clamoring for attention. Ultimately we choose our focus, whether we bog ourselves into the mud or rinse off and slog forward. In a sense it’s all urgent, demanding, unwilling to wait. Sometimes peace comes when we face a crisis straight-on and let it have its moment. This is not an easy thing to do.
 
   There are far too many things I would rather not remember. Like what it was like to feel a baby drop from my body like something unwanted and meaningless. I named him/her Jamie in my semi-knowing in the paleness of a tiny bathroom before the pin-prick tingling came and it all went black.
 
    
 
   Eleven months later I sat in a wheelchair by the hospital curb, the previous year playing out in my head like a nightmare on the big-screen. A precious little girl. We had two beautiful sons, and the four of us couldn’t wait to hold her. Heather Rose was the delight of our lives from the moment she was born. Ten hours later she was gone, stolen by an infection she just couldn’t beat. I sat there holding her for a long time after her sweet little spirit floated heavenward. I remember thinking if I just loved her enough and held her close enough to me she would take a breath and turn pink and live. The questions weren’t forming yet. I was still numb. They wouldn’t come until a few days later when I calmly asked my best friend to please, please help me die. Her face contorted into an image of sadness I won’t ever forget. I choked out that I just couldn’t let my sweet baby go without me, that it had to be dark, and she had to be scared, and what mama lets her baby go into a dark hole without trying to follow her?
 
    
 
   The hard questions came next, the why and the how-could-this-happen and the what-sense-does-this-make and all the anger that sets in when the answers don’t come. But before that, I sat on the curb and watched all the families leave with their flowers and their balloons and their pink-cheeked babies fully alive and dressed in outfits they had picked out special and laid aside waiting for that moment. I’d never felt so alone.
 
    
 
   There is logic in the backwardness and the wrongness of pain and loss, because everything in this life has been upside-down since the Garden. And maybe it might help just a little to know that it wasn’t supposed to be this way but because of the Fall this emptiness has become our logic. It’s what happens when we are separated from our Creator. Rocks cry out and clouds billow and veils are rent and babies go white and hang limp in mothers’ arms.
 
    
 
   I could choose not to remember. But making a conscious choice to live it all again in my mind reminds me to look to the only One who will ever be able to fill that empty. The one hope that springs forth pale and green from the soil for me is in knowing one day this will all make sense. One day I will see the tapestry from the other side and all the threads will fit together without tangling and knotting and there will be beauty for ashes. In the now, I wait along with everyone else for His coming, for all to be made right. And while I wait, I try to keep singing, even when the notes are raw and ragged and when sometimes no music comes forth at all. I have to believe He still hears me trying, and in that alone it is my prayer that I can make Him smile. Trying in the hard places is a choice no one else can make for me.
 
    
 
   Who gets to decide?
 
   It’s obvious that we’ve made some rather unpopular choices over the years. But the important thing is that they were ours to make! We joke that yes, we are weird, but we embrace our weirdness as just how we roll. Thankfully we weirdoes have, by God’s grace, raised five amazingly intelligent and healthy adults who love and serve God and are loved and respected by all who know them. The important thing is that pretty early on we stopped just dutifully doing what society told us we should do and started investigating for ourselves. After all, society isn’t going to answer to God for the choices we’ve made in living our own lives or shepherding His children. Our choices are our own responsibility, and we have never taken them lightly. 
 
   I look around in bewilderment at changes in our nation that have occurred because we the people have sat by and allowed this little thing to change, then that little thing to happen, and now we are facing crises of epic proportions in nutrition, health care, finances, economy, employment, and basic freedoms. We settle for the same tired old political parties and then vote out of fear. We’ve all but handed over our Constitutional rights and we wonder why our country continues to spiral downward. The frogs have warmed up with the pot of water, and by the time it’s boiling it’ll be too late to hop out. We’re almost there now. Why? Because somewhere along the way we as a nation stopped standing strong for what is right and against what is wrong. We stopped believing we had a right to choose, and now those choices are one by one being taken away.
 
   Depending on anyone other than God to control our lives can be disastrous. Giving over our choices to those we assume have our best interest at heart can create a dependence that robs us of the life we’ve been divinely equipped to intentionally lead. Picture a child trying to help a butterfly escape its cocoon. We all know such "help" can damage or even kill it, since it's the struggle to get out that gives it the strength to survive and thrive. Now imagine a group of bullies yanking a butterfly from its cocoon for the twisted fun of seeing it hop around unable to fly. Are you seeing the difference between a helpful child and a tyrannical government? The intent is vastly different, but the result is the same: a nation of butterflies too weak and dependent to fully live.
 
   Dear friend, you still have choices to make, and I beg you to make them wisely and firmly. Don’t leave these critical matters to chance. It’s time to stop going by what is expected, or what other people do, or what’s always been done. Whether it involves children, or church, or health, or education, please consider carefully what is best for you and your family and do the necessary research to make the best decisions. Make the conscious choice to live intentionally!
 
   We’ll be talking next about gratitude, a lifelong choice that will affect your life in ways that can’t be measured. Like all the choices you face, choosing to live gratefully will make a significant difference in the depth and richness you experience throughout your life. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It takes a full twenty minutes after your stomach is full
for your brain to register satiation.
How long does it take your soul to realize that your life is full?
Ann Voskamp
 
 
   Ch. 5              
 
   The Gratitude Factor
 
    
 
   Gratitude changes everything
 
   The most appropriate response to this amazing life God dreamed for us is gratitude. A grateful heart is also the most effective path to fullest enjoyment. The heart attuned to the Giver of all good and perfect gifts is the heart most fully able to live in the center of its fullest purpose. Gratitude changes everything.
 
   In her book One Thousand Gifts, Ann Voskamp says gratitude slows time down. I remember marveling at that notion at first, but as I continued to read and ponder her thoughts it suddenly made perfect sense. I set aside a special journal and over the next few days and weeks as I kept my list of simple gratitudes I noticed a keener awareness of the details in each and every moment of life. Being fully present in each moment gratefully acknowledging the blessings in those details allowed me to fully live in each one. I felt like I was squeezing every drop of life out of each singular moment like a bee drains nectar from a bloom. It seemed to literally slow time.
 
   I happened to be at the bookstore with my son when I read chapter 8. I kept stopping every page or two just to let it all sink in. No, to let it squeeze my forehead and pinch my synapses and crush my heart and then put it back together again. This book is breaking me in ways I can’t figure out how to describe, and rebuilding me like only God could have planned. Not long after my first reading of it, I penned thanks into my journal.
 
   Today was Thanksgiving Day. It was a confusing day for me, bizarre in its difference with our family gathering and meal postponed a day and all of this day spent cleaning and organizing and trying to make sense of personalities until I fell off to sleep in the afternoon in our big canopy bed. It was nearing dusk when the grandbaby arrived and attention turned to little feet pattering over wood floors and cookie-smudged face and babbled words for everything she sees. She sleeps now, among soft blankets on Pappaw’s side of the bed until her mama and daddy come to scoop her up pigtails and all and take her home. Tonight I am grateful. I am grateful for a rusty but renewed ability to write, the unwordable comfort of being able to pray, and the love that patches all things together.
 
    
 
   A phrase I recall often comes from one of my favorite authors, Natalie Goldberg: “Be here now.” Right here in this moment, wherever you are and whatever you’re doing, whatever is going on around you, whatever has just happened or may be about to happen, be here, in this moment, right now. All in. Fully present with all senses tuned in. Live in the moment with all you’ve got, and only then should you move on to the next one. Can you feel time slowing down?
 
   Breaking the habit of ingratitude 
 
   “They had received gifts from Jesus, but they had not received Jesus.” 
 
    
 
   The impact of John Hampton’s words swept over me as they were spoken, and sweeps afresh as I recall them now. What have I received from Jesus without receiving the heart behind the gift? Am I no different from the other nine who got right on with their lives after their miraculous healing, their out-of-nowhere transport from pain to promise, without so much as a muttered thanks? I wasn’t healed from leprosy, but I was rescued from death and given not just life but eternity with my Rescuer. How thankful am I?
 
    
 
   How many gifts do I overlook on a daily basis, gifts not so dramatic as healing from a dread disease but nonetheless treasures from One who loves me more than life? In my lack of recognition am I like the nine, so busy going and doing and living that I don’t think to be thankful?
 
    
 
   When Jesus asked, “Where are the others?” we know it is rhetorical; Jesus didn’t need to be told where they were. Obviously he was acknowledging the “one” for coming to express his gratitude. But was there more to it? We know Jesus knew anguish, so I wonder if His heart was showing just a little bit. Was the Creator perhaps weeping over the fallen state of His creation?
 
    
 
   I wonder if I might ever be one of “the others” He’s asking after. In my repeated failure to notice His kindness, His blessings, His mercies new every morning, am I rushing blindly onward in the shoes of the ungrateful?
 
    
 
   I consider all this and recall a thought from this morning as I listened to John’s message: Lack of gratitude, taking people and blessings for granted, is a habit. A bad one. One I don’t like or want. If this is true, then is living gratefully also a habit—one we should all aspire to develop in our lives? If the adage “practice makes perfect” holds true, simply practicing gratitude should replace a selfish and inconsiderate habit with a selfless and considerate one. We create a habit of thankfulness by actively looking for opportunities to be thankful.
 
    
 
   We train for the life of a humbly grateful child of God by looking for reasons to thank Him and then doing so, moment by moment each and every day of our lives. Would you consider joining me in looking for the beauty in the moments of this life—in receiving Jesus along with His gifts and expressing thanks to the Giver of every good and perfect gift? How might our lives be different, richer, more beautiful, if we purpose to live gratefully? Dare to walk this out with me, this living of a consciously grateful life? I would love your company.
 
    
 
   Beauty all around
 
    
 
   We rush through life barely aware of the beauty around us. When we notice the beauty in the ordinary, gratitude is the natural result. Recently my friend Angela Brown Barrett shared one such observation.
 
   As I was sitting listening to Bella read earlier, Lizzy was playing with my hair. She likes to talk softly to my hair as she plays with it because she is three and three-year-olds are odd in the best way. She stops her random storyline my hair is acting out and excitedly says, "Oh, Mommy, you have glitter hairs!"
 
   Recently while cleaning my studio I came across a group of photos taken several years ago while preparing for housework. I’m a sucker for before/after photos, and these particular shots must have presented quite a contrast considering the disheveled mess that leapt from each image. I couldn’t help but muse that the “after” shots were not included in the bunch, although in my mind’s eye I can still remember how clean and well-organized everything looked after all that work, how pleased I was with the end result. Interestingly, I don’t recall ever printing those images of “after”.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t put down the photos but kept looking through one after another, reflecting on items shown and the memories attached to each one. I saw our now-grown-up offspring as children playing and singing and rushing from room to room silly and serious and full of life. And it hit me that I didn’t need the after pictures to see the beauty. It was right there, staring back from piles of dirty dishes and messy bins and wrinkled clothing.
 
    
 
   Don’t get me wrong; I loved having a clean house. But I didn’t have to look past the before to know that the after would come.
 
    
 
   Sometimes life feels like one big ‘before’ picture, messy and chaotic and overwhelming. Kids are loud and dinner is late and the batting glove got left in the pants through the wash cycle again. There’s no sugar for the sweet tea and the dog ate the VBS craft and the battery in the ten-year-old car is dead, Jim.
 
    
 
   Gazing out from that before picture can feel pretty dismal. But here in the after, where the kids are all grown up and the house is tidy and all is quiet save for the sound machine set to “rain”, it looks very different. It’s pretty, and organized, and shiny. But I miss the mess. I miss sticky fingers and waking at 5am on Christmas morning to make sure the kids didn’t wake before us. I miss the rush of ballgames and dance classes and drama team rehearsals. I miss piling us all into the old Toyota hatchback and watching little fingers poking from beneath the bathroom door. I miss the before.
 
    
 
   I like the after plenty, and it brings its own brand of chaos. But gazing at those photos of piles and mess and chores needing attention reminded me of how much I miss the days of before. It makes me sad for every moment I wished away, and maybe a few when I just didn’t stay present enough.
 
    
 
   And slowly it dawns that today is tomorrow’s before. The photos I snap today will be snapped up in afters tomorrow and I will miss this, too. And I ponder these things in my heart, all these befores happening right here and now and realize that I will want pictures of this to hold in my hands one day—pictures of this beautiful mess with all the memories these moments have created. And in all this dawning I gratefully vow to stay present in the right now.
 
    
 
   A Matter of Simplicity
 
   Something I say fairly often is, “I am but a simple girl.” Usually it makes people grin (always a bonus), but the truth is, I really am pretty simple. I like the small things, and simple beauty makes me smile. And I can find beauty in just about anything (except for roaches, mosquitoes, and artichoke—which in my humble opinion is aptly named). Simple gifts make me happy (although I am pretty doggone stoked about the grill our friends gave us last summer, not going to lie). Things like hand-written notes from the heart and Hershey bars pulled from behind a friend’s back because she loves me.
 
    
 
   Mama taught me during our lean years how to make a little bit of food go a long way. It was common for her to cook a pot of beans on Sunday that had to last all week long. They always did, and I don’t remember ever going hungry. I can turn a few potatoes into a delicious soup, or a ball of dough into six small pizzas. It really doesn’t take a lot to make a good meal. It also doesn’t take much to make me happy. Just knowing I am loved means everything. A fistful of wildflowers can decorate my world, and a 99-cent pen can make my heart dance. Give me a rainy day and I feel I could fly. A playful tousle of my hair as my husband walks by makes my whole day brighter. I shop at outlets and thrift stores and discount supermarkets and yard sales and fruit stands. I am happy with hand-me-downs. I don’t get bent about much. I have discovered that this surprises people who expect me to get mad at what angers most everyone else. I just think life is sweeter without unnecessary anger. I kind of like that I’m a fairly low-maintenance gal. 
 
    
 
   I truly am grateful for each and every detail of this beautiful life. Every simple little thing. And this is the kind of simple gratitude that can enrich our lives in far bigger ways than we might expect. I’m also glad I’m not alone in my love for simple things. My beautiful friend Retta and her family are right here with me.
 
    
 
   The Rizzos aren’t your typical family. What first meets the eye is a husband who would fit right in on the set of Duck Dynasty, a wife with brilliantly purple hair, and a wildly wonderful gathering of eight of their nine kids (including a set of newborn identical twin boys). What doesn’t meet the eye is this family’s heart for the less fortunate. Having lived off the grid in a tiny cabin in Missouri for the past three years, these folks are no strangers to selflessness, hard work, making do, and being thankful for the simple pleasures of life. Over the summer through a series of God-maneuvered events, the Rizzos landed in the middle of a motel ministry in the heart of Tampa. Rentals weren’t forthcoming (not many people seem keen on renting to a family of nine) and something just kept bringing them back to the same motel and the same urging to live there and be readily available to reach out to the guests who come to stay. They now consider the motel their God-given mission field. Their plight has become a purpose.
 
    
 
   Blessed, come what may
 
    
 
   Getting older makes us sappy. I used to fight against that, used to hide the tears that sprang up during Hallmark commercials (or for seemingly no reason at all). Lately I’m beginning to see how those tears and that wistfulness are really just a deep and permeating gratitude that happens as we look back over all the blessings of our lives. I’m convinced the reason most people laugh at us for such sentimentality is because they don’t realize the blessings we recall don’t always fit the typical description of a gift. Sometimes those gifts are wrapped in nostalgia and memories and reminiscences.
 
   I’m a visual gal, and that plays out in a variety of ways. I tend to think in images, and often use word pictures to express what I’m thinking or feeling. This occurs in my remembering, conjuring snapshots of scenes like my aunt and uncle’s farmhouse in the heat of summer, windows open with a warm breeze and box fans humming in nearly every room. In my mind’s eye I stand in the doorway of Annie Bell Clark Elementary my fourth grade year, smell the deep dark wood of the hallway floors and hear the echo of locker doors down the corridor. I roll around the rink on a Saturday afternoon at the Roller Drome to “Blackwater” and wonder if Michael will ask me to couple-skate and if there’s any possibility that I might get a pair of precision skates for my birthday. I play a game of guess-the-present under the silver tinsel Christmas tree with Robin Stinnett and crawl into the doghouse with Patsy because the door is just right for me to squeeze through. 
 
   For years I had tendency to only try to remember the good things. I thought if I denied all the bad that had happened it would be erased from my slate and no longer be part of who I am today. But as the years have marched on I have come to realize that when I acknowledge the hard places, when I consciously revisit them, reach out and touch their roughness and remember, I become aware of the ways I’ve been healed. I hope to show you in the next chapter that I now see how much better I am today because of what those experiences have forged in me. It burned, and then it healed, and I am stronger for it.
 
   Along my walk down Memory Lane I breathe deeply and exhale thanks for all of it. Not just the ice cream in sugar cones and the scent of cantaloupe in the back of Daddy’s truck, but the angry twist of Linda Lawrence’s face as she stormed at me in the school yard—because now I can see behind her eyes and pray that she grew out of bullying and up to be a good woman and a devoted wife and a loving mama. I can be grateful for green apple candy with gum in the middle and Saturday mornings spent at Hall’s Grocery Store treated to a weekly Little Debbie brownie and a Coke in a glass bottle, and still bless the Lord for Christmases where there was little money for presents and I was delighted with a tan canvas purse and a hand-made skirt. Because God has used all of it in some way for my good. And this life of mine, it truly has been lovely. The good and the bad merge together to form a mosaic of memory I hold to my heart because I realize how blessed I am.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   The Spirit of God loves sinners and dances best
where life spills out on the floor.
John Fischer
 
    
 
   Ch. 6
Get out of jail (and be) free
 
    
 
   Imprisoned by the past
 
   The past can create a noose around our necks if we let it. Every day we give the past that kind of power over us by letting wrongs go unaddressed, by allowing past abuses to continue to strangle the life right out, by letting an unwillingness to forgive go on robbing us of the fullness God has for us. This doesn’t line up well with a life of abundance.
 
   Sometimes it’s just a matter of acknowledging what was done—by us, to us, in front of us. It probably sounds far too simplistic, but there are some strongholds in our lives that begin to dissipate simply by speaking them out loud—even if only to our heavenly Father. Speaking these wrongs takes away some of their power, dulls the teeth of the damage they might do.
 
   Sometimes we do need to confront those who have done us wrong. There are people in my life who abused me as a child, and as much as I detest confrontation of any kind, I have made a focused effort to speak with some of these people. I would like to say they have all been contrite and apologetic but sadly that isn’t true; some have even laughed at me as though what I was saying had no meaning whatsoever. Even in those cases, speaking the hurts out loud made a difference—if only to me. I can’t control the outcome with anyone but me. 
 
   We have to trust God with what happens after we muster the courage to step up and speak up. Some wrongs will be acknowledged, some will be rectified, and some will simply have to be left in God’s lap. You may wonder what to do with yourself after you release to His keeping the burden of having been harmed. That will be a deeply personalized part of your journey, but you can trust that the God who has begun the good work of healing in you will be faithful to complete it. I encourage you to continue to seek Him, to walk with Him, to stay in His Word as you walk through your healing process knowing He is never out of touch. He knows every tear that falls, every irritation that crops up when thoughts resurface, every empty place and insecurity left by those who have injured us. He whose mercies are new every morning will heal those hurts as you give them over, one by one, to His keeping. 
 
   Early influences in our lives deal lifelong impact. When those who should love us best are the ones who hurt us most deeply, we can carry the effects well into adulthood. Our relationships with our parents are key to all other relationships we will ever build, and in recognizing their importance we gain insight into how we reach out and connect.
 
   Yesterday I watched my friend led off in handcuffs bound for prison. In those few moments that seemed to stretch out like a movie before me I blinked away tears so I could see him for every one of those last few seconds. I thought about how if I, his friend, felt such anguish in those moments, how much more must his beautiful, devoted wife’s tender heart ache. His parents, too frail to be present. His beloved children, looking on in horror. His sister, whose slender, trembling shoulders my arm instinctively encircled.
 
    
 
   I saw it in his eyes, the pain of sadness, regret, fear of the unknown. I juggled a million thoughts ranging from gratitude for what could have been a harsher sentence, to anguish for what he and his family must be feeling, to anger at those whose heartless lies and groundless assumptions had twisted his sin into something far more sinister than it ever was. I saw something else, too. I saw my own sin. And yours. He was all of us, his soft eyes pooled with the penalty of wrong choice, of a momentary theft of reason by the one who would see us all imprisoned for eternity.
 
    
 
   But our God has another plan. Our God has a plan for life over death, freedom over bondage, victory over the father of lies. As hard as it was for me to watch my dear friend led away yesterday, I know His God—our God—has His eye on both the sparrow and my friend. And I know He already has a plan for redemption, not only for my friend but for those whose lives he will touch in these coming years. He’ll be Paul for a little while within those high walls, sharing the love and grace of the God who never forsakes, whose love never fails. And we will all be right here, praying and sending courage and visiting often as we can, reminding one another that this pain won’t last.
 
    
 
   The Enemy gets but a short season, and then comes God’s glory. So we live for that assurance and we encourage one another and we pour it all out on this man we love who faces a mission field the Enemy meant for evil but God will use for good. And we share with anyone who will listen how the grace that covers him covers us all. Because he is all of us, really, in our daily mistakes and pitfalls and poor choices.
 
    
 
   May I live these moments of this life grateful for the grace that sees chains loosed and freedom bought with the blood of the One who did nothing wrong. I will never forget the face of my friend yesterday in that courtroom. May I never forget to tell the story of the God who loved us enough to buy our freedom with the life of His only Son, in whose eyes pooled the penalty of the whole world’s sins at once. This is our story, all of us prisoners set free.
 
    
 
   The legacies we live
 
    
 
   “We don’t become who we’re supposed to be by checking off one more thing on the to-do list. The path to legacy comes to those who help others, who make time for interruptions. Those are the people we remember. And that’s the kind of person I want to be.” –Jeff Goins
 
    
 
   I have spent years ministering to women scarred in myriad ways by their mothers. This particular relationship trauma is tough to quantify and nearly impossible to define. Even those of us with storybook mothers understand that no mom is perfect and we all deal with the fallout of their injuries. But some of you have mothers who have experienced significant life struggles, who have dealt with heavy mental and emotional trauma, who perhaps never had anyone love them in ways that could heal their deepest wounds. Mothers in those situations likely didn’t intend to shed the fallout of their hurts onto their daughters. But even the best of moms is still a human mom whose imperfections will affect her children, particularly her daughters. 
 
    
 
   None of us had a perfect mother, and none of us can be one. But we can do our best, and we can sift through and glean the best our own mothers had to offer. You might be thinking at the very least your mother taught you what you don’t want to do, how you don’t want to be. But I’m betting if you think a little below the surface, dig a little more deeply, you’ll find other nuggets of truth and wisdom to tuck into your pocket as a blessing.
 
    
 
   I grew up thinking my grandmothers both disliked me. I don’t remember very much about them from my growing-up years except that I didn’t want to make them upset. But I do have a few sweet memories I carry with me, moments I recall with a deep fondness that allows me to smile when I think of them. Granny used Jergens lotion, and one day I happened upon her rubbing it on her hands. Quite unexpectedly she reached out and gathered my hands into hers and shared it with me. To this day when I catch the scent of cherry almond I think of her and of that lovely shared moment. Also cherished in my heart is a moment frozen in time sitting near my mother’s casket when my Grandma reached over and took my hand in hers. We sat there like that for a long time; I don’t think either of us wanted to relinquish the moment. Two cherished memories, both involving my grandmothers’ hands and mine. And last week when I picked up my lotion, I gathered my teen granddaughter’s hands into mine and shared—my lotion and my memories of precious moments with my own grandmothers. I want her to remember me and smile.
 
   My mother struggled for most of her life, from her meager upbringing to her lifelong search for true love. She carried heavy burdens, and many of them were not even her own. I was there to see some of the mistakes she made. I also saw her never give up. I saw her blow it and then pick herself up and brush off and keep going. I felt her hand squeezing mine in moments when she knew I needed the boost. I know beyond a doubt that she believed in me, and I will always carry in the deepest part of my heart her unsinkable spirit and unfailing love.
 
   When we take the time to look back over the lives of those we love, we see both the good and the bad. If we look closely we can see the why behind both. Sometimes just understanding them with a little more depth can soften us toward some of their choices and behaviors. As we age, we become more aware of how human we are, all of us in this together. Pulling for each other makes for a less lonely and more beautiful life.
 
   All things made new
 
    
 
   There are many who write beautifully on the topic of abuse and its effects on a woman’s body, mind, and spirit. One writer friend in particular speaks of how a woman’s sexual abuse can leave her injured and feeling anything but sexy.  For half my life I dragged that limp, too. I was molested as a child, set up by a family member at 13 for a rape I narrowly escaped, and then lost my virginity at 15 to a pushy upperclassman in the back of a Pinto station wagon. I was 16 and pregnant before it was cool enough for a reality show. I know the pain and confusion of being violated as a young child, have walked the hard path of repair.
 
    
 
   I have a hard time seeing the benefit of digging our heels into the scar tissue of old abuses and refusing to see past them. By God’s grace I’ve been able to move on and refuse to allow myself to remain bogged down in the Roach Motel of anger and bitterness and revenge. 
 
    
 
   I know my healing wouldn’t have been nearly so complete if not for the young man I met at 15 and married at 16, the kind-hearted Italian rocker who showed me who God really is, the gentle, imperfect man who for the past 33 years has been a near-perfect husband. To say he is sensitive and patient is an enormous understatement. Simply put, his kindness has no bounds. When something scared me, he stopped. When I flashed back, he held me and whispered comfort. When there were certain things I just couldn’t do, he shrugged it off as unimportant in light of my being made whole again. 
 
    
 
   Because of that gentleness and selfless love, I have processed, forgiven, healed, and let go. Completely. It’s been years since I gave more than a moment’s thought to any of what happened to me back then. The past has lost its hold on me, because I refuse to allow it to rob me of seeing myself as beautiful to my husband, who calls me “smoking hot” all the time without offending me because I know his heart and it is for me.
 
    
 
   Not long ago I read where a prominent pastor was criticized for his mention of the Song of Solomon. A reader suggested that the book sets women up to feel like failures because they can’t feel and act “sexy” for their husbands. In a conversation later with my then-17-year-old daughter about whether Song of Solomon is worthy of emulation, she responded, “I see every book of the Bible as having been put there by God for a purpose, and I don’t believe any book is one God hopes we just kind of overlook.” I couldn’t have said it better myself. I believe it is dangerous ground to consider dismissing parts of the Bible because we don’t think the message fits with where we are in our healing process. It’s easy to see how that could get out of hand quickly. To dismiss Solomon’s words entirely would be a great loss to us all.
 
    
 
   Do I feel for women still deep in the healing process, who don’t see themselves as “smoking hot” (maybe can’t even imagine themselves ever feeling like that)? My goodness, yes. That was me! But that was then, and I’m glad I didn’t stay there, glad I didn’t dismiss the notion of ever reaching this place of healing where my husband can quote such loving Scripture to me and have it warm my heart (and my cheeks).
 
    
 
   I share this not to boast but to offer hope, and to simply invite women to heal beyond that place of stagnation, that place where we can’t see ourselves blushing at being told our breasts are like twin fawns of a gazelle. By the grace of God we can heal to that place where we joy in “I am my beloved’s, and he is mine”. I say this to inspire you to see past your anger at the thought of being a sexy wife. Song of Songs holds massive evidence that God intends that a wife enjoy her husband’s body and that he enjoy hers.
 
    
 
   For the wife who has suffered abuse, the thought of her body belonging to anyone else can be terrifying. Because of God’s grace lived out by my beloved, I can live out Song of Songs with an open heart and genuine joy in this beautiful romance. The hope I offer is not for merely a marginal enough-to-get-by status quo. I’m not talking about just getting to a place where you can make it through “the act” without puking or wishing you were a million miles away. I’m talking about complete healing. I’m talking about real joy in intimacy that allows freedom and vulnerability and even adventure.
 
    
 
   Since the Garden, the Enemy has tried to steal the joy God gifted to us as husband and wife. He has used horrific, tragic, heart-wrenching behaviors by fallible humans to derail that intimacy because he knows it mirrors our bond with our Creator. With heartless guile he shreds the canopy of the marriage bed and does his best to rend the veil between Christ and His bride. We endure this evil and relive it in brilliant Technicolor and years later can still feel its rough grasp on soft skin.
 
    
 
   God is greater than any evil, any memory, any ugly that has been perpetrated against us, because we don’t belong to the Enemy. We belong to the Lover of our Souls. We can’t erase what was done, but by faith and through grace and with a lot of work we can walk in freedom. I believe it is God’s desire for us as wives to hold onto hope, to refuse to dig into our past as a place of permanent pain. I see His heart for us as refusing to let the Enemy steal that beauty and joy from us, from our husbands, from our marriage.
 
    
 
   Today I am a sexy wife to my husband. I am an average-looking woman turning 50 with more weight than I like and wrinkles and gray hair starting to show my age. But to my husband I am beautiful, and I celebrate that. Some might say he has earned it, but that was never his goal. I say that I delight in giving him the gift of myself wholly healed and fully his. I grin and run wildly into his arms unashamed and unmarked by the sins committed against me long ago.
 
    
 
   We walk in hope together, he and I, and I pray that same hope and freedom for you.
 
    
 
   This does not keep my heart from breaking for my beautiful friends still in process. But it does compel me to offer hope that doesn’t let you stay in that place, that assures you there really is a point of restoration. I can’t mark your journey, sweet friend, for it is not mine to mark. I can’t explain the evils any of us have endured or say why things were allowed to happen or name the date when you will feel truly healed.
 
    
 
   I would never imply that your pain is anything less than real. My offer of hope does not minimize the hurt you have lived through. But I can tell you that where once I was broken I am now whole. And that you can be, too. He makes all things new.
 
    
 
    
 
   Trampled Roses
 
   I was there the day it happened, and my heart was rent with grief
As my precious rose lay battered, crushed of petal, torn of leaf
And I cried for all my children who have drained that bitter cup
As their pleas for mercy echoed and their anguish floated up
Please believe me, dearest daughter, this was never my intent
For such pain to be made perfect my Son’s precious blood was spent
There is nothing where you’re standing that can wholly heal your heart
But believe me when I tell you we won’t always be apart
The memories and scents that haunt your dreams and cloud your days
Will one day dissipate and you will truly know my ways
But for now I have a gift for you that just your heart can see
It’s a picture I have drawn of two embracing, you and me
The image I will leave with you while you must walk your sod
And you will be my darling girl and I will be your God
So hold it close and don’t forget one truth that never died:
Evil will not always boast what Love has crucified
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Where our help comes from
 
    
 
   “The full life, the one spilling joy and peace, happens only as I come to trust the caress of the Lover, Lover who never burdens His children with shame or self-condemnation but keeps stroking the fears with gentle grace.” Ann Voskamp
 
    
 
   I hear it often, the “Why, God?” that echoes down hallways and into the nothing where it seems no one hears. I feel it in my own body, the ache that won’t be soothed because the hurt is just too deep. Their pain resonates with me, because I have been there, too. I think of my own life, those moments when as a trusting little girl I was beaten black and blue, when boys being boys tied me up in bed sheets in the darkened den and swung me around the room, hurling me into wrought iron furniture and laughing uproariously at my terrified screams. I think back on night after night of waking up in different jails, a familial voice somewhere in the distance and a strange jacket keeping me warm till morning when he was sober and set free to hit the next county and drink, rinse, repeat.
 
    
 
   I remember the cold, confused empty in my chest and my longing to die, fumbling with the binding of breasts leaking milk meant for a baby girl who would never taste it because hello meant goodbye.
 
    
 
   It would make sense to think back on those days and go ape on God. But I can’t. Because but for Him, I wouldn’t be alive. But for Him, I would never have survived to write about these things and humbly word to others the hope that comes through belief in Him. I wouldn’t have made it through any of it, wouldn’t have known any of the love or beauty or joy of this life that I have by His grace enjoyed.
 
    
 
   So I can’t bring myself to blame Him when He is all that has made life possible for me. I look instead to the day when He who died on that Jerusalem hill for my sake personally wipes every tear from my eyes and there is no more crying or pain and everything makes sense and the hardships of this life are but a vapor blown away by His breath of eternal life. I know where my help comes from. I refuse to allow hate and blame to rob me of the beauty of this life. It will be gone before I know it, so I live it gratefully to the full. I blame the Fall, and I lay it all at His feet pierced through for the sins in the Garden and the jail and the driveway and the den. And in my own fallible human heart. 
 
    
 
   Because it isn’t blame I feel toward Him. It is a worship that I will never stop offering up to the One Who sustains my every breath and will one day exchange beauty for ashes and restore to me what the locusts of this fallen world have eaten. I can only thank Him for loving me enough to breathe life into me in the first place, knowing that in the end all that matters is being with Him in Glory.
 
    
 
   I don’t blame Him because He loved me first and last, and for that I will love Him every moment good or bad. I lift my eyes up to the hills.
 
    
 
   Sadness always hints of hope
 
    
 
   Daddy sang sad songs to me in the car. I was four and then five, and I begged him to sing them one after another as I cried in the seat beside him. There was no safety belt save for his arm that shot lightning-fast across my mid-section if he sensed danger. In spite of his oft-inebriated state, I felt safe. I never really questioned why I loved those sad songs until I was much older, and then only really as curiosity was piqued thinking back over those days of just him and me in a little blue VW Bug. The songs were terrible, really, but I couldn’t seem to hear them enough. For a long time I never fully understood why.
 
    
 
   One song was about a dying girl telling her parents to give away all her toys and things, but to please put her little shoes away. Another was called “Little Angel with a Dirty Face”, a father singing to his daughter about how her mother had gone to Heaven when she was born. They were just awful, but I wanted to hear them over and over.
 
    
 
   I’ve thought a lot about why as a tiny little girl I wanted to continually hear these songs that made me sob in the passenger’s seat, surely unable to fully process the deeper themes and meanings behind the lyrics. Over time I began to wonder if maybe it wasn’t the sadness I wanted to steep myself in, but the implication of hope when the healing came.
 
    
 
   I’ve always believed healing would come.  
 
    
 
   Seven years later as a confused pre-teen I stood by a coffin staring into daddy’s face, peaceful and silent. No more sad songs, no more laughter, no more twinkling blue eyes as he dunk-tapped the ice in his jelly glass of sweet tea. No more just him and me. Years later I would watch my baby daughter lowered into the earth in a little white box, then later my brother, and later still I would sit by a bedside holding my mother’s hand as color drained from her face and her sweet spirit floated up. And in all this loss, all this singing of sad songs and tears that came with each note, the hope has never been far behind. It’s because I know my hope doesn’t rest here in this place, doesn’t come from this temporal life even as beautiful as it is.
 
    
 
   My hope comes from the Lord, maker of Heaven and Earth. Somewhere deep down I’ve always known that, even long before I knew who the Lord is. I had to know, or I can’t imagine I would have wanted to hear those tear-jerkers again and again. To me, they weren’t just sad songs; they were reminders of a hope that lives beyond what we can see here. I think I’ve always seen sadness this way. My heart must have always received it as a reminder that when I hope in Him, sadness will always turn to joy.
 
    
 
   Our bullies by name
 
    
 
   I remember the names of my bullies. All of them. First and last, actually, for the meanest ones. Their faces are etched on my memory in dark red ink. I was bullied for my small size, for my intelligence, for being “teacher’s pet” because I worked hard in school. I tried not to stray too far from the teachers; on days when they weren’t around I paid a price that left me spitting dirt and blood and wishing just once I could muster the courage to fight back. But deep down I didn’t want to hurt them back. I just wanted them to leave me alone. 
 
    
 
   The ordinary daily bullying wasn’t the worst of it, though. My worst beatings came as a result of my sticking up for someone else. I stepped between a mean girl and Little Robin once, and was beaten unconscious. The mean girl was so scared she had killed me, she carried me home and begged her mother for help. She then took me home and tearfully told my dad what she had done and said she was sorry. That was more than could be said of my daily school bullies. I would like to think maybe she wasn’t so mean after that.
 
    
 
   I’d like to be able to say that I was never a bully, but it wouldn’t be true. Something snaps in the mind after years of being punched, pushed, kicked, and tormented and some of us just aren’t strong enough to fight off the temptation to take all that out on someone else. Thankfully my brand of retaliation wasn’t usually physical, owing to my small size and lack of stomach for actually causing bodily harm. But I also know what a lot of other people know: Words can be worse than whippings.
 
    
 
   I lived in two worlds for a while in junior high, mouthing off enough to keep people thinking I could back it up so I could stay safe, and championing the underdog by befriending the girls no one else liked. Two powerful pieces of me warred—walking wounded struggling to be tough enough to survive, and hero to the outcast. By high school I had left it behind—both being bullied and being Miss Tough Girl. I guess those opposing sides of me finally made their peace.
 
    
 
   And so many times I have prayed nobody remembers me as a bully by name.
 
    
 
   I grew up to be hypersensitive to anyone in need, anyone in crisis, anyone needing a hug, a smile, a shoulder, a friend. I grew up to love like I wanted to be loved all along. I grew up with a longing to lead a life of love and light and grace and hope, and to do whatever I can to help others lead one, too. Through the years I’ve gained a deeper understanding of what makes their hearts beat, both the bully and the bullied. I found my lovely life and am living it by God’s grace. And friend, I’m not your champion, but I know how to pick you up and carry you to Him.
 
    
 
   Freed by forgiveness
 
   One of the most damaging diseases we can ever have beset us is a lack of forgiveness. In a recent message on forgiveness, Pastor Craig Altman said, “Forgiveness isn’t for them, so much as it is for us.” I sat quietly in my chair as those words hung in the air and he explained a symbolic “releasing” through which he was about to guide us. In my hand I held a small glass tube of dark-stained liquid representing the ugliness of offense needing release. I sat quietly mulling over the memory of a wound weighing heavy on my heart—a forgiveness I knew I needed to extend but had ached over for more than a year. Faintly I heard the band playing a song of surrender in the background, knew I needed to take the active step of forgiving a woman who had injured my heart in ways I can’t word. As the song neared its end, I realized I simply could not forgive her on my own. Closing my eyes, I whispered a prayer that God would help me with the burden of forgiving someone I hope I’ll never see again. I opened my eyes, stood, and made my way over to a large vase at the edge of the platform. Carefully I uncapped the tube and poured the dark liquid into the vase. I emptied the vial and poured out the vile. Releasing the burden into His capable hands, I relinquished the need to understand it all, turned from the ceremonial handing-over with a lighter heart and less worry for what He would do with it afterward. I just knew I needed to obey and leave the rest with Him.
 
   As I made my way back to my seat, I realized something important. I can forgive her because I forgive her in God's power and not my own. Re-connection would be unhealthy, so I leave her, and all that healing, in His hands. Sometimes moving forward means letting go.
 
    
 
   Believing you can fly
 
   One of my favorite movies is “Paulie”, a sweet story of a parrot who doesn’t just talk but carries on full conversations with the few people he trusts enough with knowledge of his unusual ability. In a tragic spot in his story, an ill-intentioned owner clips his wings. Unable to fly, he is held captive for months, maybe years. The part of the story that sticks with me most is that when push comes to shove he finds himself frantic to escape and discovers that his wings have grown back—and realizes he has had the ability to fly away for some time. The problem is it hadn’t occurred to him that he could fly because his brain told him his wings were clipped. He was grounded in his mind long after his wings had regained the ability to carry him safely away.
 
   Oh, how like Paulie we are, my friend. What will it take to jolt us into flapping wildly those wings long since healed while we were sleeping?
 
   Daddy took me to a carnival when I was five. I felt dwarfed by all the sights and sounds and smells, and I remember being terrified and excited all at once. When Daddy suggested we ride a roller-coaster, I padded along after him completely unaware of what a roller-coaster was. I found out pretty quickly that it was a giant red machine I never wanted to be within a hundred feet of again as long as I lived. I think all the blood must have drained from my face by the time that horrid thing stopped and Daddy raised the bar and lifted me trembling from the car. He would later tell the story roaring with laughter about how he had asked me multiple times later that day if I wanted to go back on it and I had physically dragged him thirty feet away within seconds.
 
   There have been times in my life when I wanted more than anything in the world to get off the roller-coaster. It was just all too much. The loss, the chaos, the schedules, the demands, they just pressed in hard and I wanted to scream, “Can somebody just stop this thing?” But the ride eventually came to a stop and the bar raised and I was lifted trembling from the car. I’ve discovered that no matter how white-knuckle scary it’s been at times, it all comes to pass and God is always in control.
 
   Wording the hurt, then the healing and hope
 
   “Somehow, in the midst of our mourning, the first steps of the dance take place. Somehow, the cries that well up from our losses belong to our songs of gratitude.” –Henri Nouwen
 
    
 
   My beautiful friend Jo Ann Fore heads up a ministry called Write Where It Hurts. Having had the blessing of working closely with her as ministry director and columnist, I can’t begin to describe the healing I’ve seen take place through the connections and encouragement in that ministry. The idea is simple: Write the pain, share it with God and others who are hurting, and experience His healing and hope so you can share it forward. Such restoration through the power of hearts worded real can’t be fully described. I just know it’s been a lovely journey I’m glad I’ve been privileged to walk with such treasured friends.
 
   There is no way to quantify the power of sharing our stories—in whatever manner we share them, but particularly through the permanence and ongoing benefit of writing. My friend Brandee Nielsen Smith put it beautifully.
 
   When I was 12 years old, I used to write my thoughts and feelings using a pen and a piece of paper while sitting alone for hours in my family kitchen. I’d write my thoughts in poetry, always concerned about life, who I am in it, my dreams for the future and well wishes for the lives of the people I knew back then. I’ve learned that I still do this today, but now I use a keyboard and a digital canvas called a Word document, which allows me to write whatever I want much faster than I could with a pen and paper. Another major difference between then and now is Facebook and similar social media sites, which have these digital canvases on display to share with other people. 
 
   I never shared my writings with anyone when I was 12, but here I am all grown up and sharing it on Facebook with whomever cares to read it. The answer to why is that I have no answer. I just do what comes natural. I’ve discovered that what is natural to me is to share my thoughts, feelings, dreams, talents and blessings with people. I’ve discovered that life has a lesser meaning if I am not sharing with other people. I can look back at that lonely and terrified little 12-year-old girl and see how the dreams she wrote about back then came to fruition along her way and are alive and thriving in the here and now.
 
   I couldn’t agree more, and I can’t help but challenge you, my dear friend, to consider putting your heart into words and sharing it—in whatever format and by whatever means—with others. Our words are our stories, and our stories are our lives poured out for the bonding of all our hearts together. And aren’t we truly all in this together?
 
   Jo Ann, as she prepared to launch her book When a Woman Finds Her Voice, mused over the thought that a promotional graphic might come across as a little bit of an in-your-face. I couldn’t help but smile at her concern that using our voices could be viewed by a messed-up world as an in-your-face. After all, there will always be something in their faces. What better than God’s Truth? But we do that, don’t we—finally muster the courage to speak out and then find ourselves fearful of how our message will be received? And there’s nothing wrong with vigilance—we certainly should remain aware of how we will be heard. It is important to make sure our confidence to speak is rooted in Him and not our own human abilities. In Him, we can speak boldly and trust Him with the outcome. It has been a joy walking alongside Jo Ann on her pilgrimage to help women find their voice, watching the community and connection taking place among those reading her book and finding the courage to speak and heal and hold that hope out as a gift to others. 
 
   The Mirage of Perfection
 
   Many (perhaps most) of us have at some point bought the lie that if we admit we’ve messed up, made a mistake, need to go back and fix something, we’ve failed. Once we recognize what a wildly fictional idea that is, we can actually start growing. Thomas Fuller said, “A stumble may prevent a fall.” The worst thing we could do is fail to recognize our mistakes. We can get a lot of mileage out of those blunders if we are willing to face them, take responsibility, ask some probing questions, and muster the courage to move forward wiser than before.
 
   “We all want progress. But progress means getting nearer to the place where you want to be. And if you have taken a wrong turning, then to go forward does not get you any nearer. If you are on the wrong road, progress means doing an about-turn and walking back to the right road; and in that case the man who turns back soonest is the most progressive man.” –C.S. Lewis
 
   Elisa Morgan and others share heart-changing writings on the beauty God brings to the broken. And we all are broken. Some of us are shattered. In the movie “Joshua” (based on the book by Joseph Girzone) there is a scene where a tiny blown-glass figurine is thrown to the floor in the desperate frustration of a hopeless and broken heart. Joshua gently picks up the pieces and in the end leaves for his friend a beautifully remade glass figure. Isn’t that what God does for us? And doesn’t the throwing down and shattering of our hearts feel so much like desperate failure? In the end we are remade, stronger and more effective than before. We can’t see that in the throwing. But God can.
 
   We get no closer to our healing by refusing to face the pain of the past. This does not mean we bog ourselves in up to the neck and set up camp there; it means we face it squarely, speak the living Word into it, do a turn-about, and get on with life more whole than before. 
 
   Don’t think for a moment that I’m suggesting the walking out of this facing is an easy thing. It takes great courage and determination and a willingness to change. We must allow the heat of embarrassment to rise in our cheeks, forgive or ask to be forgiven where appropriate, take a deep breath, and take another step forward trusting God to keep teaching us along the way. Learning is lifelong for the heart that is open to it.
 
   Hello, Insecurities
 
   If grateful contentment is God’s ideal way for us to live, then surely the Enemy’s favorite must be doubtful and insecure discontentment. I’ve seen it over and over, in others and myself, and one thing is certain: insecurity isn’t pretty. And it’s no way to live.
 
    
 
   It takes my breath away for just a moment, there in my inbox, the subject line without any brackets so it looks like it’s a personal message. Just for me. It isn’t. It’s a blog title without any brackets. And it’s a beautiful entry, as always. Beautiful and meant for all of us. I stifle the disappointment and tell myself those same things, things I hate hearing but know to be true. Things like it isn’t about me, and to remember the big picture, and that God knows my heart and that’s all that matters. And that I should be ashamed for wanting something more personal. I wonder if anyone will ever feel that kind of happiness when she sees my name her inbox. I wonder if my offerings will ever disappoint when the brackets show. I want to stay personal. I want those for whom I write to know they matter to me. And what’s more, I want her to know she matters to me. It isn’t about me, but I want it to be about her.
 
    
 
   I want to keep loving those beautiful women who write for all of us, even when they don’t know I exist. Because they are reaching hearts just like I long to do, touching lives and making a difference and bringing smiles to faces of beautiful women who really need them. All faces just like mine.
 
    
 
   I write and I read it over and I groan over how my random creative style puts my thoughts all over the map, defying any possible outline I may have at one time been following. I sigh and sit back in my chair, closing my eyes and breathing in the notes of the pan flute now suddenly clearer than before. Doubt washes over me again, and I wonder aloud if I can possibly wrangle all this chaos into something resembling a form someone out there could read and feel hugged and walk away changed for the better. I have to believe it, have to keep reminding myself that I must keep trying at the very least because nothing good ever gets done by giving up. 
 
    
 
   How often in your life have you allowed insecurity to steal a blessing—yours to someone else, or theirs to you? I’ve had to ask myself an important question, and I challenge you to do the same: Where is your security anchored? If it’s anchored in your own merits, your own talents or possessions or abilities or accomplishments, then no wonder you feel shaky (and believe me, you aren’t alone). If instead your security is based in Christ and His power and strength and ability, then you’re cooking with grease. Maybe it’s time you shifted your confidence over to the only One who can sustain it. That sounds annoyingly pious, but bear with me and consider it for a moment. He invites us to lean on Him, to allow Him to be our strength, but too often we take the whole load right back onto our own shoulders. We are so much stronger holding His hand.
 
    
 
   Brick or Gold (the Fire of Refining)
 
   I sat down with my midwife soon after the death of our newborn baby daughter in 1990. Char Lynn was one of the most beautiful, Godly women I’d ever known, and her compassion in the midst of our loss was heaven-sent. Still numb with grief I told her I simply didn’t know how to feel, let alone how to turn my face to the rising sun and keep moving forward as though life would ever be normal again. 
 
   That’s when she said something I have never forgotten. She recounted a story of a group of women who had stood for a while watching a silversmith holding a cup over a smoldering fire. When one of the women asked how he would know when the cup was ready, he replied, “When I can see my reflection in it.” We talked about how we are all being refined every day of this life by the fires of a fallen world, and it’s only when He sees His reflection in us that we will be complete.
 
   She smiled warmly and took my hand. “You’ve been through a lot, my friend,” she said. “God understands that. And it’s really as simple as this. The same fire will harden brick or purify gold. We choose which it will be.”
 
   I sat there for a few minutes letting her words float to a rest. Past a lump in my throat I whispered, “I want the gold.”
 
   Every day, moment by moment, we choose between brick and gold. And slowly it dawns that we are not refined in spite of the flames but because of them. My friend Caryn Jenkins Christensen once said, “I am closer to the woman God created me to be today because of all my yesterdays.” What happened in your yesterday that the Enemy intended for evil but God can use for good? What growth, what refining is God working in you today because of your yesterday?
 
   Viktor Frankl said, “In some way, suffering ceases to be suffering at the moment it finds a meaning.” Is this how our amazing God gives us beauty for ashes? Is this what it means to be refined? Is this how His reflection becomes clearer to the onlooker’s gaze?
 
    
 
   Not easy, but worth it
 
    
 
   I never mean to make it sound easy to dig down below the surface to the painful places, pulling them up like roots exposed to light for examining. I’ve only been to professional counseling once in my life.  I was 34 when a close friend died suddenly and it jolted my system into clinical depression (also termed adrenal exhaustion). After two weeks of suffering the most debilitating physical symptoms I’d ever encountered, I visited a professional counselor to see if maybe he could help.
 
    
 
   His suggestion was to dig back into my past, to unearth whatever past traumas were at the root of what was happening to me. I kept trying to explain to him that what I was experiencing wasn’t just grief symptoms–I could barely function! He started talking about taking a pharmaceutical route and I finally told him if there was no other way to wellness I would consider it. Fortunately through extensive research on my own and an amazing family doctor, we were able to address the physical problem of nerve exhaustion with acupuncture and Chinese herbs and I was symptom-free within six weeks.
 
    
 
   All that said, there is a time for digging, unearthing, examining. Such introspection and remembering can be freeing beyond all expectation. That doesn’t mean it’s a breeze to do, but the benefit of wholeness is far beyond worth the effort. Real healing is rarely easy. But with the right tools and (especially) encouragement, the excavating of our hurts can be made a little easier. We all need a buddy for the journey; if you have at least one, consider yourself armed.
 
   In fact, I would love to be considered your friend for the foray if you’ll consider it.
 
    
 
   I spent the past fifteen months pouring my heart and soul into a ministry and a community of women who need hope. I don’t regret a moment of that pouring, because I know it was God-ordained. It was right. And through that ministry many friendships were forged that I will carry with me throughout my life. I will always be grateful for that. Ministry weighs heavily on the shoulders of the strongest and most whole. Stick it on the back of someone who has soul wounds of her own and there’s a knee-fall in the future, no question. But isn’t that how we help others–by showing them our own scars mostly healed and extending a hand to cup a chin quivering from too much to bear at once much like where we ourselves have been? Aren’t we just reaching into the mirror when we reach out to help someone else?
 
    
 
   The telling of our story
 
    
 
   “See, healing comes through story.” Our youth pastor, the speaker for the weekend, halted his pacing back and forth across the stage to let his words sink in. “People aren’t moved until they hear the Story. So share your story!”
 
    
 
   I thought about that for a long time after he had moved on to other points. The truth of his statement resonated with my spirit like it was born there, and I’ve pondered those things in my heart ever since. Share my story? Which one? The one about the quaking little kid afraid of her own shadow hiding from bullies in grade school? The wildly busy mama dashing from one kid need to the next so dazed I almost missed my own 30th birthday? Maybe the strong, confident woman I felt like when I turned 40? Or is it the tale of a hormonal, pensive dreamer who has only discovered she loves painting about the time she’ll slap 50 upside the head? In the words of my beautiful little daughter at 18 months old watching preschoolers toddle onto the stage in white tutus, “Mama, which one is me?”
 
    
 
   I could open up about childhood abuse, talk about the way I lived for years believing I had caused my father’s death, recall the times I almost died, share the words that were spoken to me that pierced my heart and set the stage for a lifelong fear of rejection. What good would that do?
 
   But then I remember that those things aren’t the end of my story. They aren’t even the middle. They were only the beginning, and much has happened since then. Much that has changed the course of my life and set it toward much clearer skies.
 
    
 
   Perhaps the story our youth pastor means for me to tell is what God has done with the life of a girl beset by so many obstacles at such a young age. It isn’t the hell I’ve walked through in shiny white Easter shoes that people need to hear about. It’s the healing that has come because Jesus is very much alive and God is always good.
 
    
 
   My story isn’t over. I can tell it from the beginning, and sometimes I do. Sometimes I start in the middle and work up to the present. Wherever I start and stop, God is there. And it can be pretty hard to explain how God was there the day my childhood innocence was ripped away or when I stared into my daddy’s lifeless face and thought it was my fault.
 
    
 
   It’s hard to explain because I don’t fully understand it, either. But I believe with my whole heart that God truly is good, and that He is always for me. He is the author of my story beginning to end, and only He fully knows the reasons behind what has been allowed to befall me. I can remain stuck in that little blue dress with the white lace collar, or I can trade it for something much more fitting for a girl heading for Heaven. So I tell my story, which is really hundreds of small ones all held together by time, me walking through each one in its moment but never alone. I tell it in pieces as chances come, and always with the focus being a redemption I am hard pressed to word. Always with my eyes on the God who created me and who alone holds the right to allow what He wills.
 
    
 
   I can’t make it all make sense, but I can tell it. And I can always, always end it with hope. It is my heart to share with you in our next chapter how it all works together, how our brokenness blends with His perfection in a relationship that goes beyond what we could imagine.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Such is my relationship with God:
on my gigantic canvas of life, I am the one throwing all of the brightly-colored paints, creating genuine splatters, 
authentic whirlpools of color, beautiful patterns,
wonderful streaks and stains and wild accents; 
God is the one with the paintbrush who stands beside my canvas 
filling all the intricate and amazing details in between the whirlpools and the streaks. 
We're happy together!
C. JoyBell C.
 
 
   Ch. 7
More Than Just a Closer Walk
 
    
 
   The best news you’ll ever hear
 
    
 
   You may be fully aware of this, but I don’t want to make any assumptions and risk you missing it. Here it is: The King of the Universe—the Creator of all of this—wants a relationship with you. I don’t mean a casual, chit-chatty once in a while vague awareness of Him being off up yonder and you being down here slogging it out on your own till you get in a pickle and yell for help. No, I’m talking about something way bigger, way deeper, way better. I’m talking about a real relationship with Him. Because why would you ever want to settle for anything less?
 
    
 
   The tides of our life find their ebb and flow in how we relate to ourselves and others on this big, beautiful planet, and no relationship is more foundationally important than our relationship with our Creator. How we respond to Him, how we relate to Him, how we view His character, how we present Him to others, all these things form the basis not only for this most crucial bond but also for all the other connections we will ever make.
 
   Have you ever felt far away from God because you just plain didn’t know what to say to Him? That can happen, especially when things get really crazy and you feel like you don’t even know which end is up. It can kind of freak you out, can’t it? Well, this relationship I’m suggesting is the kind where it’s totally okay if you don’t know what to say. Because He always gets you, no matter what.
 
    
 
   “In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us through wordless groans. And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for God’s people in accordance with the will of God.”--Rom. 8:26, 27
 
    
 
   There are just those moments when I’ve got nothing. No words, no cohesive thoughts, no reasoning ability. Just groans. In those times I’m glad there’s the Holy Spirit waiting in the wings to speak on my behalf. Seems the Spirit is the only way to make sense of chaos and confusion, misunderstanding and meltdown. Because words, they can seem pretty empty at times.
 
    
 
   Sometimes I can try for days to word what’s going on in my head and heart without much success at all. Writing where it hurts is rarely a fun experience. But we do it anyway, because deep down we are wired that way. We ache, but we keep writing. We cry and we pray and we press in and write on, knowing the story won’t go away just because we hurt. And isn’t it the stories that hurt us most that most need telling? The ones we weep over, the ones that punch us in the gut and leave us spitting blood and wondering what just happened? The ones that offer us no other option but to cry out to God?
 
    
 
   It’s okay to pray in print. It’s actually rather healing to pour our heart-cries onto the pages of our journals. Where else can we beg like children and scream out the whys and force the ugly questions out through gritted teeth so we can see how we feel? It’s also okay to write down what you think God is saying in answer. I invite you to try this, perhaps using a different color pen when you feel it’s God responding. I will warn you, though: this can be a little bit unnerving. The first time I did this type of journaling and went back and read it later, I freaked out. I had no recollection of writing the God parts. True story.
 
    
 
   It helps to read and re-read the “conversation” between you and God later. It’s amazing how He speaks directly to our hearts through our pens and goes right to the core of what is troubling us. It’s like reading a love-letter from him that I wrote myself but can’t remember writing. To be truthful, it’s a little bit addictive. Are you up for it? I’ve gotten some pretty amazing feedback on this writing exercise from workshop participants. You might just form a habit of journal-keeping and prayer intertwined that is so fulfilling you never want to stop. And that will be okay, because He’ll be right there by your side the whole time.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Found
 
    
 
   I found God in a little Chapel on Wheels the Nazarene church in Tifton sent as an outreach into local neighborhoods. It came to Ferry Lake Trailer Park on a Wednesday afternoon and I was drawn to it like a butterfly to a bluebell. I was ten. After a few weeks of attending the Wednesday afternoon services in the little rolling chapel I started riding their big bus to church on Sundays. I learned enough Bible verses to win a chocolate Bunny at Easter and studied the books of the Bible till I was allowed to recite them in front of the whole church. I think that may have been the day I decided I wanted to be a public speaker. All those people listening, caring what I had to say, and I recited those books one by one all the way to the end.
 
    
 
   I didn’t know it then, but He had found me long before I even knew I was lost. My sister Lynn recently said, “You know, honey, we were two little girls with a love for the Lord but not a lot of help getting there. But God just reached down and picked us up anyway.” I’d had only limited exposure to all things Christian up till then, so it was rather new. The songs we sang on the church bus, classes in the little building next to the church with a boardwalk leading over, it was another world. And I liked it a lot. Sharon Gill, with her sweet spirit and beautiful face, talked to me about Jesus and the way she told His story made me want to know more about Him. She is still my friend today, me ever grateful for the gift she gave that by His grace keeps on giving.
 
   Steve and I have been part of the church body throughout our life together. We’ve been in small groups and house churches, denominations and independents, tiny country churches and big city ones, small ones and now a very big one. We’ve left everything to plant a church and poured everything we had into it. We’ve led and followed, taught and never stopped learning. The importance of walking intimately with God as an individual can’t be overstated. Also important is loving and serving Him corporately with other believers. Nothing replaces genuine community. 
 
   We are blessed to be a part of a church family that places high value on developing leadership, accomplished by a purposeful practice of discipleship top to bottom, and by noticing and encouraging leadership abilities in ordinary people like you and me. No guarding of position, no insecurity, no undue red tape. Just modeling of amazing leadership, provision of the tools to develop it, and an arm around your shoulders the entire way. For years we were told (and believed) that we would never be happy in a “big church”, that we’d be swallowed up, that we’d never be able to use our gifts, that we would never develop true connections with other people and would never even be noticed by the leaders. Never have I seen a preconception of a church be more wrong. The healing that has taken place in our hearts here defies description. Disillusionment has given way to delight and despair replaced by hope. I can’t say it strongly enough—please connect with a group of believers and do life together. Worship and serve and learn and grow together. The shared journey will be more lovely and a whole lot easier for everyone. 
 
   A Heart Laid Bare
 
    
 
   Something happens when we lay our hearts out there before God, open up what He already sees—because what is happening is our own human hearts. When we are vulnerable before Him, when we unclench our fists and lift up our eyes we find God waiting there ready to scoop us up and make all things new. When He holds us close we are never the same. And same is something we don’t want to be.
 
    
 
   It is said that we base our view of God largely on how we view our fathers. This explains why some of us see God as a distant, overbearing fun-sucker, while some see Him as a protective knight ever loving and ready to rescue. Many books have been written on the influence of our fathers on every area of our lives. I only had twelve years with my daddy, but in those few years he gave me gifts of wisdom and humor and memories that I have never forgotten. While I have lived a lifetime missing him and wishing he could have stayed, I am blessed that he played such a significant role in who I am today. I remember him as loving, gentle, funny, wildly proud of me, and fiercely protective. I’m not sure I could paint a clearer picture of how I view God.
 
    
 
   It’s safe to get real with God. That’s really the only way we can walk with Him at all. There is no holding back when He knows us inside and out; it’s more a matter of how aware we are of His presence and how much we are willing to allow Him to do and be in our lives. We pour out like little children before Him, cry out our whys and our it’s-not-fairs and we lie there long against His chest after we’ve stopped sobbing and as the tiny jerky breaths are still fading away we finally calm enough to listen to His heartbeat. Sometimes I think this is when we are most truly ourselves.
 
    
 
   I cried to you, my heart laid bare
and you stepped close and held me there
as moments passed I couldn’t speak
no words would come; my voice was weak
when finally I could meet your eyes
I searched them but saw no surprise
just love like none I’d ever felt
so deep I thought my soul would melt
your soft expression seemed to say
my child, give me your thoughts today
I smoothed my hair with trembling hand
inept to help you understand
the ache within, not even I
could word the pain or quell the why
of being left outside alone
to face the darkness on my own
but as I pondered all these things
it brushed me like a monarch’s wings
the kindness in your gentle look
as though you wrote me in your book
and somehow even scared I knew
it’s safe to give my heart to you
 
    
 
   Pursuit
 
    
 
   Have you ever wondered what it would be like to chase after God? I mean chase hard, like third-grade-schoolyard hard. In grade school a boy named Bill chased me all through recess. He would chase me, and then I would chase him back. Eventually I noticed he was intentionally slowing down so I could catch him. One day somebody initiated a game of King of the Mountain where a few of the bravest boys would place themselves at the top of a dirt mound, and as long as they could keep their spot with all of us trying to topple him, he could say he was King of the Mountain. I remember one day I ran up to Bill and tried to push him off the hill, but instead of pushing me back down he grabbed my arm and pulled me up. “My queen!” he shouted. I blushed crimson, but in my heart I was on top of the whole world.
 
    
 
   I’ve chased God for years now, and many times I’ve caught myself picturing Him stopping and turning around and swooping me into his arms. How like God to show a little girl from a broken family a tiny glimpse of His love in the middle of a silly school yard game. To know that He has always loved me, has always watched over me, touches my soul. The King of Everything wants me to chase Him and He wants to be caught. 
 
    
 
   I can’t help but believe if we raced after Him like we race after so many things in this life, we would be astounded by the transformation. All these earthly things really are just things, and it all fades away to not much at all in comparison to going after a wildly intimate bond with Him. And I don’t mean just a closer walk with thee. I mean joined with Him, always thinking about Him—and knowing He is always thinking about you. Because He is. And no matter what happens or what you’ve done or where you find yourself, He will always come for you.
 
    
 
   I’ve wanted to know Him more, begged for more wisdom directly from Him, for most of my life. I’ve carried on a virtually seamless conversation with him for most of that time, believing the best kind of prayer is when you never really say “Amen”. I keep my tattered peach-tinted Bible open by my desk so it’s always available, always readable. I frequently thank Him for the silliest things that happen (an unexpected sale price, finding something I dropped, a sudden crispness in the air, an accident avoided) and talk to Him like the best friend He is. I’ve asked a million questions, cried out to Him in frustration, and beat on His chest in anguish. He has never left my side.
 
    
 
   I wonder, in my questioning, have I always wanted His answers, or what made sense to my own limited little human brain? Have I sought after His will, His plan, His unfolding of the Mystery, or just some earthly explanation that fit the mores and the preconceptions of my own finite understanding? I can’t fully understand God, but I can understand that He is God and I am not. This is important, I think.
 
    
 
   Remain
 
    
 
   You may have wondered, perhaps many times, if God is really there, if He cares about you, if He hears your prayers. We’ve all wondered about that. Because honestly, there have just been too many people in our lives who said forever and lived the leaving. Somewhere deep within the recall of our human experience we still hear the he’s just not into you. We’ve heard I’ll always love you and goodbye both within the same day, and it scarred deep. It’s hard to believe anyone—even God—could be there for always, could be the one who breaks through that last band around the heart and holds fast for good.
 
    
 
   But that’s exactly what He does. He promised He will never leave or forsake, and He is faithful. The only path to full belief of that kind of love is to pull up close to His side, let Him fill the places where this world has emptied you out, and become aware of how present He has always been. Because it’s never been Him who was far off, even when you groped blind in the dark for even a hint of Him. It’s our own awareness that gets dulled by disappointment and our own inability to grasp His nearness. In all things, at all times, He remains. And He will always be into you.
 
    
 
   When you find something amazing, that makes an impact, that splits your sky and throws open your eyes to beauty and propels you forward in relationship with God, that something, that desire to share, makes it a natural response to immediately long to pass it along so others can enjoy it, too. We are innately wired to pay it forward. And the best way to do that isn’t by preaching a sermon or pressing an agenda. We pass along the gift of Him by fully living the beautiful life He gave us. All of it, laughter and tears and all in between. A life lived so fully invites others to live it, too. In our final stop on our adventure together, we will explore what it means to live an authentic life, to discover who you are and begin to grasp the scope of the life you are uniquely called to live. Once we know ourselves, the puzzle pieces slowly begin to fit into place. And the picture that emerges is a beautiful one.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   We were meant to live for so much more. 
Have we lost ourselves?
Switchfoot
 
   Ch. 8
One You, One Life
 
    
 
   Who am I, really?
 
   Before we can truly live, we must know who we truly are. Don’t miss this, dear friend. In order to live out the fullness of everything God knit us together to do and be and experience, we must become fully aware of ourselves and everything that makes us tick. Such keen awareness can be achieved in many ways, such as professional counseling or talking with people who know and love us. The most importantly self-study we will ever do, however, is spending time in prayer and in the Word because no one knows us better than the One who formed us in the secret place.
 
   Professional counseling can be a blessing or a curse. I’ve seen and heard about a few too many experiences where counselors have misled or even caused further damage in a person’s quest for self-awareness. Something tells me many of you have had experiences that left you reeling. We have a tendency to put such professionals on a pedestal when they are human like us, and the result can be devastating. Some people do better with medication and some do better without it, just as some need significant foraging into the past and others fare better with a lighter look backward. You are wise to consult with a professional who understands and respects your personal preferences. Remember those choices I mentioned earlier? This is an area where you will want to maintain prayerful control of your freedom to choose.
 
   Believers in Jesus should always seek out professionals who are also believers, or you are certain to come away lacking; one who does not share your belief system will have trouble helping you to discover all God destined you to be. That said, always balance any counseling you receive against the Word as your final authority. Christian counselors are human, too.
 
   Seeking out the input and opinions of those who know and love us can be profoundly beneficial. But we must be discerning regarding the voices we are hearing. In our ongoing quest to know ourselves, you can bet the Enemy will predictably insert opinions that cut deep. And don’t confuse his cuts with those of our Father, which are designed for our learning and growth, cuts that allow for full healing of old wounds and misperceptions. In sharp contrast, those of the Enemy are carefully crafted to resemble truth but tear us down, and sometimes those injuries can continue to wound from within for many years. These cancerous lies must be rooted out and released to God, where they cannot continue to hurt us.
 
   “Perception is not equal to truth. Not everyone is going to love us, like us, or even believe our truth. When this happens, we must listen to and respect their concern, take from it any positive nuggets that we believe can or might help us, but move on in the truth of who we are, having faith, remaining positive and optimistic, and leading others to do the same. We are not designed to please all people, and it is not our job to do so. When and if we try, we are in for a rude awakening. We are not supposed to. For every one person who doesn’t ‘get you’ there are many people who do. If we focus on the one person who doesn't, we miss or even sabotage the opportunities to receive from and pour into the ones who do.” --Brandee Nielsen Smith
 
   Remember the woman from chapter 6, the one I needed to forgive? Hers is a prime example of an opinion that must be rooted out. Forgiven, prayed over, and rooted out. It would be difficult to describe the pain, the anger, the guardedness that resulted from her words and how those deceptive effects continued for more than a year. Have you been there, too? We simply cannot allow bitter, angry people to define us. Such negative and destructive messages have no value for our growth or improvement, and there is no place better to leave them than in our Father’s hands. If there was or is anything we can still learn from the ashes of such vitriol, the Holy Spirit is fully capable of bringing it to our awareness in much more positive and effective ways. We are safe with Him.
 
   And there is much for us to learn—much that is helpful and life-giving. God often does use others to challenge us, to grow us, to point us to the truth about life and about ourselves. Cherish those in your life who are able to do this for you, for they are rare and precious treasures. You should have at least one friend who loves you enough to speak truth into your life, someone you trust to know your heart and treat it gently in a relationship strong enough to accept and process truth that can sometimes be hard to hear. It goes without saying that this person should be close enough to God that His Word permeates every thought shared. We should all have that friend, and we should all be that friend.
 
   As in every other area of our lives, the journey to knowing ourselves must be centered in God and His Word. Please let this soak in deep: Prayerfully immersing ourselves in His message to us, and balancing every other form of input against the same, is the only path to understanding the beautiful, cherished, expressive, multi-faceted woman He created you to be. Don’t ever buy the lie that God’s Word is too complicated or difficult to understand. Dear sisters, rest assured that our loving Father would never leave us with a letter we can’t read and comprehend!
 
   Self-discovery is not for the faint of heart, but it is crucial for those who desire to walk and not faint. Seeking God’s truth about ourselves allows us to find the perfect balance between walking in humility and dancing through life in the brilliance He knit into us. 
 
   We are made new. (Col. 3:9,10)
We are chosen, holy, and blameless in His love. (Eph. 1:4)
We are joint heirs with Jesus. (Rom. 8:17)
 
   When we identify ourselves with Him Who is perfectly good, we suddenly realize how valuable we are. It is a value this world will always fail to comprehend, will always misrepresent, will never be able to replicate. We who are alive in Christ live His promises and walk out a great mystery by a faith we naturally long to share, and we can count on Him to equip and empower us in every way. We begin to understand that our value is not intrinsic without it diminishing our worth, because the grace that makes us worthy was bought with the blood of Him who created everything. That’s a high price tag, and it was gladly paid because He loves us that much. 
 
    
 
    
 
   A place called RealHaus
 
   In July of 1999 I collaborated with two friends and we established RealChristianWoman, an online email community for Christian women who wanted a friendly environment for living their real lives, free to be themselves and safe to grow. I got the idea for the name from one of my favorite authors, John Fischer, author of (among others) Real Christians Don’t Dance (with the Don’t crossed out). RealHaus, the name we fondly gave the virtual farmhouse where we all “lived”, had been up and running for a few months when I received an email from John Fischer himself, curious about our naming of the community. He was flattered, he said, and we continued an amiable exchange for several months afterward. I was honored to pattern our little community after the message of an author who encourages us all to separate truth from trappings as we walk out our faith day to day.
 
   The Haus has seen thousands of women come through her virtual doors over the 14 years she’s been standing. It’s been busy (at one time 150+ members and an average of 600 emails per day) and it’s been calm (at times a mere 20 members and only a handful of emails in a day) but it’s always been a safe haven where women could let their hair down. We’ve had members use profanity, we’ve had them get angry at one another, and we’ve seen relationships begun and ended. I have personally had some of the most beautiful friendships and some of the most devastating heartbreaks occur among the RealHaus walls. We’ve walked alongside one another through marriages and divorces and grief and celebration. We’ve lost some members to death and watched others healed of debilitating illnesses. We’ve watched one another’s children grow up and even saw our first RCW “couple” develop between one member’s son and another’s daughter.
 
   All that to say that in spite of all the changes in members over the years, however slow or bustling the Haus may have been, whatever issues we’ve dealt with and how many mood swings we’ve seen one another through, we’ve always known the Haus as a place where we could be ourselves. It wasn’t always pretty, but it was authentic. It was a place for the building of friendships between believers all over the world. It was a place where we could let our hair down and, well, just be real.
 
   Most of us have known many levels of friendship over the course of our lives. Some will slip into our lives, and then just as quickly they will slip out. Some will stay a while and leave more of an imprint, and some will stay for life. What kind of friend would you say you are? As for me, I tend to give until I have nothing left, and then I dig to find more to give. This can become unhealthy, and it has. It has hurt me, and it has hurt my family. I’m sorry for that hurt. But I trust that God brought good from my efforts, pitiful as they were.
 
    
 
   I rarely dismiss an opportunity to help a friend, and if I do there’s a compelling reason. Self care is a foreign concept to me, but one I am trying to consider more often as I age. There has to be a happy place between being a good steward of my mind and heart and body, and doing all I can for others. I’ve had some friendship valleys, and while they were times of immense personal growth they were also some of the saddest and toughest times in my life. I confess that during some of those valleys I swore never to climb the mountain again. But I always do. I like that I’m not a back-turner. When I say I will love a friend forever, I mean it. I’ve had friends turn their backs on me, and I never, ever want to make another human being feel like that.
 
    
 
   I like the way I friend, but it isn’t because I’m so great–it’s because of the models of friendship I am blessed to follow. Namely, Jesus and my husband Steve. They have modeled everything I need to be as a friend, One I can’t see but Who holds me through storm and sunshine, and one I can see and touch through both. They love me madly, and they love each other, so I like to think we’re a pretty great trio.
 
    
 
   I opened a message earlier this week that said, “I am so glad you are such a low-maintenance friend!” She probably doesn’t realize just how much that means to me. With all the crazy drama going on in this world I’d like to think I’m doing my part for the greater good by not adding any more to it. That isn’t to say I’m always so calm. A couple of days a month my disposition isn’t quite so pleasant, but on those days I tend to hibernate as much as possible so I don’t hurt anyone’s feelings or put words out there I’d be later faced with choking down, crunchy and dry.
 
   It could be because I’m fairly easy-going that I tend to avoid volatile people, those who tend to go from zero to off-with-your-head in less than sixty seconds. I tend to get along with just about anybody, and I will attempt to accommodate even the most disagreeable, but I tend to shy away from deeper friendship with those who easily fly off the handle. That kind of tenuous environment tends to make me skittish. When I’m skittish and uncertain I can’t function optimally or be fully myself.
 
    
 
   I’d like to think my personality puts people at ease (sans the above-mentioned day or two a month) and makes them feel relaxed and safe. Creating such a secure and peaceful atmosphere makes me happy, and in such a chaotic world I am grateful for the chance to breathe even a tiny bit of tranquility into the lives of those around me. As hard as it may be, I like that I don’t base how I friend on how my friends treat me. Not everyone friends from the same base, so I try to just love and remember that I won’t always be treated in kind. I like my tendency to always see and presume the best in people. This is an importing part of good friending. I am wildly imperfect, which gives me a goodly helping compassion for others’ imperfections.
 
    
 
   I friend people of all ages. It’s because I love people of all ages and always have. Lucky for me, they often love me back. I like being friends with our children. Friendship has never replaced parenting, but as they have grown older the friendship element has grown and they are now among my best. I count my relationships with our children among the greatest blessings in my life. Mostly I like that I am a friend of God, and that He grows our friendship moment by moment by all the beautiful and simple and unique ways He reminds me of His love for me. I like how all along this journey He keeps teaching me how to be a good friend. I like that I can trust Him to never fail, to never leave, to always love. Imagine if we could all friend like Him.
 
    
 
   Will the real me please stand up?
 
   I had just begun my 50th year of life when I allowed myself to paint. I mean, really paint—something beyond a VBS craft for toddlers at church. My dear friend Valerie invited my daughter and me to a gathering where aspiring artists paint with step-by-step instruction, and as the date drew nearer I found myself excited but jittery. Who was I to think I could paint? I had told myself my whole life that I’m a writer, not an artist. Where I ever got the notion that the two were mutually exclusive I don’t know, but that’s what I had believed for nearly 50 years. I went, and I painted, and it was beautiful. I mused as well at the stunning piece created by my daughter, my sweet girl who has always believed she could do anything her heart longed to do. 
 
   Not long after our painting excursion, my friend Aj encouraged me to try art journaling. I remember giggling nervously and muttering something to the effect of, “Yeah, that’s my daughter-in-law’s job. She’s the artist.” That’s when Aj, my funny friend and fellow Reese’s pumpkins enthusiast, slapped a sketch pad and a bunch of markers, crayons, and colored pencils down in front of me tied with a pretty ribbon. I remember a mixture of fear and delight coursing through me at that moment, me suddenly five again with Mrs. Scott smiling over me and nodding her encouragement. Soon thereafter I joined an online art journaling community and I’ve never looked back—except to frequently wink my thanks to Aj.
 
   Recently I uncovered a lifelong fear I must have held for about as long as I can remember: the fear of being overbearing. I didn’t realize how it had crippled me in this walking out of all I am until I started writing this book. Little by little I began to see how it has paralyzed me in some ways, limited my leadership ability at times and stealing my confidence without me even realizing it. I knew I was non-confrontational, but I didn’t realize until recently that the very thought of conflict fills me with a pervasive dread.
 
   Finding my authentic voice is something I’m willing to bet we’ve all pondered. Some of us have pondered it a lot. I know I’ve mused over it often in my personal journals, those wildly varied books where I’ve tossed out what I struggled to word.
 
   The one thing I know for sure is that I don’t know for sure. And that I am stinkin’ determined to figure it out.
 
   
It’s an ironic thing, the self-discovery that takes place when we start opening up those inside parts where our stories live. Where our real lives play out. Like the petals of a rose, one by one God has been revealing parts of me He wants opened to the elements so I can see them clearly, as painful as that can be—and it truly has been painful in moments.
 
   All these discoveries make me wonder, though, at the many ways we find to talk ourselves out of who we are.
 
   If eyes truly are the window to one’s soul, I like to see mine as an ocean. They are blue like my daddy’s, and they have seen much. They had seen much before I was ten—much that no child should ever have to see. But they have also seen much joy and light and gladness and beauty. That is what I like to remember first and most.
 
    
 
   Robin Sutton was my best friend in third grade, and she had the most beautiful eyes I had ever seen. One day our teacher Mrs. Glover brought another teacher over to show her the loveliness of Robin’s eyes, exclaiming over the depth of their blueness amid the dark of long, black, fluttery lashes. The other teacher gasped at the beauty and Robin blushed. I forgot to stop myself before I spoke what I was thinking and said, “But Mrs. Glover. I have blue eyes, too.” I remember her looking at me with a soft kindness that made me squirmy and immediately sorry I had spoken out loud.
 
    
 
   Looking back, I remember how gorgeous my friend’s eyes were, and objectively speaking I have to say they did stand out. In fact, I’m not sure I’ve ever met anyone in the 40 years since then with eyes to compare. No wonder the teachers called attention to them. But I really do like my eyes. They are kind eyes. They are eyes that welcome others in immediate friendship. Whether pooled with tears or dancing with laughter, I would have to say they are windows to my soul. They shine the depths of my heart at any given moment whether happy or sad. They are my favorite color in the world.
 
    
 
   I am grateful for the ability to see all the beauty in this world God has made, and particularly grateful to have eyes that see beyond the surface into the deeper places where His creativity dwells and reflects back and inspires me to be creative, too. I pray I always have eyes ever watching for the return of Jesus, eyes of love only for my beloved husband, eyes of compassion and understanding and maternal pride for my treasured children, eyes of gentleness and friendship for those around me. I have blue eyes, too. 
 
   I’m more than blue eyes. More than a writer, more than a wife and mom and daughter
 
   
Defining Me
 
   My name, Lisa, means consecrated to God. That probably explains how a girl who went through the craziness I endured just in my first 15 years can still be sane enough to be sitting here writing this today. And while my level of sanity may be up for debate, I think it goes without saying that I have been immensely blessed. I pray that my life bears out being consecrated to God.
 
   I am gentle and loving. I am also strong, but it has taken me a long time to begin to consider my strength as anything but a problem. I grew up short in stature, and what I lacked in height I figured I’d need to make up in something else, so I developed a quick wit. I quickly learned that wit can be a both a blessing and a curse, and I have certainly experienced both. One person’s “What a great sense of humor!” is another person’s “Well isn’t she quite the little mouthpiece?”
 
   Early on I found myself exerting great effort to squelch my strong side. After all, no man would want a wife who ruled the roost! It took years for me to realize that I had effectually robbed my family—particularly my husband—of the full scope of strength and courage God had knit into me because I mistakenly viewed it as a negative character trait. I feared that if I showed any kind of backbone or firmness of opinion I would overshadow my easy-going husband and give the impression that I was in control. That fear paralyzed me for years, and I am only just beginning to explore the notion that I can be strong without overpowering—that it really is okay to be me.
 
   We all reach a point (probably several times) in our lives where we sincerely ask, “Who am I?” We spend our lifetimes answering that question, defining exactly who we are—and who we aren’t. This kind of introspection is actually rather healthy as a means of self evaluation, an ongoing goal-check to make sure we are living true to who we were created to be. We fill out personality surveys and spiritual gift tests and label ourselves this type or that one, and sometimes we lose sight of the fact that God is really the only litmus test we need for personal authentication. We forget that the owner’s manual is always available and probably gathering dust on the coffee table. We let others assess our self worth, our value, our purpose, while God longs to remind us that we are safe under His umbrella, right where we need to be.
 
   I am a creative. I like the way I get all jumpy and freaked out over opportunities to be creative. Some might see this as a problem (the kind that might necessitate a clip-pad and a couch), but I see it as me being somewhat childlike when it comes to creativity. Maybe a lot childlike. But then I totally dig children, and for good reason. They can teach us a lot, and if we dare to be more like them we might be better people. Like most kids, I get a little over-excited when I encounter poetry. It slaps me awake and makes me blink really fast for a few minutes and then I want to write poetry of my own. Lots of it. All the exercises and challenges. All the poetry. About all the things. Now. I’m pretty sure this is what tortures artists so, this longing to do everything at once. To draw and paint and write and speak and perform and decorate and make beautiful things, and all with an urgency that is tough to explain.
 
    
 
   It takes one to know one, I think, and there’s a good chance you are about to crawl into these lines because you know. The cool thing is that we are all creative. All of us, and that means you, too. If you’ve never envisioned yourself as the creative type, you’ll have to do a bit of rethinking, because honey pie, you were made in the image of the Creator of everything. That’s some serious creativity right there and you were breathed into life smack in the middle of it.
 
    
 
   So I’ve been slowly trying to dissect how to actually go about writing in response to all these challenges, and then tonight doggone if I didn’t see something about flash fiction. Shiny! That, too! Yes! I’m a kid in a candy store when it comes to this stuff. It’s going to take a lot of self-discipline to pace myself so I don’t go mad. But I like it, this artistic wildness that demands to be expressed rightthisveryminute. It’s me.
 
    
 
   But there’s something way deeper going on here. For nearly two years now I have felt God stirring something deep within me that I can’t define. I can’t describe it, and I don’t fully understand it. All I know is that it feels a little bit like trying to find my bearings in the recovery room after a serious surgery, where the room is too bright and the voices are too loud and too much is happening at once. I keep blinking away the blur and become aware of a crushing pain in my chest. Awareness slowly dawns that it was open heart surgery, and it’s my chest cavity that hurts, broken in the opening process to allow for repair.
 
   I awoke yesterday feeling like I’d slept with an anvil on my chest. It hurt like I’d been in a car accident, but nothing of the sort had happened and there was no physical reason for the pain. Today it continues to hurt, although the pain isn’t quite as sharp. Today I’m pondering the parallels between the pain and these lessons to which God is opening me lately, all these wonderings and learnings about how He wired me together and what happened to that wiring when I was little and what I’m supposed to do with it all now. 
 
   I never realized until now how I’ve wrestled with this calling to allow myself to speak out, to believe that I have something to say that is truly worth saying—worth hearing. That it’s not only okay but it’s imperative that I say it because if I don’t then there is only a still, empty silence where my words should be. He gave those words to me, and they’ve been waiting for their moment for a long time because the Enemy of my Soul is adept at the lies we believe that convince us in one way or another that what we have to say isn’t really that important and we should leave the talking to the grownups. Well I’m a grownup now, but within my chest still beats the heart of God’s child. And I have something to say.
 
   It’s painful, this open heart searchery, this prying open of what for years now has housed, even protected, a damaged center. And I’m wondering if the broken was being protected for such a time as this, a time when He reaches in and re-breaks and re-forms and makes new. I feel it when I inhale, catch breath in short gasps some moments and hear His voice whispering the healing. And somewhere deep down beyond that aching cavity I know I won’t ever be the same.
 
   How to be your own Leading Lady
 
   “You’re supposed to be the leading lady of your own life, for God’s sake!”
–Iris Simpkins, “The Holiday”
 
    
 
   My favorite movie of all time is “The Holiday”. Call it my “guilty pleasure”, if you will, since it does contain a few themes, words, and phrases that aren’t exactly on the Most Wholesome list. I think there are three main reasons why it’s such a favorite. First, the characters: The four main actors are at their most charming in this movie, in my opinion. And dear, sweet Arthur—my favorite of all—is simply delightful. Second, it’s the overarching theme that true love wins in the end.
 
    
 
   The main reason I love the movie so much, though, is bit of a paradox: I do want to be the Leading Lady of my own life. But the twist is that I don’t want it to be for my own fame. I just happen to believe those two goals go together like…well, like Iris and Miles, Amanda and Graham. Because I wasn’t just put on this earth to be my own. I was created to bring glory to the One who knit me together.
 
    
 
   I admit I haven’t always had a clear view of what it means to be the Leading Lady. When I was younger I thought it meant being able to recite the alphabet all the way through without missing any letters, or rattling off the days of the week or months of the year for all of my dad’s friends. After Daddy’s death, as I grew older and watched Mama struggle through one relationship after another I thought it meant being fiercely independent and never needing a man for anything.
 
    
 
   And all that striving left me to redefine what it looked like being a Leading Lady who lives to please her husband and her God. To live humbly, always ready to offer out grace and yet still be a star. As I age, I’m starting to recognize the star quality that’s been buried deep within me all this time. I’ll never earn an Oscar, never have my name carved into the Walk of Fame, never be lauded for my show-stopping abilities on stage or big screen. I’ll shine, but with a different kind of brilliance.
 
    
 
   When Jesus found me and moved into my heart, everything changed. Independence and personal power no longer held the same appeal. I met and married a young man who loved Jesus, too, and suddenly the need to control my environment and those around me melted away. I still had a few feisty edges to smooth off, but that came in time. Thankfully Steve has always been a patient and gentle man who admires my spunk and doesn’t feel threatened by strength in the personalities of others—namely me. I’m not sure he fully understands how much that means to me, given the crazy ride of my life up until I met him, me trying to sort out courage from brashness and wisdom from whimsy. His constancy has been a gift from God that leaves me tearful with gratitude.
 
    
 
   If I am only ever a star to my husband and family, if I’m only ever famous within my tight circle of friends, if I am only ever awarded “Good and Faithful Servant” by the God who saved me, I will be content. Sitting here at a tiny desk in our little yellow cottage, I am a Leading Lady—for God’s sake.
 
    
 
   To know your real name
 
   The world will have plenty of names for us. We are labeled from childhood by a society too lazy to truly know us, toe-tagged right out of the gate in ways that cripple us and leave us searching for identity. Some of us are blessed to be given names chosen for their meaning by parents who believe in us and eagerly anticipate the amazing life we will lead.
 
    
 
   We named our children with purpose. Jeffery Morgan means peaceful sea-traveler. Luke Steven is our crown of light. Trevor Joel is our prudent leader. Matthew Gary is our spear from God. Rose Michele is our flower from heaven. Each name was chosen with care to carry meaning throughout their lives and remind them of the blessing we spoke over them each at birth.
 
    
 
   But we take only temporary names here on this sod. Our real names come from God.
 
    
 
   Jimmy Evans, author of Rock Solid Marriage, says that in Heaven God will give us a stone inscribed with our real name. Then he makes a point that strikes hard: Those who miss Heaven will live for eternity never knowing who they really are. Imagine such a travesty! So why would we want to live even a day of this earthly life without working to uncover every aspect of who He created us to be, to ready ourselves for knowing the name that comes directly from His hand? 
 
   “Define yourself radically as one beloved by God. This is the true self. Every other identity is illusion.” –Brennan Manning
 
    
 
   It’s not too late to really live
 
   Ann Voskamp said, “I just want time to do my one life well.” How does one live a life well? And I wonder, what if all this about having or getting or experiencing a beautiful life is really a result, a bonus, even, of living life well? What if living as I am called to live—as I was created to live—is the very thing that gives life its beauty?
 
   My step-mama was an angel on Earth, a source of stability and my first glimpse of the love of Jesus. She had one of those 70’s-era lacquer-coated wooden inspirational plaques that said, “Only one life; ‘twill soon be past. Only what’s done for Christ will last.” I didn’t understand the import of that simple message as a child, but I knew it meant something about loving Jesus and telling others about Him. Half a century later I am still sharing His love with all who will listen, still thanking Him for what He’s done for me all these years. 
 
   This life we live should never be dull. Sometimes quiet, and sometimes pensive, but never dull. The ebb and flow of our days should bring us closer in relationship to one another, and ever closer to the God with Whom we will spend eternity. This great hope should affect everything we say and do, should bring light and joy to our every breath. With such an outlook, how can we not greet each day with delirious excitement? We are loved by God. We have all these chances to show others that same love. How could life be any sweeter?
 
   What if being saved is about more than just staying out of hell? What if it’s about more than simply landing in Heaven? What if there’s a part of salvation that has everything to do with the way you live out these years here, with how you redeem the time He’s given you to walk this sod in the here and now? What if it’s about you walking to the well in broad daylight and Him asking you to trade your dipper for a downpour and you saying yes?
 
   Maybe it’s time you traded striving for resting in Him. Augustine said, “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you. Maybe it’s time for your restlessness to calm as you find your rest in Him and let your eyes be opened to all He has to give. Right now, in the midst of your imperfection and your ordinary day. If you are hurt or broken, you’re almost there because in Matthew 5 He said the Kingdom belongs to you. And in Luke 12:32 says, “Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom.” It could be that the one thing you need most to do is trust. 
 
   I am still discovering who I am, still learning about the character of God, still asking Him to make me wiser and draw me closer to His side. I’m still chasing after Him and living for those moments when He turns and scoops me up, us both laughing as we continue to walk along. A little at a time He is teaching me more about the way He knit me together, those traits He wove right in and nurtured strong. I think I might even be starting to like this girl I see in the mirror, and I marvel that He has loved me since before time began.
 
   I think of you, holding these words in your hands, and wonder if you feel a little closer to God, a little less alone, a little bit like my friend even though we’ve only met here on these pages. I think of you even now as I write, smile knowing you will meet me here one day in the future in moments I cover even now in my prayers. The thought of walking forward in this beautiful life with such lovely new friends enriches me in ways I wish I could word. To know that we are all connected by such a delicate thread in our longing to live wildly and beautifully each and every moment we get to spend on this planet, well, I’d say that should be a game-changer for all of us. 
 
   I wish you much beauty and blessing, dear friend, as you continue on your journey of discovery and healing and reach forward in breathless hope. I wish you a keener awareness of God and all He has made. I wish you excellence in your every endeavor and fulfillment in every relationship. I pray you never settle for anything less than God’s best, that you aim high and run hard and squeeze the goodie out of every moment of every day. 
 
   I wish you peace in times of chaos and wildness in your ordinary, and I hope you always remember to stop and smell the roses. They bloom for you, you know, along with every other good and perfect gift brushed across your canvas by the hand of the Artist. Always know God is there for you, and that He knows you best and loves you most. Look closely for the beauty everywhere, my friend, and you’ll always find it. In the hard times and the breezy ones, in every season of this life. Go forward with eagerness and intentionality and purpose, knowing you are never alone. You were created to truly live, and I hope you always do.
 
   Just Love
 
    
 
   It’s just love, really, at the bottom of the pile of all this, the striving and the overwhelm and the frantic tries to do it all. Just love for my family and friends and for this life and for these sweet people all over the world–and especially the ones who haven’t yet been loved enough to be sweet back. I was wired to love and I was wired to write, and so it feels something like breathing to use my words to love this world and give them a me-sized piece of hope.
 
    
 
   I want to do it all–all the letters and the photo-snatched memories and the beautiful things that go into books and onto pages and get etched across lives to grow them deeper, fuller, richer. I want to do it all, and I don’t want anyone to tell me it’s okay if I can’t because it isn’t okay. I’m not okay if I can’t.
 
    
 
   Call it a dream, or a goal, or just something deep inside this crazy almost-old woman whose children are all grown up, whose husband stands strong nearby holding her hand but daring her with twinkling eyes to soar. If this is my dream, please don’t pinch me. Tell me I can do it. I have to believe I can, because to believe anything less leaves me not quite all here, not quite whole.
 
    
 
   Sometimes in the chaos of do-it-all-now I instinctively slow, close my eyes, breathe deeply, inhale my surroundings, and remind myself to be grateful–truly grateful–for the here and now, for what I am doing already.
 
    
 
   I never realized how driven I am. But what if it’s true that it’s just love driving me, pushing me forward, propelling me toward the dream I’ve had for as long as I can remember? What then? How does one fly through a cloud thick with all the details of a purpose?
 
    
 
   But fly, I will, and if I fall I will trust landing in His hand and another new beginning to start fresh, another first day of the rest of my life. Because this life, it is worth all the effort and all the new starts and all the trusting that comes from bumping against walls and the unexpected and the cold, hard ground.
 
    
 
   Because this trying, this noticing, this trusting? This is truly living.
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   Meet Jesus
 
   Throughout this book I have shared deeply about the endless love and matchless hope that is found in Jesus. Perhaps you don’t yet know Him. I would be honored to introduce you.
 
   I live my life grateful to the God Who created us all. He set the first man and woman in the Garden and they chose poorly, buying the lie of the Enemy that God isn’t enough, that His provision is lacking. That choice cost them—and all of us—a relationship with God.
 
   But God’s love is bigger than our sin and stronger than any lie the Enemy could concoct, and so He sent His only Son Jesus to pay the price for the poor choice of humanity and restore us to right relationship with Him. Jesus came to us as a baby, born of a virgin, and grew up among ordinary people. He showed us by His sinless life that there is a better way than what we would naturally choose, and that He was willing to take our place in death so that we could be free to choose life.
 
   And that, my dear friend, is what we do when we choose Jesus Christ as our savior and Lord. We let go of the old life with its discouragement and fear, and take hold of the new life with its promise and hope. It is my deepest prayer that you will choose Him, too.
 
   If I can be of any help to you in this discovery, please don’t hesitate to contact me, and I would be blessed to walk with you as you consider calling upon His name. It is a decision you will never regret.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Additional Resources
 
   Lisa Easterling’s Website
http://lisaeasterling.com
 
   Brian Williams
Life Coach, Book Writing Instructor
http://coachbrianwilliams.com
 
   Write Where It Hurts
http://writewhereithurts.org
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