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A
t 2:14 p.m. Continental 
Flight 1713 noses into 
takeoff position at Denver’s 
Stapleton International 
Airport. Howling, sub-

zero winds and a swirling sea of 
snow pelt the plane. Inside, flight 
attendant Kelly Engelhart straps 
herself in a jump seat at the rear of 
the cabin. Delayed by ice buildup 
on the wings, the idling aircraft is 
now cleared for its journey to Boise, 
Idaho.

For the next sixty seconds the 
thunderous DC-9 rumbles down 
the runway, reaching a speed of 170 

miles per hour. As the plane’s nose 
lifts, Kelly sighs to herself,

We’re okay. 
But her optimism is short-lived. 

Barely a hundred feet in the air, 
Flight 1713 suddenly lurches and 
shudders violently. The right wing 
lunges downward; the fuselage rolls 
forcefully to the left. “We’re going 
down! We’re going down!” yells Chris 
Metts, the flight attendant seated to 
Kelly’s right. “Pray, Kelly. Pray!”

The two flying partners reach to 
brace each other. Instantly, thoughts 
of her husband and their preschool 
daughter and son flash in her mind: 

Safe in the Shadow of  
His Wings

BY  BETH LUEDERS
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I’ll never see them again. I can’t believe 
this is my time to die.

The aircraft’s left wing rips into 
the frozen ground shredding metal 
and earth. Passengers scream 
frantically amid a deafening burst 
of roaring explosions. Out of the 
chaos a massive orange fireball 
whirls down the aisle toward Kelly. 
The seasoned flight attendant 
instinctively shuts her eyes and 
pictures the face of Jesus. Here I come, 
Lord. Here I come, she faintly whispers.

Within seconds the thunderous 
DC-9 flips like a plastic toy. The 
plane cartwheels on its wing tip 
and smashes upside down into the 
ground. An agonizing, crunching skid 
rams piles of snow and dirt into the 
shattered fuselage as passengers 
hurl across the cabin, colliding with 
debris and other bodies. 

Five-foot-two-inch Kelly slams 
against her shoulder harness. She 
tucks her head as  snow and gravel 
rip into her face. A deep blackness 
and eerie silence engulf the crumbled 
aircraft. The plane’s carcass lies in 
scattered pieces—the crash sheared 
off the cockpit cabin, left wing, and 
tail. The main cabin is splayed open 
from its wings backward. 

Hanging upside down in her 
seat, Kelly squints into the smoky 
darkness. The flight attendant feared 
the speeding fireball would sear her 
alive in the fuel-soaked cabin, but 
somehow…the fireball just vanished. 

“At that point, I could not believe 
that we were alive,” Kelly recalls of 
those harrowing moments waiting to 
cross from life to death or somehow 
survive. “I felt such a presence of God 
around the plane.”

Chris and Kelly roll out of their 
seats and immediately turn to post-
crash duties. Chris, with the help 
of some uninjured passengers, jars 
the rear door open and those who 
can scramble out into the whirling 
blizzard.

Looking back on that terrifying 
afternoon of November 15, 1987, 
Kelly remembers the surge of 
emotions as she walked away from 
the burning wreckage. “I grabbed 
the first person I saw and cried, ‘We 
made it. This is a miracle, we should 
never have made it. It’s a miracle, 
praise God!’”

Kelly scurried around the 
crumpled airline trying to bolster 
other survivors’ spirits as rescue 
workers struggled to free passengers 
pinned between twisted seats and 
tangled metal. Numbed by the 
deadly ordeal and the freezing 
temperatures, the bruised and 
scraped-up flight attendant stooped 
in the snow beside a terrified, 
sobbing woman. Kelly removed her 
flight attendant jacket and gently 
wrapped it around the woman. 
Incredibly, the two women had 
survived the horrific accident that 
killed twenty-eight people—but 
miraculously spared fifty-four others.

Kelly’s husband, Tim, was sipping 
coffee in their kitchen that bleak 
Sunday afternoon when a friend’s 
phone call first alerted him to the 
Continental crash. “For about forty-
five minutes I didn’t know if she was 
alive,” Tim recalls. “I felt so helpless, 
so I just kept praying that her life 
would be spared.”

Later Tim endured hours of 
waiting to see Kelly at the hospital, 
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where she was treated for her minor 
injuries. That evening when Tim 
and Kelly arrived at their Aurora, 
Colorado, home, Quinn, then five, 
and Patrick, three, ran to greet their 
traveling mother. 

Both daughter and son knew 
nothing of their mom’s close call 

with death and excitedly asked their 
usual welcome-home question: 
“Mommy, what did you bring me?” 

Scooping her little ones into her 
arms, Kelly exclaimed, “Me!”

Kelly, now 69, reflects on the 
enduring life lessons that emerged 
from the ashes of that fateful Sunday. 
While many people told Kelly she 
had been rescued from death so she 
could do something significant and 
miraculous with her life, Kelly found 
it was in the simple, ordinary steps 
of following Jesus and serving others 
that God was using her. 

“After the accident, I was so 
grateful that God spared me, and I 
wanted do something worthwhile for 
Him,” Kelly says, “I wanted to give, 
give, give.” 

And give back she did. Kelly 
walked away from her flying career 
to concentrate on her family. She 
also invested her post-crash energies 
in studying biblical counseling 
and leading a support group for 
domestically abused women. Six 
years after the catastrophe, Kelly 

gave birth to daughter Sydney. Along 
the way, Kelly started a handbag 
business with a friend, worked in 
a women’s clothing and accessory 
store, and is now a real estate agent. 

After her brush with death on 
Flight 1713, two themes have carried 
Kelly through in her day-to-day 

endeavors: “gratefulness for what 
little or big you have,” she says, and 
“pushing fear to the curb.”

“Fear is something that really 
attacked me after the crash,” Kelly 
explains. A natural cheerleader with 
a buoyant exterior, Kelly struggled for 
more than a decade with anxiety. 

“It wasn’t fear for myself so much, 
but fear for others. I didn’t want my 
kids to go on a school bus for a field 
trip. Or when one of my teenage 
daughters was out at night, I’d stare 
at the front door and worry why the 
car wasn’t coming around the corner. 
Where is she? Where is she? I feared 
that something bad was going to 
happen or I’d jump to conclusions 
and get freaked out.”

What turned the corner for Kelly? 
Memorizing specific Bible verses 
about replacing fear with God’s peace 
and presence. 

Three Scriptures have remained 
particularly powerful for Kelly since 
that wintry day in 1987. One is 
2 Timothy 1:7 which says: “For God 
has not given us a spirit of fear, but 

“Mommy, what did you bring me?” 
Scooping her little ones into her arms, 

Kelly exclaimed, “Me!”
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of power and of love and of a sound 
mind” (NKJV). 

Another go-to verse for Kelly is 
Philippians 4:6 (NKJV): “Be anxious 
for nothing, but in everything 
by prayer and supplication, 
with thanksgiving, let your requests 
be made known to God.” 

Meditating on Psalm 23 which 
describes God leading His children 
beside still waters and out of the 
“valley of the shadow of death” has 
also steadied Kelly through fearful 
times.

About a month after the accident, 
Kelly’s mom called and encouraged 
Kelly to fly with her to California to 
visit Kelly’s sister. The entire in-flight 
journey, Kelly listened to worship 
music in her earphones and repeated 
Bible verses. With lifetime flying 
passes courtesy of Continental who 
merged with United, Kelly flies a lot 
these days—back to visit her mother 
in South Dakota, off to see her kids 
and grandkids in Missouri, New York, 
and California. 

Despite making a decision never 
to fly in a blizzard again, Kelly recalls 
one flight that began in sunny 
skies but ended in dense fog. “You 
couldn’t see the ground. I felt like 
I was choking. So I repeated the 
‘God has not given us a spirit of 
fear’ verse over and over out loud,” 
Kelly says. “All of a sudden that 
suffocating feeling of fear lifted off 
and disappeared. I was still looking 
out the window and couldn’t see 
the ground, but that choking feeling 
and fear absolutely disappeared. God 
can take our feelings off of us like 
that. He will hold us up and give us 
strength beyond our understanding.”

Since that harrowing day of 
escaping death, Kelly presses into 
living life with immense gratitude 
for how God continues to weave 
good from the splinters of downed 
Flight 1713.

“Since the accident, I understand 
more of who I am and what’s really 
important in life,” Kelly explains. “I 
am convinced that through our life 
experiences—no matter how painful 
they are—God wants to take us to 
a new level of trust in Him. Our ups 
and downs in life are like a new 
chapter in God’s book that He wants 
to teach us about life.”

 For this grateful former flight 
attendant, turbulence of any kind 
is a reminder that even when skies 
are dark, we can seek refuge in the 
shadow of His wings. Pf L

Kelly with children Patrick and 
Quinn not long after the 1987 crash
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R
elentless pain racked Job’s 
body; his memory tortured 
him with the loss of his 
children. In that moment, 
his wife suggested he curse 

God and kill himself.
Job’s pent up torment erupted, 

and from the depths of his anguish 
he cried out against his suffering. 
No fewer than 14 times his anger 
exploded with a curse; 14 times he 
hurled his anger at the heavens.

However, his curses and protests 
were not against God but against his 
own contemptible circumstances. Job 
wished he had never been born, that 
his birthday could be erased from the 
calendar. But having been born, he 
now wished that death would release 
him from his suffering. His poignant 
cry described a man who had hit 
bottom and had nothing to live for: 
“What I feared has come upon me; 
what I dreaded has happened to me.” 
Job had reached his Ground Zero.

In his best-selling book Rabbi 
Kushner reminds us: “Life is not 

fair. The wrong people get sick and 
the wrong people get robbed and 
the wrong people get killed in wars 
and in accidents.” Job is the classic 
example of bad things happening to 
good people.

Suffering is an inevitable part 
of life. Misfortune never leaves us 
where it finds us. The pain will 
one day cease. But what we learn 
in these dark experiences is our 
treasure forever.

As Job of old, we may find that 
life is not fair, and what we dreaded 
has come into our life. But our 
testing and trial can lead us into 
a closer walk with God. And our 
turning to God shines His light 
in the dark place of our soul and 
brightens our path.

In the middle of your trial or 
suffering when your life is not fair, 
turn to God and ask for His peace 
and comfort.

When the outlook is not good, 
let us take the uplook.

“What I dreaded has happened to me.” – Job 3:25 (NIV)

From Daily Grace: Devotional Reflections to Nourish Your Soul. © 2005 
Bordon Books. Used by permission.

Life is Not Fair
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S U N D AY

M O N D AY

T U E S D AY

W E D N E S D AY

T H U R S D AY

F R I D AY

S AT U R D AY

2 Chronicles 5—9

2 Chronicles 10—13

2 Chronicles 14—20

2 Chronicles 21—28

2 Chronicles 29—32

2 Chronicles 33—36

Ezra 1—6
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But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and 
said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because 
what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are 
to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”    
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I 
am not a “politics junkie” or 
an expert on all things at the 
intersection of faith and politics. 
I’ve never run for public office or 
served on anyone’s campaign; 

although, I unsuccessfully ran for 
middle school president (I can still 
picture the “Vote for Cho” posters). 

So, why write on this subject?
I am deeply concerned and, at 

times, deeply grieved by the state of 
the political affairs in our society. 

Within the church, it’s all too 
convenient to blame the larger 
culture and society. I’m equally 
concerned by the manner in which 
Christians are engaging the political 
machine. For example, certain 

Christians have altogether dismissed 
and disengaged themselves from 
the political process—either because 
it’s too exhausting or because of 
the theological bent that shapes 
their conclusion that a follower of 
Jesus should only focus on “spiritual 
things.”

Simultaneously, I’m concerned 
by Christians who appear to be 
overly obsessed by politics, and by 
this I mean we’ve chosen to justify 
everything we do for the sake of 
our political ideologies, views, or 
convictions. 

Additionally, I’m concerned 
by Christians who are heavily 
influenced by a vision of cultural 

Staying Christlike 
Despite the Chaos 
and Craziness 
of Politics

EXCERPTED FROM THOU SHALT NOT BE A JERK:  

A CHRISTIAN’S GUIDE TO ENGAGING POLITICS  

BY EUGENE CHO
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Christianity and the power we 
can wield in our society without 
necessarily being about the ways and 
heart of Christ.

While many present various 
great challenges to Christianity, 
including secularism, I would 
submit that the greatest challenge is 
actually within Christianity: It’s the 
temptation to build the structures 
and institutionalism of Christianity 
but without a parallel commitment 
to Jesus. 

From a political perspective, 
cultural Christianity is when our 
theology is held captive by our 
politics rather than our politics being 
informed and even transformed by 
our theology. 

The danger of this predicament 
takes us back to the Garden of Eden 
where Adam and Eve were tempted 
to be like, or even to be, God. In other 
words, the oldest sin in humanity 
has been to conform God into our 
image. So, as we read the Scriptures, 
if we’re never offended, convicted, 
disrupted, or stirred by the Holy 
Spirit, it’s quite possible that we’ve 
conformed Jesus into our thinking, 
liking, and … image.

So, what are the dangers and 
implications of cultural Christianity? 

Imagine a Christianity that 
conforms to a culture—in all of its 
shifts and changes—and no longer 
adheres to the scandalous, radical 
love, grace, teachings, and life of 
Jesus Christ. Imagine an institutional 
Christianity that’s obsessed with 
power, influence, and platform 
without a commitment to the 
countercultural commitment of Jesus 
Christ; a commitment to empire 

rather than the kingdom of God.
During the summer of 2019, I 

was invited by World Relief to lead a 
small group of American pastors to 
travel to Rwanda for the purpose of 
listening and learning about truth 
telling, confession, forgiveness, 
justice, and reconciliation from 
Rwandan citizens, activists, and 
pastors. Why Rwanda? 

Tragically, the people and nation 
of Rwanda experienced what 
has often been referred to as the 
Rwandan Genocide, an unfathomable 
series of events in 1994 where for 
about a hundred days, approximately 
one million total Rwandans were 
killed, including more than 800,000 
minority Tutsis at the hands of 
extremist Hutus. The reasons are 
complex. It involves decades of 
painful history, dehumanization, 
dangerous policies, and colonization 
at the hands of Belgium, but what’s 
not complex is that Rwandans 
killed Rwandans. Family killed 
family. Neighbors killed neighbors. 
Even some husbands killed their 
Tutsi wives. Christians killed fellow 
Christians. 

As I walked through the halls and 
exhibits of the Rwandan Genocide 
Memorial in Kigali (where it’s 
reported that about 250,000 victims 
were brought to be buried), I could 
only ask the question, “How could 
this happen?”

As hard as it is to believe (or don’t 
want to believe), many places of 
worship—churches and parishes of 
various sizes and denominations— 
were complicit in the evil of the 
genocide. Places like Ntarama 
Church, where more than 5,000 
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people were massacred by Hutu 
soldiers and militias. Indeed, many 
places of worship became “death 
traps. ”

During our time there, we had 
the privilege and burden of hearing 
from both victims and perpetrators, 
from citizens and government 

officials, and from Catholic and 
Protestant leaders and pastors. 
They gave us a stern warning 
about the dangers of placing any 
allegiance above our obedience 
to Jesus Christ and the kingdom 
of God. In essence, the dangers of 
cultural Christianity.

Through pain and tragedy, 
Rwanda has much to teach the rest 
of the world. They have much to 
teach American leaders. They have 
much to teach American pastors 
and the church. In a country where 
some often boast of our Christian 
roots and identity, the lesson 
again is that there’s a distinct and 
dangerous difference between 
cultural Christianity and following 
Jesus Christ.

My goal is to tend to fellow 
Christians who deeply care about 
our society, church, culture, and 
politics … and who want to engage 
but don’t quite know how to navigate 
this messy and chaotic space. Sound 
familiar? As a pastor, I’ve heard this 
countless times, “I care. I want to 

care. I just don’t know how to go 
about it.”

You’re not alone. I’m wrestling 
too. It feels jarring. So many of 
us are wondering how we can be 
faithful to Christ, remain engaged, 
and maintain our integrity. In other 
words, how can we continue to be 

Christlike in the chaos and craziness 
of our political climate?

It’s not my intent to tell people 
who to vote for or how to vote on 
any specific issues. The aim is not 
to be prescriptive on what or who to 
vote for but rather descriptive in our 
identity as followers of Christ. Even 
then, I suspect my words will solicit 
many criticisms from the Left, the 
Right, and everyone in between. I’ve 
heard many of them already:

“You can’t play both sides.” 
“You’re too cowardly.” “You have 
no backbone.” “You’re being too 
political.” “You’re too privileged.” 
“Why can’t you just focus on Jesus?” 
“What kind of pastor are you?”

To some, you’re too conservative. 
To others, you’re too liberal. To be a 
Christ follower is to be faithful amid 
tension. To stay engaged, to remain 
hopeful, to love anyway, to walk with 
integrity, and to bear witness to the 
love, mercy, and grace of Christ. 

This is becoming increasingly 
difficult, but such is our call as 
followers of Jesus. It’s not merely 

In other words, how can we continue to be 
Christlike in the chaos and craziness of our 
political climate?
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what we believe but also how we 
engage.

I don’t believe government in 
and of itself is a solution for all of 
society’s ills. However, government 
plays a significant role, and how we 
engage in the process of governance 
is of critical importance, whether 
we identify as red, blue, purple, 
or any other color of the political 
spectrum. 

You may be obsessed with politics, 
hanging on every maneuver, every 
strategic wrangling, completely 
bought into the game. 

Or maybe you didn’t make it to 
the polls during the last election. 

Maybe you’ve disengaged because 
you’ve come to the opinion that 
politics and government are evil. 

Maybe you have become cynical 
and even exhausted. Time and again 
you have seen that our political 
process is broken beyond repair. So 
you’ve decided instead to choose 
other battles in life and leave 
political fights for someone else.

I understand. I sometimes feel 
burned out. Disillusioned. Even 
deeply discouraged at times because 
of politics.

But I want to encourage you, 
believer. Take heart. There is a 
different way.

Hear this well: Politics matter. 
They matter because politics inform 
policies that ultimately impact 
people. When I read the Bible, it’s 
emphatically clear that people matter 
to God—including and especially 
people who are marginalized, 
oppressed, forgotten, and on the 
fringes of our larger society. 

I believe Christians ought to 

engage our larger culture—including 
the many facets and nuances of what 
we label “politics.”

On the other hand, we’re living in 
a cultural context in which it appears 
and certainly feels as if politics 
have consumed our lives. Politics 
not only fill the airwaves of our 24-7 
cable news culture but can inundate 
our daily lives—in conversations, 
marketplaces, dinner meals, and yes, 
even within our churches. 

Now, this isn’t necessarily a 
bad thing, but it can become toxic 
if not rooted in a strong biblical 
and theological foundation. Why? 
Because the idolatry of politics is 
eating away at the civic discourse 
of our nation. But it’s not just in our 
nation; it’s happening within the 
Christian community as well.

As I’ve shared already and 
will continue to repeat, I’m not 
suggesting that Christians stand on 
the sidelines. But we shouldn’t ever 
profess blind loyalty to a party. And 
by party, I mean any party.

Remember, as believers of Jesus 
Christ, we are to “seek first the 
kingdom of God” (Matt. 6:33 NKJV) 
and not the kingdom of our party or 
respective country. And since this 
statement likely will elicit strong 
pushback and feelings, please note 
there’s a big difference between 
patriotism and nationalism. 

Go ahead, be patriotic. I am! I am 

It’s not merely what 
we believe but also 
how we engage.
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an immigrant and a child of parents 
who were born in what is now 
called North Korea. When they were 
children, there was only one Korea 
before the devastating Korean War 
separated and divided both a nation 
and millions of families. 

We immigrated in 1977 when I 
was six years old. I am one of the 
millions of immigrants who made 
their way to the United States, and 
while my story might be unique, 
I’m a proud, naturalized American 
citizen who would be quick to share 
with others the important distinction 
between patriotism and nationalism.

We are inundated by politics, 

party, and power in these confusing 
times, but this is precisely why we 
must be about the kingdom of God. 
If you feel hazy about what the 
kingdom of God looks like, look to 
Jesus.

He’s not a domesticated puppet 
of our worldly power structures. The 
crucified and risen Christ is Lord and 
Savior. Indeed, we must keep looking 
to Jesus. 

Better yet, we must make sure we 
don’t just admire Him from afar but 
actually worship and follow Jesus—
His words, His teachings, and His 
ways. Pf L
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In our extremely polarized political climate, Thou Shalt Not Be 
a Jerk equips us to engage with politics while staying rooted 
in Christlike discipleship. Drawing on biblical and historical 
examples, Pastor Eugene Cho explores ...

• How to find points of agreement with others and work for 
the common good

• The difference between being passionate and being mean 
spirited

• Why politics should be an expression of our relationship with Christ
• Ways to listen to each other, especially the vulnerable

Thou Shalt Not Be a Jerk also introduces us to real-life friendships and church 
communities that have shown civility, maturity, and mutual respect even in the 
midst of disagreement on contentious issues.

As Pastor Cho reminds us, we find our hope not in a politician or nation, but in 
the person of Jesus Christ. And from that foundation, we can walk with integrity, 
vote with conviction, listen to the hurting—and always remember that God is still 
on His throne.
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A
s a child, I got the idea from 
story books that the Bible 
was God’s promise book. Not 
ordinary promises mind you, 
but 100-percent-guaranteed 

lifetime-warranty, you-must-be-
completely-satisfied-or-your-money-
back, over-night-delivery promises.

And so, as a first-grader, I prayed 
for a pony for my birthday … and 
didn’t get it. 

I prayed for a pony for 
Christmas … and didn’t get it. 

Right through junior high school, 
my prayer wasn’t answered. 

In junior high, I prayed my face 
would clear up … and it didn’t in 
high school or in college. And, today, I 
still don’t have a pony or clear skin!

What happened to those “ask 
and ye shall receive” and “you will 
be given more than you can think or 
imagine” promise verses? 

Perhaps the problem in not 
with God’s promises, but that He 
doesn’t deliver by FedEx overnight-
guaranteed next-day delivery. 

The resurrection of Lazarus is 
perhaps the most dramatic example 
of God taking His own sweet time as 
we anxiously wait for Him to act. 

Lazarus’ sisters send an urgent 
message to Jesus, but when He heard 
about it He said, “Lazarus’s sickness 
will not end in death. No, it happened 
for the glory of God so that the Son of 
God will receive glory from this.” 

So, although Jesus loved Martha, 
Mary, and Lazarus—and was only 
a mile and a half walk away—He 
stayed right where He was for the 
next two days (John 11:4-6).

We humans tend to set deadlines 
for God to act: a loved one is 
seriously ill, the mortgage is due and 
there’s no money, a marriage is in 

GOD IS NEVER LATE … 
BUT HE SURE IS SLOW

BY JAMES N. WATKINS

2408422-L02.indd   72408422-L02.indd   7 4/8/21   11:56 AM4/8/21   11:56 AM



8 POWER for LIVING   |   December 12, 2021

danger of dissolving into divorce, a 
prodigal child is missing. 

We plead for God to act now … and 
He seems to ignore our urgency! I 
think there are least four reasons for 
this:

1. God is slow in order to 
increase our faith.
I believe God uses the time between 
our human deadlines and heavenly 
deliverance to increase our faith. 
Mary and Martha’s desire for Jesus to 
heal their brother is ignored for two 
full days. In fact, during the delay, 
Lazarus dies!

But Jesus explains to His disciples, 
“Lazarus is dead. And for your sakes, 
I’m glad I wasn’t there, for now you 
will really believe. Come, let’s go see 
him.” (John 11:14-15 NLT)

Mary and Martha, as well as the 
disciples, had faith that Jesus could 
heal the sick, but they were about to 
“really believe” in the power of Jesus.

2. God is slow in order to 
increase our vision.
When Jesus finally arrives, Martha 
laments, “Lord, if you had been here, 
my brother would not have died. But 
I know that even now God will give 
you whatever you ask.”

Jesus told her, “Your brother will 
rise again.”

“Yes,” Martha said, “I know he will 
rise again in the resurrection at the 
last day” (John 11:21-24 NIV).

She had faith that her brother 
would be raised at the last day, but she 
had no vision of what was about to 
happen!

3. God is slow in order to 
increase our testimony.
I’m convinced that God loves drama. 
The story of the three Hebrew 
men in the fiery furnace probably 
wouldn’t have made it into the Bible 
if Meshack, Shadrach, and Abednego 
simply overpowered the guards and 
highjacked a chariot. 

Somehow, “Daniel and the Hung 
Jury” or “Daniel in the City Jail” just 
doesn’t have the same impact as 
“Daniel in the Lions’ Den.” 

And “Lazarus is healed of sinus 
infection” certainly isn’t a story 
worth telling your grandchildren!

And so, after Lazarus walks out 
of his tomb, “many of the Jews who 
had come to visit Mary, and had 
seen what Jesus did, believed in him” 
(John 11:45 NIV).

4. God is slow in order to 
increase our compassion.
I believe we become more 
compassionate after we have been 
through that agonizing time between 
human deadlines and divine 
deliverance. 

Paul writes that God “comforts 
us in all our troubles so that we can 
comfort those in any trouble with the 
comfort we ourselves receive from 
God ” (2 Corinthians 1:4 NIV).

If I want comfort, I don’t go to a 
believer who has apparently lived 
a trouble-free life. I go to someone 
who has been bruised, bloodied, and 
broken! 

That’s where I will hear of 
amazing grace and comfort!

Yes, God can be agonizingly slow, 
but He is never, ever late!
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An Unforgettable Christmas  
AfternoonBY  GREG ASIMAKOUPOULOS
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“W
hat do you want for 
Christmas this year, 
dear husband?” 

For 24 years 
my wife Wendy 

had asked me that same question. 
I never knew how to answer. My 
tastes are simple and my needs 
are few. Having our daughters 
home for a few days, enjoying my 
wife’s gourmet turkey dinner, and 
spending evenings watching the 
tree’s twinkling lights after everyone 
has gone to bed bring joy to my 
personal world.

But this year I had an answer. I 
knew exactly what would make my 
favorite holiday all the more special.

“I’d love for you and me to make 
Christmas day memorable for 
those without family or a home,” I 
suggested. “I’d like for the two of us 
to serve dinner at the Bread of Life 
Mission in downtown Seattle.”

I could sense Wendy’s reluctance. 
I knew what she was thinking. 

Just two weeks earlier, a major 
windstorm had taken down dozens 
of trees in our community. For eight 
days we had been without heat and 
lights while waiting for utility teams 
to repair downed power lines. Life 
had been stressful as temperatures 
fell below forty degrees in the 
house. We had heated water on 
the fireplace to make our morning 
coffee. We had lit candles to warm 
the kitchen while sitting around the 
table in down coats listening to a 
battery-operated radio. Once power 
had been restored, we’d admitted to 
each other how exhausting it had 
been to live without conveniences.

“After all we’ve been through,” 
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Wendy reminded me, “I think I’d just 
like to have a quiet day in our warm 
house.” 

Not wanting to push for a final 
answer prematurely, I let it go. 

In the meantime, I reflected 
on how I’d met the director of the 

mission ten months earlier. It was a 
God-thing. 

While waiting at the gate for a 
flight from Chicago to Seattle, I’d 
begun visiting with a man wearing 
a windbreaker displaying the logo of 
a Seattle sports radio station. We’d 
struck up a conversation, and Gregg 
had explained he was returning 
home having done setup work for his 
station’s coverage of the Super Bowl 
game. The Seattle Seahawks were 
playing that year.

I’d told him the coach of the 
Seahawks was a member of the 
church where I was the minister. 

While we chatted, my new friend 
had told me that his brother-in-
law had recently left a position as 
minister of an affluent congregation 
to become the director of a rescue 
mission in downtown Seattle.

“You’d love my brother-in-law, 
Larry,” Gregg had insisted. “Promise 
me you’ll look him up when you get 
back home. I know you guys would 
have a lot in common.” 

After my trip, I’d told Wendy 

about the serendipitous encounter 
at the Chicago airport. In time I had 
contacted Larry, and he’d given me a 
tour of the century-old building that 
had once been a brothel. 

I’d been moved by what I saw. 
Larry had shared his vision for a 

ministry of feeding and sheltering 
homeless individuals. He had 
described the plight of college 
graduates and business executives 
who’d lost everything because poor 
choices had led to lives of addiction. 
He’d explained how volunteers at the 
mission are often just as blessed as 
those who receive food and shelter. 

I had assured him I would find a 
way to be involved sometime.

I really wanted to help Larry’s staff 
out on Christmas. But I didn’t want 
to force Wendy to do something that 
would steal what little joy she’d been 
able to muster. We continued to talk.

“What we endured for eight 
short days some people are forced 
to face for years,” I said referring to 
our recent experience. “Couldn’t we 
just give up a portion of our family 
celebration to guarantee some folks 
will have a hot meal? Think of Mary 
and Joseph. Providing for those 
without a place to stay is a part of 
the Christmas story.” 

Wendy’s countenance changed 
before my eyes. “Okay, I’m game,” 

He’d explained how volunteers at the mission 
are often just as blessed as those who receive 
food and shelter. 
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she said. “It may be the gift you most 
want for Christmas, but I’m going 
to do this as a way of giving Jesus a 
birthday present. Who knows? It just 
might become a tradition.”

On Christmas day, we opened gifts 
with our daughters and enjoyed a 
relaxing breakfast of eggs strata and 
bacon. Then Wendy and I drove down 
to the mission. 

Men were lined up outside the 
entrance waiting for the worship 
service to begin. Larry met us at 
a side door and ushered us to the 
kitchen. We introduced ourselves to a 
handful of other volunteers. 

Donning aprons, gloves, and 
hairnets, we were stationed behind a 
steam table arranged with stainless 

steel trays of green beans, mashed 
potatoes, candied yams and ham. I 
could hear voices singing Christmas 
carols in the adjoining chapel. 

As soon as the service as over, 
a parade of unkempt men began. 
Picking up plastic trays and silverware 
they passed in front of us. We ladled 
food on plates and wished the men 
“Merry Christmas” as they took the 
meal and mumbled a quiet thanks. I 
noticed that few made eye contact.

One man returned my glance, 
however. I later saw him when 
I walked into the dining room 
to clear empty plates. When I 

engaged him in conversation, he told 
me a little about his life. 

Even though he looked much 
older, he said he was forty-two. He 
explained that he had run away from 
home when he was 14 and had never 
returned. Drugs and alcohol had 
destroyed his dreams for a normal 
life. He said he missed his mother. 

My heart ached for him.
As I looked into his gentle eyes, 

I remembered Jesus’ words in 
Matthew 25. “When you care for the 
least of these, you care for me.”  It 
dawned on me that I wasn’t simply 
serving a homeless man far from 
home on Christmas Day. I was 
serving the One who had been born 
into an imperfect world to redeem 

imperfect people like my new friend, 
and like me too.

As we drove home listening to 
carols on the car radio, Wendy and 
I looked at each other without 
speaking. We’d definitely made 
a Christmas memory. What’s 
more, it wasn’t the last. Over 
the years, serving the lost and the 
least at the Bread of Life Mission 
has become an ongoing and 
cherished part of our lives. Pf L

As I looked into his gentle eyes, I remembered 
Jesus’ words in Matthew 25. “When you care 
for the least of these, you care for me.” 
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Tired young mother, finally resting
In the stable late that night,
Exhausted, lying on the hay
In a candle’s flickering light.
Her watchful husband, close beside her,
Pondered all that occurred,
as shepherds from the nearby fields
Had come to tell what they had heard:
Angelic choirs sang of the birth
Of Mary’s child, and 

peace and joy!
There in the barn, with 

sheep and cattle,
He sat by God, 

Mary’s baby boy.

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have 
seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of 

grace and truth. – John 1:14 (ESV)

First Christmas
Linda Harris
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“W
hy do the sheep 
have to be here?” 
my eight-year-old 
grandson, Parker, 
asks.

I suspect they scare him, even 
though he and his younger sister are 
standing behind a three-foot-high 
barrier separating them from the 
nativity animals. 

During our visit to a local church’s 
live nativity, the sheep trigger 
questions from our grandchildren. 
I ought to be able to answer the 
questions. After all, my husband and 
I took our daughters to live nativities 
for years. It was a Christmas 
tradition that strengthened our 
family’s beliefs about the true 
meaning of Christmas.

In between the narrator’s story, 
music and characters moving 
about, I answer my grandchildren’s 
questions. 

“The sheep are here because the 
shepherds were the first ones the 
angels told about Jesus’ birth. The 
shepherds brought their sheep with 
them to find Jesus in the manger.” 

“Why did they take the sheep 
with them?” Parker asks. I sense his 
hope that the sheep will leave soon.

“The shepherds can’t leave their 
flocks alone,” I explain. “Their job is 
to protect the sheep.”

At that moment the Narrator 
says, “And there were shepherds 
living out in the fields nearby, 
keeping watch over their flocks at 
night. An angel of the Lord appeared 
to them, and the glory of the Lord 
shone around them, and they were 
terrified.”

Sheep Poop and Shepherds
Just then, six-year-old Khloe tugs 
my coat sleeve and asks, “Are the 
sheep real?”
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“Yes, they’re real. Look! One just 
moved his head.”

 “Do they poop?”
“Yep,” I answer without missing a 

beat. 
“Ucckkk. Smelly,” the grandkids 

reply in unison.
“It is smelly. The shepherds spend 

their time in the fields with the 
sheep so they can’t take a bath very 
often. They even get poop on them.”

I wonder if others standing near 
us can overhear our discussion. 

The Narrator’s voice continues. 
“But the angel said to them, ‘Do not 
be afraid. I bring you good news 
of great joy that will be for all the 
people. Today in the town of David 
a Savior has been born to you; He is 
Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to 
you: You will find a baby wrapped in 
cloths and lying in a manger’” 

Parker looks down.  “I feel sorry 
for the sheep. Are they cold?”

I assure him. “See the thick wool 
on their bodies? It’s like your coat. It 
keeps them warm.”

“But what about their legs?”
Hmmm. That one I can’t answer. 

God’s Message
The Narrator concludes the powerful 
Christmas story. The shepherds 
“hurried off and found Mary and 
Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in 
the manger. When they had seen Him, 
they spread the word concerning what 
had been told them about this child, 
and all who heard it were amazed at 
what the shepherds said to them.” 

The volunteers provide hot 
chocolate. We keep warm by the fire. 
I ask Parker and Khloe, “What part 

of the Christmas story did you like 
best? My favorite part was how God 
sees every person as special. Even 
though the shepherds smelled, God 
thought they were important enough 
to tell others about Jesus’ birth.”

The grandchildren recount their 
favorite parts. Even though they 
giggle again about smelly sheep 
poop, I know this annual family 
tradition builds their understanding 
of the Christmas message. God sent 
His son to be the Savior of the world.

Thanking the Creator
After I take the grandchildren home, 
I wonder about the sheep’s legs. 
Intrigued, I do a couple of searches 
online to learn more about sheep.

I learn that sheep stay warm 
because lanolin in their wool keeps 
their skin dry. And I also discover 
that when sheep “chew their cud” 
they are keeping warm, and that the 
more a sheep eats, the more heat its 
body produces. 

Equipped with a new understand-
ing of how sheep keep warm, I’m 
prompted to pray.

“Lord, You never cease to amaze 
me. You create animals with exactly 
what they need to thrive. Only You are 
the amazing creator of every detail.”

I come across a devotional and 
prayer on the Proverbs 31 Ministries 
website that resonates with me. 
It urges me to rejoice with the 
shepherds in the Good News of Jesus’ 
birth, and reminds me to explore my 
amazement at all that God provided 
through the miraculous event of the 
birth of Jesus. Finally, it encourages 
me to share the Good News with 
people I meet. 

What will you do with the angels’ 
message to the shepherds? “Today in 
the town of David a Savior has been 
born to you; he is the Messiah, the 
Lord.”
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Marvels at Her Saviour’s Faithfulness.
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On Diet Eman’s last day of high 
school, a teacher asked, “What do you 
expect of life? What do you hope for?” 
Diet answered, “I don’t care whether 
I’m rich or poor if only my life won’t 
be dull!”

Eman’s wish came true, though 
not in the way she anticipated. 
Her testimony renders listeners 
speechless. But through it all, she 
testifies that God keeps His promises, 
even when life doesn’t follow one’s 
personal plan.

Born and raised in the Netherlands, 
Eman participated in the Dutch 
Resistance movement during World 

War II. As described in her book, Things 
We Couldn’t Say, written with James 
Schaap (Eerdmans Publishing Co.), she 
and her fiancé Hein Sietsma, along 
with several friends, hid Jews from 
Hitler’s henchmen and supplied them 
with false identification and food 
ration cards for three years. To protect 
herself and the group, Eman assumed 
aliases. Most acquaintances knew her 
as Willy Laarman, an orphaned maid 
born and raised in Surinam.

Sietsma and others were 
eventually imprisoned, but Eman 
evaded arrest until May 8, 1944, when 
six Gestapo boarded the train she 
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A Spirit Set Free
Hitler’s henchmen imprisoned Diet Eman, 
but God gave her freedom and  
a reason to live

BY  GRACE FOX

Legacy Series Featuring Reader Favorites from Over 50 Years of Inspiring Stories

This story originally appeared in Power for Living on 
September 5, 2004. It has been updated to reflect 
Diet Eman’s death in 2019 at the age of 99, after a 

remarkable life of loving, trusting, and serving God even 
in the most dire of circumstances.
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was riding and checked passengers’ 
IDs. Unknown to her, her false ID 
contained a printing flaw. The error 
raised suspicion; the Germans pulled 
her from the train for questioning. 
Eman carried other incriminating 
documents inside her blouse. If they 
were discovered, it would mean 
immediate execution. Surrounded 
by a half-dozen officers, discarding 
the packet seemed impossible. She 
prayed desperately for a miracle.

A moment later, one officer 
commented on another’s plastic 
raincoat. Because plastic was a 
new product, it intrigued the men. 
They turned from Eman for a few 
moments, fingering the fabric and 
admiring the garment’s many 
pockets. The distraction provided 
her with the opportunity to toss the 
package toward a platform filled with 
passersby. If the officers discovered it, 
they wouldn’t know who dropped it.

“The Bible says that before we call, 
God answers,” she says. “Before that 
soldier put on his plastic raincoat 
that morning, I believe God knew I 
would need it. To me, that was one of 
the biggest miracles of my whole war 
experience.”

Carrying a suspicious ID led 
to her arrest and confinement in 
Scheveningen prison.

Locked with four other women in a 
cell designed for one, her strong faith 
in God brought hope.

She recalled Scriptures from her 
attendance at a Christian school a few 
years earlier. Using a bobby pin, Eman 
scratched a phrase from Matthew 
28:20 into a brick wall: “Lo, I am with 
you alway, even unto the end of the 
world” (KJV). The promise encouraged 

her as she faced an unknown future, 
and she wanted to share its hope 
with others who would later occupy 
that cell.

“These were Jesus’ last words 
before He went to heaven so I knew 
they were important,” says Eman. 
“When you’re on your deathbed 
with your loved ones around you, 
you want to say something valuable, 
something more than, ‘I hope the 
harvest is good.’ When Jesus knew He 
was leaving His disciples, He spoke 
important words. He promised them 
a beautiful thing.”

That promise carried Eman 
through the horrors of the Vught 
concentration camp where she 
was transferred on June 6, 1944. A 
couple of months after this, a guard 
marched her past several barracks 
housing skeletal prisoners en route 
to her hearing before German 
officers.

What do they know about me? 
the 24 year old wondered. Fear 
surged through her. Will they 
believe my story or discover my true 
identity? If authorities discovered 
her real name, she faced certain 
death. Other Resistance members 
and countless hidden Dutch Jews 

Legacy Series Featuring Reader Favorites from Over 50 Years of Inspiring Stories

Will they believe my 
story or discover 
my true identity? If 
authorities discovered 
her real name, she 
faced certain death. 
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risked exposure and subsequent 
consequences as well.

Eman fought mental images of 
her countrymen’s recent prison 
executions. Her mind replayed the 
machine guns’ familiar rat-tat-
tat. She recoiled at the memory of 
scrubbing the victims’ blood-stained, 
bullet-riddled clothing with her bare 
hands, and of searching for names on 

the garments so she could someday 
tell their family members of their 
loved one’s fate.

In the midst of hatred and fear, 
God’s promises bombarded her 
thoughts. “But there shall not an hair 
of your head perish” (Luke 21:18 KJV).

“Settle it therefore in your hearts, 
not to meditate before what ye 
shall answer: for I will give you a 
mouth and wisdom, which all your 
adversaries shall not be able to 
gainsay nor resist” (Luke 21:14-15 KJV).

The words instantly replaced hate 
and fear. Eman thought, I’ve broken 
many promises, but You are God and I 
hold You to Yours. You have to do it.

Eman entered the room and sat 
on a wooden chair facing seven 
decorated officers. Clad in her 
filthy ill-fitting prison robe, her hair 
matted and greasy, her face marred 
with oozing sores, Eman pitied the 
men and their delusion of power 
over her life.

“Those words filled me with 
confidence. I knew that God was in 

control of the very hair on my head,” 
says Eman. “I knew that if something 
bad happened, it wasn’t that His arm 
was too short to save me—it would 
just mean that He had other plans.”

The interrogators pumped Eman 
with questions about her family and 
how she obtained counterfeit ID. She 
feigned naïveté and offered well-
rehearsed answers supporting her 

fake documents. Finally, one official 
said, “I can’t put a pin in this story 
but my sixth sense tells me it’s all 
nonsense.”

Nonetheless, several days later 
on a sunny Saturday morning, Eman 
received her freedom.

Ushered to the camp’s gate, she 
stepped beyond the electric fences 
and hitched a ride on a farmer’s 
manure wagon. God’s faithfulness 
to her and to His promises 
overwhelmed her.

It also carried Eman through 
months of separation from her fiancé 
during the war. After she received 
news of Sietsma’s death in Dachau, 
she battled anger toward God for 
allowing her fiancé to suffer hunger, 
disease, and cruel transport on cattle 
trains between concentration camps. 
But the same verse she’d scratched 
into the prison wall reminded 
her that, in the midst of dire 
circumstances, God’s presence had 
never left Hein.

“Then I received many letters from 

In the midst of hatred and fear, God’s promises 
bombarded her thoughts. “But there shall not 
an hair of your head perish” (Luke 21:18 KJV).
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people who said Hein was a light 
in the darkness and that he prayed 
and told them about the Bible and 
God,” Eman often shared while telling 
her story. “He was a very special 
missionary working among dying 
people.”

After the war, her dream of 
marrying Sietsma shattered, Eman 
felt lonely and guilty for surviving 
when most of her friends had 
perished. “Nothing made sense,” 
she says. “I woke every morning and 
thought I can live only if I work, work, 
work. Then at night I’ll be dead tired 
and sleep.” On days off, she sought 
out the places where she and Sietsma 
had spent precious time together, but 
doing so fanned emotional pain.

Seeking to fill her life, Eman 
studied nursing. “But nursing didn’t 
fill my time,” she says. “I wanted 
no extra time to think, so I studied 
Swedish in the evenings— it was 
the only university language class 
available.”

In the midst of her heartache, she 
received a job offer with an company 
in Venezuela. Upon completing her 
nursing and midwifery degree, she 
moved to a hospital near one of 
South America’s largest oil refineries. 
Painful memories faded as she built 
relationships with the 18 Dutch 
families living there and provided 
medical care for workers from visiting 
European tankers. Her Swedish 
lessons proved useful, as most sailors 
were Swedes or Norwegians.

Eman eventually married and 
raised two children. 

In her eighties, she was still 
maintaining a schedule of ministry 
and service that would have left 

younger people struggling to keep 
up. Fluent in seven languages, she 
translated for American medical 
doctors volunteering in Central 
and South America. She traveled 
across the United States and Europe, 
speaking about her experiences and 
God’s faithfulness. She completed a 
German video that exposed prison 
camps and the Dutch Jews’ wartime 
hiding places, and was a popular 
guest on radio programs. 

“Sometimes I look at my schedule 
and think, This is crazy! I’m 83—I 
should be slowing down!” she once said. 
“But then I remember God’s promise 
to those who trust in Him—that He 
will renew their strength like the 
eagle’s (Isa. 40:31). They will run and 
not be tired. I think, Hey—I should be 
very grateful that I, as an old eagle, can 
still flap my wings!”

After the terror attacks that took 
place on September 11, 2001, Eman’s 
frequent travels prompted people to 
ask if she was afraid. 

She answered, “Of what? I step 
into any plane and go to any country. 
The terrorists want to paralyze 
our country. I won’t give them the 
satisfaction. I will die in a plane or at 
home in my rocking chair when it’s 
my time to die. I don’t let anything 
change my life. God is in control.”

Eman’s confidence in God got 
her through life’s trials for nearly a 
century, until her death in 2019 at the 
age of 99.

“I trust Him blindly,” she once said. 
“To those who believe in God and His 
Son, Jesus Christ, I say, ‘Read the Bible 
and cling to the promises and hold 
Him to them. God loves it when we 
hold Him to His Word.’” Pf L
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I 
was cruising along familiar 
country roads in the old Pontiac, 
and my heart was singing. The 
plan was to pick up my young 
grandson and bring him back to 

Grandma and Grandpa’s house for 
the weekend.

This was our first grandchild and, 
at 2 years old, he already had us 
wrapped around his pinky finger. 

An hour into the journey, 
I followed the ramp onto the 
interstate, carefully easing into the 
heavy flow of traffic. Everything was 
fine, for about six miles. 

Then, without warning, my car 
lost power. I stepped harder on the 
gas, but the speedometer instantly 
dropped from 60 mph to barely 
coasting! 

Cars flew around me, honking 
their horns. Angry faces glared at me. 
Hand gestures waved. I knew what 
they were thinking: If you can’t drive, 
get off the highway! 

I had already begun praying aloud, 

trying hard not to panic. Fumbling 
around to find the emergencies 
blinkers, I was somehow able to move 
the car onto the shoulder before it 
came to a complete standstill. 

There I sat, helplessly stuck on the 
side of the interstate. 

I had no phone, and no one pulled 
over to help me. To top it all off, 
dark, heavy rain clouds were now 
billowing overhead.

The traffic continued to whiz 
past at a furious pace. The roaring 
engines and whining tires made it 
sound like the Indy 500. The wind 
from each passing semi rocked the 
car so hard that I knew my situation 
was precarious. An occasional truck 
driver blasted his air horn and, at 
that close proximity, the shock left 
my whole body trembling. 

What if a truck crashes into me?
Pushing the fear aside, I put the 

car into DRIVE and tested the gas 
pedal again. The engine was full 
of life, but the car still wouldn’t 
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Stuck… 
in Reverse

BY  S.  CALHOUN
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budge. Then, my hand automatically 
shifted to REVERSE, as if trying to 
get the car out of a snowdrift. To 
my amazement, the car moved 
backward! 

Well, that was mind-boggling—but 
I wasn’t sure how helpful it would 
be to drive backward on the busy 
freeway. 

The first big raindrops splattered 
on the windshield. Then a large 
cloud released its heavy burden and 
torrential rain fell onto the roof, 
drowning out even the highway noise. 

I suddenly remembered I’d passed 
a rest area just a quarter mile back. 
Surely, I could find a phone there.

Making sure the car was lit up as 
much as possible in this downpour, 
I pulled it further off the road and 
began creeping backward at a 
turtle’s pace. Praying fervently—and 
thanking God for every few feet 
achieved nearer to that ramp—all 
thoughts of an exciting, grand-
parenting weekend had fled. 

I had one simple goal: to reach 
safety. 

Bits of Bible verses I’d memorized 
or read at some point came flowing 
back to me. These were promises to 
God’s people long ago as they faced 
hazardous times. I remembered 

these words: For the LORD will go before 
you,  the God of Israel will be your rear 
guard (Isaiah 52:12b NIV).

What reassuring words at the very 
moment I needed them! 

As I prayed for His help, I knew He 
was near. 

Even though drivers speeding 
past me were blinded by the rain, I 
continued to inch my way backward. 
I was confident that God was before 
me and behind me, keeping my path 
clear. 

When I finally reached the rest 
area, relief rushed through me. My 
pleas turned to praise. 

Yes, a tow truck had to be called, 
followed by a slow, bumpy ride back 
to my quiet, empty house. But any 
disappointment was overshadowed 
by a joyful realization: I had seen 
God’s mighty hand at work, in a 
very personal, powerful way. I would 
someday share that memory with 
my grandchildren. 

They will need to know that God 
still hears the cries of His children.

Listen, all who live in the land. Has 
anything like this ever happened in your 
days or in the days of your ancestors? Tell 
it to your children, and let your children 
tell it to their children, and their children 
to the next generation.… (Joel 1:2-3 NIV).
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T
he great writer and theo-
logian Henry Blackaby 
once had this to say about 
prayer: “Prayer does not 
give you spiritual power. 

Prayer aligns your life with God so He 
chooses to demonstrate His power 
through you. The purpose of prayer is 
not to convince God to change your 
circumstances but to prepare you to 
be involved in God’s activity.”

Many people become discouraged 
when their prayers are not answered, 
or when they are not answered in 
the way that they had hoped. But 
getting what you want isn’t the 
purpose of prayer. The real heart 
of prayer lies in a relationship that 
you foster with the Creator of the 
universe, the one who knows your 
deepest desires—as well as what is 
best for you.

When Jesus gave His famous 
Sermon on the Mount, He addressed 

the matter of our priorities, especially 
in prayer. After He spoke to the people 
about money and material needs 
such as food and clothing, He shared 
one of the most important principles 
in Scripture: “Seek first [God’s] 
kingdom and his righteousness, and 
all these things will be given to you as 
well” (Matthew 6:33).

Henry Blackaby would agree 
with Jesus on this point! When your 
prayers become less focused on your 
own needs, on changing your own 
circumstances, and they become 
more intent on your relationship 
with the Father and what He wants 
for your life, then you are praying the 
prayer that brings spiritual power. 
When you earnestly seek God’s 
will for your life, then He will meet 
your needs and fulfill your deepest 
desires, the desires that He himself 
has planted in your heart. It’s a win-
win situation!

Delight yourself in the LORD, and He will give you the desires and petitions of your 

heart. – Psalm 37:4 (AMP)

From Daily Grace: Devotional Reflections to Nourish Your Soul. © 2005 

Bordon Books. Used by permission.
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Am I Slimming Down 
to Measure Up?
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Does God Love Me Less if 
There’s More of Me to Love?

BY  MARLENE BAGNULL
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everal years ago, I lost 70 pounds. 
Although I still had more to lose, 
it felt so good to fit in clothes I 
thought I’d never be able to get 
back into. (I could open a clothing 

store with all the clothes I have in 
various sizes that I’ve hung onto 
hoping to one day wear them again.)  

I vowed to never gain back the 
pounds I lost. 

Of course, I did! 
Well, not all of them. I’m still 

43 pounds less than my highest 
weight. But since this still puts me 
72 pounds overweight (more than 
that according to the charts of “ideal” 
weight), I’m not happy with myself.

And then I wonder about God. 
How does He feel about my excess 

pounds? Do they cause Him to love 
me less?

Chubby People Need Grace, Too
One definition of “grace” in Webster’s 
is “divine favor unmerited by 
humankind.” 

Mark Yaconelli in The Gift of Hard 
Things says, “Ultimately, grace can 
never be earned. Like all gifts it can 
only be received, requiring that I 
simply open my hands and trust.”

I am encouraged by the words of 
Scripture. “He has showered down 
upon [me] the richness of his grace—
for how well he understands [me] 
and knows what is best for [me] at all 
times” (Ephesians 1:8 TLB). 

My heavenly Father knows how 
hard it is for me to eat what I should 
and not eat what I shouldn’t.

To paraphrase the apostle Paul’s 
words: “I don’t understand myself 
at all, for I really want to do [to eat] 
what is right, but I can’t. I do [I eat] 
what I don’t want to—what I hate” 
(Romans 7:15 TLB). 

But it tastes so good! Still, I praise 
God “there is now no condemnation 
awaiting those who belong to Christ 
Jesus” (Romans 8:1 TLB).

Yes, I need to lose weight, and this 
time I need to keep it off—for good. 

That will not cause God to love 
me more, but it will please Him 
because He wants me to be healthy 
and strong. I have His promise and so 
do you: “Now [we] have every grace 
and blessing; every spiritual gift and 
power for doing his will are [ours]” 
(1 Corinthians 1:7 TLB).

Father, please make this a joy-filled 
journey 

Measuring Up
No matter how hard I tried, I never 
was able to measure up to what 
my father expected. If I got a 98 on 
a test in one of my school classes, 
my father would yell at me for not 
getting 100. 

He always insisted I could have 
and should have done better and 
accused me of being lazy.

I kept on trying to measure up 
and, sadly, kept on failing. Although 

Give your bodies to 
God. Let them be a 

living sacrifice, holy—
the kind he can accept. 
When you think of what 
he has done for you, is 
this too much to ask? 

— Romans 12:1 TLB
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he died when I was only thirteen 
years old, the impact his words had 
on me never died. Even years later as 
an adult I found it impossible to live 
up to what I now expected of myself.

My defeatist attitude impacted 
everything I tried to accomplish. 
I convinced myself that I was not 
smart enough or good enough to 
achieve success. So why try? 

Yet I did keep trying, and then 
beat myself up when my best wasn’t 
good enough. Yes, I did live up to my 
expectations. I expected to fail and 
so I did! 

Change didn’t happen overnight. 
It took years of not just studying 
God’s Word but believing what I read. 
God loves me and has a plan for my 
life. He speaks words of affirmation, 
not condemnation. I need to speak 
those words to myself and rely on 
His promise to help me. 

Of course, I still do not measure 
up to all I expect of myself, but now 
it is rare for me to turn to food for 
comfort. Truth is food didn’t help. If 
anything, I used it to punish myself. 
After all, I’d tell myself, I deserve to 
look as awful as I feel. Wow. Talk about 
a negative attitude!

Learning to see myself as God sees 
me is a lifetime endeavor, but I praise 
God that each day is a new day of 

experiencing His loving presence and 
mercy. 

Thank You, Lord, for the newness of 
life in You each day that has set me free 
from the spirit of condemnation. 

Am I fit where it matters?
There must have been a flock of 

birds outside our window early this 
morning.  Their chirping woke us 
from  a sound sleep. 

“What on earth,” I groaned as I 
crawled out of bed to look out the 
window.

Then it hit me. It was the alarm 
on my iPhone! I had set it the night 
before, so I’d wake up in time to 
reserve one of the lap lanes at the 
pool. 

There are only six time slots 
available for each 45-minute swim. 
It’s becoming more popular since 
the YMCA reopened a month ago, 
and now it’s a challenge to reserve 
the time I prefer since it can only be 
done the day before.

I’ve been swimming Monday 
through Friday for the past 24 days, 
and I don’t want to break my record. 
At half a mile each day, I’ve swam 12 
miles in the past 5 weeks!

Workouts in the 
gymnasium are useful, 

but a disciplined life 
in God is far more so, 
making you fit both 
today and forever.

— 1 Timothy 4:8 MSG

Be a new and different 
person with a fresh 
newness in all you 

do and think. 
— Romans 12:2 TLB
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You won’t find me in the Y’s gym 
on a treadmill or elliptical. If that 
works for you, great, but it doesn’t 
work for me. Years ago, I purchased an 
exercise bike. After the first week, it 
became a handy place to pile clothes.

The important thing for all of us 
chubbies is to find an exercise that 
we’ll stick with over the long haul 
and that will burn up those calories. 
It needs to be a real workout, not a 
leisurely stroll through Walmart’s 
candy aisle. And if we have health 
issues, it needs to be doctor approved. 

Keeping fit is important, and not 
just keeping physically fit. Even more 
important is keeping spiritually fit 
through making prayer and the study 
of God’s Word a daily priority. 

“Every part of Scripture is God-
breathed and useful one way or 
another—showing us truth, exposing 
our rebellion, correcting our 
mistakes, training us to live God’s 
way.” (2 Timothy 3:14 MSG)

Father, I know these things. Please 
help me to do them! 

Why should He love me less just 
because there’s more of me to love?
About two and a half months ago I 
was putting the finishing touches on 
a book of devotions called Grace and 
Weight: Encouragement for Dieters. 

I was making great progress until 
not one but two hard drive crashes 
brought my writing to a halt. 

And yet Father helped me not to 
abandon my effort to lose weight as I 
have too often done in the past when 
I’m stressed.

So far I have lost nine pounds. 
Granted, nine pounds are not as 
much as I had hoped to lose in ten 

weeks, but I could have easily gained 
nine pounds! Still, it’s tempting to 
become discouraged and to allow the 
excess pounds I’m still carrying to 
accuse me of being a big, fat failure. 

I’m again drawn to the need 
to embrace grace in my ongoing 
struggle to lose weight. And I’m 
reminded of the song I learned as a 
youngster: 

Jesus loves me, this I know,
For the Bible tells me so.
Little ones to Him belong;
They are weak, but He is strong. 
Yes, Jesus loves me! Yes, Jesus loves 

me!
Yes, Jesus loves me! The Bible tells 

me so. 
Anna Bartlett Warner (1859)

His love for me is unchanging! It is 
not based on whether there is more 
or less of me to love. Yes, I am weak, 
but He is strong.

To paraphrase Jude 1:24: He can 
keep me from turning to food when 
I’m stressed. Because He is with me, I 
can stand in His strength.

When I fail, I can embrace His 
grace, and rejoice in His unfailing 
love. And so can you! Pf L

And now to him who 
can keep you on your 
feet, standing tall in 
his bright presence, 

fresh and celebrating.
— Jude 1:24 MSG
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The Little Messenger

BY  VALERIE BRYANT BENNETT
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O
n a cold gray day years ago, I 
tucked the house key in my 
pocket and set out for my 
morning walk. 

My mood that day matched 
the weather. I was a minister’s wife, 
experiencing a divorce I had not 
expected, and I felt with a keen sense 
of pain that I had let God down. 

Divorce was foreign to all I 
believed in. It seemed reasonable 
that God would turn His back on me, 
especially given the impact of the 
divorce on our little congregation. 

I had never felt so alone.
I walked down the driveway 

and had set off on my usual route 
when I heard the padding of little 
feet behind me. I turned to find a 
scruffy little brown dog coming up 
behind me. 

I knew he was not one of the 
familiar neighborhood dogs and his 
collar was nothing more than an old 
piece of leather belt buckled around 
his neck. 

He passed by but stayed just a few 
yards ahead of me as I walked down 
the road.

Deep in thought, I struggled to 
pray and quickly forgot his presence, 
until it became obvious that he was 
looking back at me periodically, 
pacing himself to stay just ahead of 
me. Even when I turned a corner and 

left him on another street, he would 
notice and come back quickly to 
catch up once again.

His presence began to bother me. 
I had gone for this walk to pray and 
seek the God that I felt had left me. 
Praying was hard, and this uninvited 
companion was a distraction. 

His stubborn persistence made no 
sense. 

“Why won’t he leave?” I thought. 
“I’ve done nothing to cause him to 
stay.”

Suddenly, a voice inside my head 
spoke a Scripture distinctly:

“I will never leave you or forsake you.”
I stopped where I was, looked 

down at the scruffy little dog, and 
felt the love of God as surely as I felt 
the pavement beneath my feet. Tears 
filled my eyes.

All the way home, my little 
companion stayed in the lead, and 
when I turned up my driveway, he 
noticed and followed me onto my 
porch. He accepted a drink of water, 
then padded off down the street. 

I never saw him again, but there 
was peace in my heart where there 
had been fear. 

That day was a turning point in 
my journey toward healing. 

I knew that the road ahead would 
be long, but I knew now that I would 
not travel it alone.
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How complete and 
comprehensive is 
the love of Jesus!

There is no part 
of His people’s 
interests that He 
does not consider, 

and everything that concerns 
their welfare is important to Him. 
Not merely does He think of you, 
believer, as an immortal being, but 
as a mortal being, too. Do not deny 
it or doubt it. As the Scriptures 
say, “The very hairs of your head 
are all numbered” (Luke 12:7 NKJV), 
and “The steps of a good man are 
ordered by the LORD, and He delights 
in his way” (Ps. 37:23 NKJV).

It would be a sad thing for us if 
this mantle of love did not cover all 
our concerns! Believer, rest assured 
that  the heart of Jesus cares about 
your insignificant dealings. The 
breadth of His tender love is such 
that you may go to Him regarding 

all matters; because in all your 
afflictions, He is afflicted. As a father 
cares deeply for his children, so God 
cares deeply for you.

Oh, the breadth of the love of 
Christ! Shall such a love as this 
receive half our hearts? Shall 
it receive a cold love in return? 
Shall Jesus’ marvelous loving-
kindness and tender care receive 
only faint response and lukewarm 
acknowledgment?  O my soul, 
tune your harp to a glad song 
of thanksgiving! Go to your rest 
rejoicing, for you are no isolated 
wanderer, but a beloved child, 
watched over, cared for, supplied, 
and defended by your Lord.

Reflection
How are you responding to Jesus’ 
love? What does it mean to rejoice in 
His love? Reflect on what Jesus has 
done and is doing for you, the depth 
of His care for you and rejoice!

Charles Spurgeon (June 19, 1834 – January 31, 1892) was a British Particular Baptist preacher who 

remains highly influential among Christians of different denominations, among whom he is still 

known as the “Prince of Preachers.” From The Best of Charles Spurgeon: 120 Daily Devotions to Nurture 

your Spirit and Refresh Your Soul. © 2005 Honor Books. Used by permission.

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?…For I am persuaded that 
neither death nor life, nor angels nor principalities nor powers, nor things 
present nor things to come, nor height nor depth, nor any other created thing, 
shall be able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our 
Lord. – Romans 8:35, 38-39 (NKJV)

Charles Spurgeon

The Amazing 
Love of Jesus CHRISTIAN 

CLASSICS
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Fighting for 
the Forgotten
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ou’d never know it today, but 
6'3" mixed martial arts (MMA) 
rockstar Justin Wren was 
bullied as a kid. 

His dramatic journey 
has taken him from being bullied 
and depressed, to experiencing 
life as a champion, drug addict—
and eventually as a child of God 
empowering others. 

Today he is making a difference 
for the Kingdom of God by “fighting 
for the forgotten”—disenfranchised 
Pygmy slaves in the Ituri rainforest 
of the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo.

Pain and Addiction
Despite growing up with supportive 
parents, Wren’s childhood was filled 
with oppression. 

“On my first day of third grade, 
a kid who was a notorious bully 
jumped me on the playground,” Wren 
recalls. “He jumped on my back and 
started pulling me around my neck, 
punching me in the back of the head. 
When I bent over and he kind of fell 
off, the teacher split us up and we 
both got punished.”

After that, Wren says, the other 
kids perceived him as weak. “I was 
bullied from third grade all the way 

The “Big Pygmy”
BY  DANNY SUMMERS

Justin Wren spends a lot of time in The Congo working 
to improve the lives of the Pygmies who live there
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through eighth grade when I finally 
left the school because the bullying 
got so bad.”

Diagnosed as clinically depressed at 
the age of 13, Wren considered suicide 
until his parents encouraged him to 
get involved with athletics as a way of 
coping with some of life’s struggles. 

He discovered a love for wrestling 
and won numerous state and 
national titles, eventually being 
invited to train at the Olympic 
Training Center in Colorado Springs.

Wren’s dream of wrestling in the 
Olympics was derailed, however, by 
a freak accident. In a match with a 
world champion, Wren twisted his 
arm the wrong way, and his arm 
snapped like a twig. His elbow was 
broken and dislocated, and he had 
torn his ulnar collateral ligament. 
There was also nerve damage.

“I was in terrible pain from my 
neck down to my hand,” Wren 
recalls. “I starting taking painkillers 
and became hooked immediately.”

The drugs not only dulled 
Wren’s physical pain, but also the 
long-standing emotional pain and 
depression he had experienced 
since elementary school.

“I would go through a month’s 
supply of Oxycontin in a week,” 
Wren admits.

Wren worked the system and 
soon had three different doctors in 
three different states prescribing him 
narcotics in rotation.

“None of them knew about the 
others,” Wren says.

Heady Success in the Cage
With his wrestling career in limbo, 
Wren gravitated toward mixed 

martial arts (MMA)—a natural 
crossover for wrestlers. He became 
good at the sport—and popular with 
women and fans—and his career 
skyrocketed. So did his addictions. 
Soon he had added cocaine and 
alcohol to his already out-of-control 
narcotics abuse.

He reached the near top of his 
profession when he landed an 
Ultimate Fighting Championship 
(UFC) contract. He was the youngest 
heavyweight at the highest level.

“I split my time between fighting, 
training, and doing drugs,” Wren 
recalls, or in some cases doesn’t 
recall, due to long binges doing drugs 
and alcohol.

His career—and world—was 
thrown off balance when he was 
kicked off one of the top UFC fight 
teams for drug use. 

A friend of Wren’s stepped in 
and walked alongside the struggling 
fighter.

Little did Wren know his life was 
about to take a very unexpected turn. 

Finding Peace—and Purpose
“My friend, Jeff, refused to walk away,” 
Wren says. “He called me several 
times a day. One day he invited me 
to a Christian men’s retreat and 
promised to train with me in the 
mornings—as long as I would attend 
the sessions in the afternoons.”

At the retreat, Wren found just the 
opposite of what he had expected. 
Instead of wimpy men, he found tough 
and broken men like himself who 
were seeking peace—and finding it.

“I envied that,” Wren says. “I knew 
I needed what they had. I prayed for 
Jesus to come into my life.”
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As he prayed, he felt God lift him 
up.

“It was like something released me,” 
he says. “I felt free. All those years of 
emotional chains of depression—all 
the bondage, all the bullying, all the 
chasing after what I thought was 
important—just broke and fell away.”

At the same time, he felt God’s 
arms envelop him, describing it as 
the way a father bear-hugs his son. 

He adds, “God took the desire 
of drugs away from me. I’ve never 
wanted to return to that life again.”

Defending the Weak
Wren still desired to reach the top of 
his sport, but it stopped being his sole 
purpose in life. After his encounter 
with Jesus, he began volunteering 
with ministries and prisons. He 
shared his story as often as possible.

Then one day he experienced 
what he describes as a vision in 
which he saw malnourished children 
and starving old men. 

“I wondered if I was crazy, but I 
knew I couldn’t have imagined what I 
saw on my own,” he explains, adding 
that he immediately knew these 
people were in need of simple things 
he took for granted, like clean water.

He turned in his Bible to Isaiah 58, 
verses 6-12 (NIV):

Is not this the kind of fasting I 
have chosen: to loose the chains 
of injustice and untie the cords of 
the yoke, to set the oppressed free 
and break every yoke? Is it not to 
share your food with the hungry 
and to provide the poor wanderer 
with shelter—when you see the 
naked, to clothe them, and not to 

turn away from your own flesh 
and blood? Then your light will 
break forth like the dawn, and your 
healing will quickly appear; then 
your righteousness will go before 
you, and the glory of the LORD will 
be your rear guard. Then you will 
call, and the LORD will answer; you 
will cry for help, and he will say: 
Here am I. 

If you do away with the yoke of 
oppression, with the pointing 
finger and malicious talk, and if 
you spend yourselves on behalf of 
the hungry and satisfy the needs of 
the oppressed, then your light will 
rise in the darkness, and your 
night will become like the noonday. 
The LORD will guide you always; 
he will satisfy your needs in 
a sun-scorched land and will 
strengthen your frame. You will be 
like a well-watered garden, like a 
spring whose waters never fail.

Wren recalls sobbing 
uncontrollably.

“I left a puddle of tears on my 
Bible,” he says. “I didn’t know who 
these people were, but I knew I had 
to help them. The passage started a 
fire in my heart.”

In 2013, Wren launched Fight for 
the Forgotten (FFTF), an initiative to 
aid disenfranchised Pygmy slaves in 
the Ituri rainforest of the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo. The Pygmies 
had lost their main food source with 
deforestation and become dependent 
on their slave masters to survive.

The oldest people group in the 
Congo, the Pygmies were denied 
medical care and other basic needs, 
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as they were not recognized as 
citizens. The slave masters called the 
Pygmies their “animals.”

Wren dove headfirst into his 
passion to help the Pygmies of the 
Congo. Through FFTF, in conjunction 
with Bunia’s Shalom University and 
Water4.org, Wren and his colleagues 
negotiated the release of hundreds of 
“the Forgotten People” in exchange 
for water wells. Those who were 
freed moved onto 2,470 acres of land 
bought by FFTF and Shalom on their 
behalf.

Wren and his well-drilling team dug 
12 life-saving wells during his one-year 
stay between 2013 and 2014. Through 
2020, the Shalom drillers completed 
27 water wells and started farming 
programs to teach the Pygmies how to 
survive on their own again.

“Defend the weak. Love the 
unloved. Empower the voiceless. 
That’s what I am called to do,” Wren 
says.

On Christmas Eve 2020, Wren spent 
the day and night celebrating Christ’s 
birth with the Pygmies of the Congo. 

“I’ve been so grateful for the 
opportunity to know, serve, laugh, 
cry, and sing and dance with the 
Mbuti, the Efe, and the Batwa Pygmy 
people,” he says. “I’ve been invited 
in, welcomed, accepted, and adopted 
as family. There are so many 
amazing people and incredible 
cultures in this amazing world, but 
it sure is hard to beat the amazing 
lives the Pygmies live despite 
insurmountable odds they face on a 
daily basis. Their big hearts, bright 
smiles, and the light that shines 

Justin Wren and his ministry have helped Congo Pygmies live a better life
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from the wonderfully indescribable 
loving spirits they live with.”

The people he loves and serves 
have given their tall friend a playful 
nickname: “The Big Pygmy.”

“They’ve taught me so much,” he 
says. “They’ve given me so much 
hope. They’ve shown me how to live 
with compassion and how to live a 
resilient life. They’ve modeled to me 
what it means to be kind to others 
and help people. They’ve taught me 
that it is, indeed, more blessed to 
give than to receive.”

As for his MMA career, after a 
five-year layoff, Wren returned to the 
Bellator cage in August 2020 to raise 
awareness for the Pygmies’ plight 
and deliver on the promise he’d 
made to give them a voice. Wren won 
a unanimous decision and donated 
part of his earnings to FFTF. He plans 
to give his win bonuses to FFTF for 
the length of his MMA career. 

“This people group, my second 
family, has been such a gift to me 
and to people around the world who 
have come to know their story.” Pf L
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Justin Wren whooping it up in the Congo with his Pygmy friends
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W E D N E S D AY

T H U R S D AY
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Psalms 120—134

Psalms 135—141

Psalms 142—150

Proverbs 1—9

Proverbs 10:1—22:16

Proverbs 22:17—24:34

Proverbs 25—29

When Jesus 
redeemed us 
with His 

blood and presented 
us to the Father in His 
righteousness, He did 

not leave us in our old nature to 
serve God as best we could. No, in 
Him dwelled the eternal life, the 
divine life of heaven. Everyone who 
is in Him receives from Him that 
same eternal life in its holy heavenly 
power. So, nothing can be more 
natural than the claim that the 
person who abides in Jesus, 
continually receiving life from Him, 

must also walk as He walked.
This mighty life of God does not 

work as a blind force, compelling 
us ignorantly or involuntarily to act 
like Christ. On the contrary, walking 
like Him must come as a result of a 
deliberate choice, sought in strong 
desire, accepted by a living will.

When He calls us to abide in Him 
that we may receive that life more 
abundantly, He points us to His life 
on Earth and tells us that the new 
life has been bestowed so we will 
walk as He walked. We are to think, 
speak, and act as Jesus did. As He 
was, so we are to be.

F. B. Meyer (1874 - 1929), was one of Victorian England’s most outstanding pastors and devotional

writers. An early leader in the nation’s Keswick Movement, he stressed living fully consecrated to 

God. Through his writings, Meyer continues to impact lives decades after his death.

He who says he abides in Him ought himself also to walk just as He walked. 
– 1 John 2:6 (NKJV)

CHRISTIAN 
CLASSICS

F.B. Meyer

Make Time for Stillness 
and Solitude with God
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I
t was Alexander Pope who 
quoted the famous phrase, “To 
err is human, to forgive, divine,” 
and no truer words have been 
spoken. As members of the 

human race, we do a lot of erring 
and need the grace of God to forgive 
all those wrongs. However, extend-
ing that same act of forgiveness to 
another person can often seem like 
something only the “divine” can do, 
especially when that person has 
hurt you deeply.

The interesting thing is that when 
God asks you to forgive, it typically 
has less to do with the person 
who wronged you than with your 
own personal well-being. A 1998 
Stanford University study of young 

adults showed that forgiveness 
substantially reduced the amount 
of anger they harbored—an emotion 
that has been linked with increasing 
the risk of heart attack and lowering 
the body’s immune system. Other 
studies indicate that those who 
forgive suffer less from disease and 
medical symptoms.

If you struggle with forgiving 
others, ask God to fill you with His 
grace. Acknowledge that you have 
been hurt but make a decision not 
to hold a grudge or seek retribution. 
Allow Christ to fill you with His love 
so that you may offer that same 
unconditional forgiveness toward the 
person who hurt you. It’s the God-
like thing to do.

Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against some-

one. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. – Colossians 3:13 (NIV)

From Daily Grace: Devotional Reflections to Nourish Your Soul. © 2005 

Bordon Books. Used by permission.

DEVOTIONAL

The 
Key to 

Freedom
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A Six-Minute 
Conversation 

Changed 
Everything
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I
t all started at the corner of 
Sunset and the Pacific Coast 
Highway in Pacific Palisades, 
California in 2008. 

Ashton Samuelson was a 
newlywed and a new first grade 

teacher. Driving every morning to the 
Christian school where she taught, 
Ashton sat through a six-minute 
traffic light at an intersection near an 
encampment where many homeless 
people congregated and slept. 

Changing 
Lives One 
Taco at 
a TimeBY  BETH LUEDERS
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One morning Aston put down her 
window and chatted with one of the 
homeless women. 

A six-minute conversation that 
would change, well, everything. 

Before long, they were visiting 
during the stop light on a regular 
basis.

“As I began asking about her life 
and who she is, it really opened 
my eyes to see that hunger and 
homelessness is not a number,” 
Ashton explains. “It is a person and it 
is a life and a story.”

Through their brief stoplight 
conversations, the two women 
bonded and Ashton’s first grade class 
began writing encouraging notes to 
this new friend without a home. The 
kids reminded the woman they were 
praying for her, and they wrote out 
Bible verses for her. Every Thursday 
when the school catered pizza, 
Ashton got permission to take the 
leftovers to her homeless friend and 
her buddies.

“I started to see that food was 
not just food,” Ashton says. “It was 
a way to reach someone’s heart 
because it’s really hard for someone 
who’s hungry or cold or tired to hear 
what you have to say about Christ or 
anything.” 

Ironically, food had brought 
Ashton and her husband, Austin, 
together.  As teens, they’d met 
in the cafeteria at summer Bible 
camp. Their shared love for Jesus, 
adventure, and tasty cuisine had 
soon blended into romance. They’d 
attended a local Baptist college 
together where Austin majored in 
business finance and Ashton in 
early childhood education. After 
graduation and marriage in 2008, 
they had moved to California. 

Shortly after making friends with 
the woman from Sunset and the 
Pacific Coast Highway, Ashton and 

Austin began volunteering at the 
Union Rescue Mission in downtown 
Los Angeles. 

One morning at a church service, 
the couple heard a speaker state 
that hunger is the world’s greatest 
solvable problem. At that time, some 
18,000 children globally were dying 
every day from starvation and the 
effects of malnutrition. 

That message on world food 
scarcity spurred Austin and Ashton 
to take action. They wanted to 
proactively reverse those sobering 
statistics on childhood hunger, but 
how?

When the couple moved back 
home to Conway, Arkansas to 
continue their real estate and 
teaching careers, God opened a door 
for their ministry dream as well. 

As Ashton and Austin prayed 
about how to respond personally 
to the world’s hunger crisis, Austin 
recalled how TOMS® was a cause-
oriented company, giving away one 
pair of shoes for every one sold.  

“It dawned on me that if 
somebody can do that with shoes, 
why can’t that be done in the 
restaurant business?” explains 
Austin. Neither Austin nor Ashton 
had any experience in the food 
industry—but that didn’t stop 
them from creating a business plan 
to open a restaurant to help end 
childhood hunger. 

Determined to give their Pitza 42 
business plan a go, they researched 
Christian organizations that were 
providing food to impoverished 
children overseas and sharing the 
love of Jesus. 

The Minneapolis-based Feed 
My Starving Children (FMSC) 
proved an ideal partner to package 
and distribute life-saving food to 
disadvantaged children in over 70 
countries. Every time the Samuelsons 
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sold a pizza, they donated profits to 
FMSC to buy a meal for a needy child. 

Austin and Ashton worked long 
hours and supplied thousands of 
meals to children through FMSC, 
but by 2013 their pizza business 
was limping along and they were 
exhausted and discouraged. 

Then they got an opportunity to 
travel with FMSC on a mission trip 
to Eswatini (Swaziland) to see how 
Pitza 42 was truly helping chronically 
hungry children. 

On the trip, the couple helped 
distribute hot meals made from 
MannaPacks™, scientifically 
developed rice portions fortified with 
nourishing protein, vegetables, and 
nutrients. 

But on their first day helping in a 
food line, rations ran low for the last 
children waiting. 

A local worker shook her head 
when Austin pleaded to open 

another MannaPack to feed the 
remaining boys. She explained that 
the team couldn’t dip into the next 
day’s supply. In a moment of angst 
and compassion, Austin dashed to a 
lean-to and returned with a loaf of 
white bread. 

“We handed these boys one 
piece of white bread. I watched 
them sit there and pull off tiny little 
finger pinches of that bread. In that 
moment, I said to the Lord, ‘Until 
You ask me to do something else, 
I will always do this meal program 
no matter how discouraged, no 
matter how much it seems like our 
restaurant is not working,’” Ashton 
shares. “I realized that even on those 
days when we’d supplied only 50 
meals—that would have fed the 
rest of that line. That experience 
with those young boys changed 
everything for me.” 

God reassured both Ashton and 

Ashton with a Swazi child receiving 
a MannaPack meal

Austin and Ashton with Feed 
My Starving Children in Eswatini 
(Swaziland)
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Austin that their meal matching 
business mattered, and they 
returned to America with an 
innovative restaurant concept that 
would supply even more meals to the 
severely malnourished. 

Tacos 4 Life Grill opened in June 
2014 and has now grown to 18 
restaurants (six are franchise stores) 
throughout several states including 
North Carolina, Oklahoma, and 
Texas. For every taco, quesadilla, 
salad, or rice bowl sold, Tacos 4 Life 
donates funds to FMSC, purchasing 
one meal for every meal sold. At the 
cost of 24¢ a meal, the business has 
supplied millions of meals—going 
on 20 million—to desperately hungry 
children like the Swazi boys the 
Samuelsons met overseas. 

Austin and Ashton knew they 
couldn’t depend on their own 
resources to make Tacos 4 Life a 
success. 

“Romans 4:18 describes that 
Abraham believed anyway, deciding 
to live not on the basis of what he 
saw he could do, but on what God 
said He would do through Abraham,” 
Austin says. “This reminds me of 
the beauty of us not having any 
restaurant experience. Ashton and I 
can’t take any credit for Tacos 4 Life. 
We really didn’t bring anything to the 
table, except maybe our willingness 
to trust God.”

Ashton is quick to agree that 
being restaurant entrepreneurs has 
stretched their trust in God’s timely 
provisions. The couple often write 
faith-steadying Bible verses about 
God’s power and presence on a 
whiteboard in their office. 

Isaiah 35:3-4 (NIV) has become 
one of their favorite verses: 
“Strengthen the feeble hands, steady 
the knees that give way; say to those 
with fearful hearts, ‘Be strong, do not 
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The Tacos 4 Life founders helping children in Haiti.
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fear; your God will come . . . .’” 
Again and again, Austin and 

Ashton have seen God strengthen 
and steady their faith to build a 
Mexican food enterprise that is 
impacting children overseas and 
individuals in local communities. 
Tacos 4 Life enthusiasts use an 
online app to track how many 
meals they’ve contributed through 
their food purchases. And once a 
year, Tacos 4 Life fans from local 
schools, churches, corporations, 
and neighborhoods volunteer to 
hand-pack MannaPack meals and 
load them on trucks to be shipped 
worldwide.

Seeing this power of community 
and God’s hand on their growing 
business has emboldened Ashton 
and Austin, who are also parents of 
four boys, ages 1 to 7. 

While Ashton invests more time 
at home these days with their sons, 
she is the culinary pro behind the 
restaurant’s tantalizing, made-from-
scratch dishes like her favorite Mango 
Habanero and Korean BBQ Bowl. 

“You can have the best mission, 
but if your food is not amazing and 
consistent and delicious, then the 
mission isn’t going to work,” she 
emphasizes. “That’s something we’re 
all passionate about.”

The life-giving mission and 
incredible food presents a winning 
combo plate for serving God 
wholeheartedly. Both Austin and 
Ashton are grateful for God’s hand 
in helping their Meal 4 Meal mission 
contribute to ending world hunger.

“It’s been a hard journey and at 

times we wondered if our business 
might not make it,” summarizes 
Austin, the company’s CEO. “But even 
in the messy middle, we learned to 
draw upon God’s faithfulness.”

Ashton seconds the need to see 
God as their powerful provider and 
shares a word of encouragement for 
anyone wanting to step out with a 
bold idea in serving Him. 

“You may be saying, ‘I can’t do 
that right now, I’m not in the right 
position, I don’t have the money, I 
have kids.’ But that’s the thing. If 
you know it’s God guiding you, He 
will come through every time. Just 
continue to lean into Him hard, 
knowing that if He’s placed a calling 
on your life, He will be faithful. It 
hasn’t been easy, but He certainly 
has been faithful to us.” Pf L
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Austin and Ashton with sons (front 
to back) Jet, Finn, Ford, and (baby 
Cruz on the way)
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DAILY BIBLE READINGS

S U N D AY

M O N D AY

T U E S D AY

W E D N E S D AY

T H U R S D AY

F R I D AY

S AT U R D AY

Proverbs 30—31

Ecclesiastes 1—4

Ecclesiastes 5—8

Ecclesiastes 9—12

Song of Songs 1—8

Isaiah 1

Isaiah 2—6

W
here is God when 
you need Him? 
Certainly, many of 
us hesitate to ask 
such a question out 

of fear that we would anger God in 
some way. But it is not in the accusa-
tion of unfaithfulness that the sin-
cere believer will utter these words. 
At times, it is in pure desperation. 
Perhaps the desperation comes from 
lying in a hospital bed another day. 
Or it could be a loved one who is in 
trouble that brings the desperate cry 
that wonders where to find the Word 
of the Lord. It could also be nagging 
financial problems that demand that 
God fulfill His Word, now.

Even when God is the center 
of our lives, even when we love 

Him more than the world, we may 
sometimes ask these desperate 
questions. The wonderful thing is 
that God is always there to answer. 
“I have not left you. I will never leave 
you,” He says to us in the midst of 
our crisis. “Nothing can separate you 
from My love—nothing!”

No matter what storm is going on 
around you, reach out to God in faith. 
Praise Him for His faithfulness, for 
His grace, for being your ever-present 
help in time of trouble. As your 
praises rise, they will bring back to 
you the “Word of the Lord.”

Grace for Today:
The answers to our questions are 
wrapped up, ready to be unraveled by 
the praises of our hearts.

From Daily Grace: Devotional Reflections to Nourish Your Soul. © 2005 
Bordon Books. Used by permission.

DEVOTIONAL

Where is God?
Heal me, LORD, and I will be healed; save me and I will be saved, for you are the one I praise. They 

keep saying to me, “Where is the word of the LORD? Let it now be fulfilled!” – Jeremiah 17:14-15 (NIV)
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We are saved 
and blessed 
by the faith 

that passes through 
the facts of our 
Savior’s life to Himself. 

We rest not on the atonement, but 
on Him who made it; not on the 
death, but on Him who died; not on 
the resurrection, but on Him who 
rose from the dead; not in 
statements about Him, but in Him of 
whom they are made.

All faith that turns toward Jesus 
is the right faith. It may be as weak 
as the woman’s touch on the hem 
of Jesus’ garment. It may bring no 
trumpet’s blast. It may be small and 
insignificant as a grain of mustard 
seed. It may be as despairing as 
Peter’s cry, “Lord, save me!” (Matt. 
14:30). But if its deepest yearning be, 
“Christ, help me,” it is the tiny thread 
that will bring the lost soul into the 
light of life.

True faith reckons on God’s faith. 
He is absolutely faithful—faithful to 

His covenant engagements in Christ, 
faithful to His promises, and faithful 
to the person who at His clear call 
has stepped out into any enterprise 
for Him. We may lose heart and 
hope, our heads may turn dizzy and 
our hearts faint, lover and friend 
may stand at a distance, the mocking 
voices of our foes may suggest that 
God has forgotten or forsaken. But 
He remains faithful. He cannot 
disown the helpless child whom 
He has begotten because it ails. He 
cannot throw aside responsibilities 
He has assumed, He has made, and 
He must bear.

Often I have gone to God in 
dire need, aggravated by nervous 
depression and heartsickness, and 
said, “My faith is flickering out, and 
I am losing all hope. But You are 
faithful, and I am counting on You.” 
Do not trouble about your faith, 
count on God’s faithfulness. If He 
asks you to step out on the water, He 
knows that He can bring you safely 
back to the boat.

F. B. Meyer (1874 - 1929), was one of Victorian England’s most outstanding pastors and devotional

writers. An early leader in the nation’s Keswick Movement, he stressed living fully consecrated to 

God. Through his writings, Meyer continues to impact lives decades after his death.

God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of His Son, Jesus 
Christ our Lord. – 1 Corinthians 1:9 (NKJV)
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F.B. Meyer

Base Your Faith on 
God’s Faithfulness CHRISTIAN 

CLASSICS
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W
ork. Our jobs. What we do 
to pay the bills. It’s part of 
life.

But there’s a secret to 
work that most Christian 

men haven’t discovered. Paul knew 
this secret. Elijah and David too. But 
most men never discover it. Many 
can identify the itch, but they simply 
can’t scratch it.

The itch troubles you like a gentle 
prod, a niggling little thought that 

the work you do during the day isn’t 
everything it’s meant to be. You feel 
as if you’re missing something when 
you clock in and clock out. Your work 
doesn’t get the job done spiritually, 
you could say. Nor is it very fulfilling.

Faithful Christian men long for a 
calling. We wish we could join God in 
his works. We itch for a great reason 
to get out of bed in the morning 
and head out into the world to 
accomplish meaningful things.

Awaken 
to the 
True 

Purpose 
of Your  

Work

EXCERPTED FROM CALLING: AWAKEN TO THE 

PURPOSE OF YOUR WORK BY  PIERCE BRANTLEY
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But … the rent’s due. So, rather 
than waiting for the perfect job to 
come along or for their ship to come 
in, Christian men put on their boots 
and go out to just earn a paycheck.

This is difficult for most Christian 
men. We serve a mighty, universal 
God whose plans involve the whole 
world, and we long to be part of 
those plans. We do what we can at 
church and such, but we struggle to 
find purpose at work, and we don’t 
know why. We mean well, and we 
work hard, but a piece of the puzzle 
always seems to be missing.

A steady job—at a desk or work 
site—fixes the immediate problem of 
income, but it may come at the cost 
of a man’s longing for meaningful 
work.

If something feels off in your work 
life, that’s because it is. Your spirit 
hums to a different rhythm from the 
world’s rhythm—which is why your 
faith doesn’t always feel functional 
and why it may feel like a cog that 
doesn’t fit the machine.

I’d like to suggest something that 
you may not have heard before, but I 
think you’ll get it as soon as you read 
it: work is the connective tissue that 
binds your career and Christlikeness.

You know how people say, “Hey, 
shut the door—were you raised in a 
barn?”

Well, I really was raised in a barn. 
(But I do shut the door after myself. 
Usually.)

I grew up in the East Texas piney 
woods. Literally in a barn. The living 
situation was supposed to be only 
temporary, of course. We thought 
we’d live in the barn on the property 
until our family’s ship came in and 

then our house would quickly be 
built. For seventeen years we waited 
on Providence to provide, but that 
ship never did come in.

That barn was completely exposed 
to the elements. The summers were 
sweltering, and it wasn’t uncommon 
for a snake to be found in a shaded 
corner of a room. One summer a 
hive of bees paused their migration 
and spent three days in the rafters. 
Winters, conversely, were colder than 
your fridge.

One of my first jobs was mowing. 
At first, I thought mowing the grass 
around the barn would keep the 
grasshoppers out of our living areas. 
But it didn’t. I mean, the barn was 
surrounded by acres of knee-high 
grass, and cutting the grass didn’t 
keep the critters out. In fact, many of 
them would jump toward the barn to 
avoid the blade. But what else does 
one do with so much grass and time?

In those early years, as I worked 
our fifteen-acre yard, something 
surprising happened: a bond grew 
between me and the Lord. As I 
mowed, I worshiped, and I listened. 

And God met me in my work.
A relationship grew out of a 

seemingly pointless task, and that 
made all the difference in what I was 
doing. It might be hard to believe 
about a young boy and yard work, 
but I actually began to look forward 
to cutting paths in the wilderness. To 
spending that work time with God. 

When you work with Christ, your 
inner man is strengthened. You are 
joined to God’s higher purposes. 

Meaningful work means working 
well. But what does that look like? 
It’s not just working harder. It’s not 
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pulling all-nighters or earning higher 
pay or getting promoted. It’s not even 
finding the right job or organization 
to work for. An employee at 
McDonald’s who understands the 
secret of a called career can be more 
fulfilled by what he does than a 
pastor of a megachurch.

Here’s what’s possible for your 
work: you will be clay in the holy 
Potter’s hand; you will know that 
everything you commit your 
hands to will involve his divine 
craftsmanship. You will come to 
the place where you’re not pushing 
yourself to go to work but where the 
work itself will be propelling you. You 
will see that the vessel you want to 
be is exactly the vessel you are being 
molded into.

If that sounds good to you, the 
question you must ask yourself is 
this: “Am I engaged in the process of 
being molded?”

Knowing the answer removes 
every condemning thought and 
doubtful question. Is this the right job? 
Did I make a wrong turn in life? Is there 
a reason so-and-so is more successful? 
A man given to the Lord will be used 
for a higher purpose because he’s 
being made into his Maker’s desired 
image. You are uniquely made for the 
task at hand.

We have to understand that work 
is not a job—it is an attitude toward 
a job. Hopelessness comes when you 
confuse the two.

There are no dead-end jobs in 
Christ.

We need to have our minds 
renewed by Christ until we can see 
this. When this happens, we see 
meaning grow from the mundane. 
We find joy in a job description. 
Our calling isn’t the work itself but 

is the kingdom purpose in it. God 
has a specific assignment for you in 
whatever it is you do as your job—a 
mission within your work.

Now, walking in this reality does 
not come naturally for most of us. We 
rarely see purpose in our jobs, and by 
10:00 a.m. on Monday, any sense of 
purpose is pushed out by the demands 
of the job. So how do we participate 
in the practical work of sanctification, 
the hour-by-hour transformation that 
occurs during the working day?

We must start with the 
foundation, the role that labor 
has in our lives. This is the key to 
fulfillment in what you do.

Let’s stop here for a moment. If 
you feel disillusioned, don’t worry. 
For many of us, the wrong idea 
we have about work started with 
the way we grew up. Everything 
around us says to measure who we 
are and the success of what we do 
by the accolades we receive or the 
connections we have.

But there are empty men with 
many accolades and full men with 
none. Fulfillment has little to do with 
trophy rooms.

… the question you must ask yourself is this: “Am 
I engaged in the process of being molded?”
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Think of your labor as a holy 
container. Your work is a vessel full 
of love, whose sole purpose is to be 
poured out as an offering back to 
almighty God. The way you work is 
your response to God for giving you 
work in the first place. The more you 
respond to God in love, the more 
meaningful your work will become.

If you feel an emptiness or lack 
of meaning in your work, consider 
whether you see your labor as a love 
offering to God.

Do you want evidence that your 
work has become worshipful? Then 
pause to assess what meaning you 
presently receive from your work. 
This is your barometer.

You were designed to increase in 
good work. Your sacrifice and your 
success, spiritually speaking, are 
intimately tied together. 

You’ll bring new power into your 
day when you live from this kingdom 

dynamic. The principles that govern 
your calling and the work connected 
to it will be unlocked. The unique 
blend of anointing and Spirit-infused 
talent the Lord has given you will 
be unleashed as well. In fact, if you 
learn to labor in this special type 
of love, to work out your salvation 
in your work, you will bring a new 
measure of abundance into both 
your life and your career. Pf L

Your work is a vessel 
full of love, whose 
sole purpose is to 
be poured out as 
an offering back to 
almighty God.

God created you for a calling only you can fulfill. You long 
for that purpose, yet you have bills to pay and a family to 
support. But what if you could find your calling inside your 
current job?

Using practical language, author Pierce Brantley shares 
actionable steps to show you how to redefine the purpose 
of your work and discover what it means to have a “called 
career.”

You will learn: 

• the secret of meaningful work
• how to integrate your faith with your profession
• a unique approach to authentic service 

Living out your calling moves you beyond “just a job” into the joy of serving 
with eternal purpose.
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O
scar the Grouch of Ses-
ame Street has come to 
be a beloved American 
icon, but even being the 
world’s most famous 

grouch hasn’t made his attitude any 
more pleasant!

Perhaps what’s most interesting 
about the Grouch is not the fact that 
he manages to insult everyone he 
meets. Nor is it even the fact that 
he lives in a trash can! It’s the story 
behind how Oscar the Grouch got his 
name.

In the early days of Sesame 
Street, Jim Henson and Sesame 
Street director Jon Stone would 
meet to confer about the show 
at a Manhattan restaurant, 
Oscar’s Tavern. There they were 
consistently waited on by a man 

so rude and grouchy that going 
to Oscar’s to eat almost became 
a sort of masochistic pleasure—
most certainly a different form of 
lunchtime entertainment! 

And you guessed what the result 
of the waiter’s attitude ultimately 
was: He was forever immortalized as 
Oscar the Grouch.

Attitude is important! As a 
Christian, you represent Jesus—in 
everything that you do. If you decide 
to be a “grouch” for a day, that is 
the witness for Christ you will dis- 
play. God can help you control your 
feelings and your behavior. If you 
ask Him for help, He promises that 
His grace will be sufficient for you. 
Ask God to help you keep a positive 
attitude—you never know who 
might be watching!

When a man is gloomy, everything seems to go wrong; when he is cheerful, everything 

seems right! – Proverbs 15:15  (TLB)

From Daily Grace: Devotional Reflections to Nourish Your Soul. © 2005 

Bordon Books. Used by permission.

DEVOTIONAL

Oscar the Grouch
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Read Exodus 5:1—6:27

When We Face 
Opposition, 
God’s Promises 
Give Peace and 
Courage

T
heir request was a simple 
one: Moses and Aaron 
wanted permission to 
take the Jewish people 
on a three-days’ journey 

into the desert to a place where they 
could worship the Lord.

Six days of travel and one day 
of worship would add up to a 
week away from their work, but 
Moses said nothing about how 
long they would be gone or when 
they would return. This omission 
made Pharaoh suspicious, and he 
wondered if the purpose of their 

journey was escape rather than 
worship. 

Three questions are involved in 
this episode.

Pharaoh: “Why should I obey the 
Lord?” (5:1–3). This was a reasonable 
question because the Egyptian people 
considered Pharaoh to be a god, and 
why should their king obey a strange 
God that neither Pharaoh nor the 
Egyptians knew? Furthermore, what 
right did this new God have to call 
the Israelites “My people,” when the 
Jews were the slaves of Pharaoh? If 
Pharaoh obeyed the edict, he would 
be acknowledging a deity greater 
than himself, and he wasn’t about to 
do that. In his pride and false security, 
Pharaoh wouldn’t listen to the words 
of the living God.

Moses mentioned that the Israelites 
might be in danger of being killed 
if they failed to obey the Lord. Why 
bring that up? Perhaps Moses was 
hinting that Pharaoh’s stubbornness 
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might cost him his slaves and that 
he’d be better off to give the Jews 
a week off and thereby protect his 
cheap labor. However, there’s another 
factor involved: Moses was telling 
Pharaoh that the God of the Hebrews 
was a powerful God who could kill 
the Egyptians as well as the Jews. 
Pharaoh needed to understand that 
the demands Moses and Aaron were 
making were not to be taken lightly, 
for this was a matter of life and death.

Pharaoh: “Why should the work 
stop?” (vv. 4–21). The enslavement 
of the Israelites was a great boost to 
the economy of Egypt, and Pharaoh 
wasn’t about to give up a good thing. 
Unknown to the king, God was 
working out his perfect plan to free 
His people and glorify His great name, 
and nothing Pharaoh could do would 
prevent God’s plan from succeeding.

Instead of giving the Jews relief 
from their toil, Pharaoh made their 
labor even harder. “If they have so 
much time on their hands that they 
can take a week off,” he argued, 
“then let them find their own straw. 
The extra work will take their 
minds off such foolish ideas.” God’s 
message to Pharaoh through Moses 
and Aaron was only “vain words” as 
far as the king was concerned (Ex. 
5:9; “lies,” NIV).

Moses: “Why have You sent 
me?” (5:22—6:27). Moses did what all 
spiritual leaders must do when the 
going is tough: He took his burden to 
the Lord and honestly talked to Him 
about the situation. 

It’s easy to see that Moses was 

disappointed and distressed. He 
blamed God for the way Pharaoh was 
mistreating the Jews, and he accused 
Him of doing nothing. “Is this why 
you sent me?” he asked (Ex. 5:22 
NIV). In other words, “Are You going 
to keep Your promises to me or not?”

God’s chosen servants 
must expect opposition and 
misunderstanding, because that’s 
part of what it means to be a leader; 
and leaders must know how to 
get alone with God, pour out their 
hearts, and seek His strength and 
wisdom. Spiritual leaders must be 
bold before people but broken before 
God (see Jer. 1) and must claim God’s 
promises and do His will even when 
everything seems to be against them.

How did the Lord encourage His 
struggling servant? To begin with, 
God spoke to him and gave him great 
promises (Ex. 6:1–8). Today we have 
the written Word of God, but it’s 
likely that Moses heard God speak in 
an audible voice (33:11; Deut. 34:10). 

Four times in this speech, God 
reminded Moses, “I am the Lord” (Ex. 
6:2, 6, 7, 8) and used His covenant 
name “Jehovah”; and seven times, 
God said, “I will.” When we know that 
God is in control and we claim His 
promises, then we can experience 
peace and courage in the battles of 
life. God promised to bring Israel out 
of Egypt, free them from bondage, 
and take them into their Promised 
Land. At the heart of the seven “I 
will” promises is “And I will take you 
to Me for a people” (v. 7), which is the 
basis for all that God did for the Jews.

Warren Wiersbe studies of the individual books of Scripture—excellent resources for your church or 

devotional life—are available in book form from your local Christian bookstore or by calling 800-323-

7543. This excerpt comes from Be Delivered, a commentary on Exodus.
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A Season of 
Living Simply
BY  KELLIE JOHNSON
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I 
was on the trip of a lifetime with 
my dad when I noticed I had four 
missed calls from my husband. 

After losing my mom just 
a few months earlier, my dad 

asked me to escort him to a reunion 
he and my mom used to attend 
together. It was an honor to spend 
this time with him as we sought the 
good in an adventure, even amid 
grief. 

After finishing our hotel 
breakfast, I stepped outside the 
restaurant to return my husband’s 
calls. Despite the noise of silverware 
clanging and laughter from the 
buffet behind me, as soon as I 
heard my husband’s voice I knew 
something was wrong. 

He had taken a fall at work.
I could hear the physical pain in 

his voice, as well as concern over 
how this would impact our lives. 
A self-employed contractor, my 
husband’s strength and health were 
critical to his livelihood. 

After I returned home, we learned 
that Tim would be wheelchair-
bound for three to four months. 
Once he could stand, it would take 
even more time to test the waters 
regarding how quickly he might 
return to work.

Our faith told us that God had it 
all handled. Our fears, however, told 
us that the bills would not stop. We 
also recognized that a setback like 
this could leave an active person 
like my husband feeling inadequate 
or depressed. 

We became each other’s biggest 
cheerleaders and resolved that 
leaning into our faith was going to 
serve us better than giving in to fear. 

We embraced the attitude that we 
were embarking on an adventure. 
We suspected it would be adventure 
that would require sacrifice; we also 
hoped that it would leave us with a 
memory album full of evidence of 
God’s goodness. 

Our first few weeks at home felt 
like a blur. We had ramps built so 
Tim could get in and out of our 
house. We ripped the carpet from 
our bathroom so he could roll freely. 
Realizing the wheelchair would 
not fit through our bathroom door, 
we had to rig a way for him to get 
himself through the doorway and 
onto a rolling chair just inside. 

As I eased back into my job, Tim 
was left home alone a few days a 
week. As he sat in his recliner, I 
would kiss him goodbye knowing 
he was about to spend nine hours 
home alone.

Driving to work, I went through a 
mental checklist: Had I left a plate 

We suspected it 
would be adventure 
that would require 
sacrifice; we also 
hoped that it would 
leave us with a 
memory album full 
of evidence of God’s 
goodness. 
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and cup on the counter for him to 
reach? Was the rolling chair actually 
in the bathroom so it could be 
reached from the doorway? Was the 
key to our bolt-locked door where he 
could reach it if there was a fire and 
he needed to escape?

A Time to Evaluate and Reset
Right away, we had to weed things 
out of our schedule. Our weekly 
date nights and last-minute trips to 
meet friends for dinner or run to the 
grocery were now too much trouble, 
or even impossible, to accomplish.

And yet, as the days ticked by, 
something strange began to happen. 
Instead of becoming frustrated by 

the changes, we began to realize the 
value of leading a simple life.  

I found myself lying on the couch 
with a good book more often. 

As our income decreased and our 
spending slowed to a turtle’s crawl, 
I realized how much of our finances 
had been used for unnecessary items. 

I also discovered a renewed love 
for my husband as I watched him 
wait out this season with very little 
complaining.

Sometimes, I came to realize, it’s 
good to be taken by the shoulders, 
lead over to our easy chair, and set 
down for a spell.

As we slowed down our coming 
and going, spending and working, 
we realized that this was a good 
time to examine our lives. It was an 
unexpected opportunity to hit the 
pause button and re-set things we 
had been too rushed to take care of 
in the past.

An avid note-taker, I took out my 
journal and began writing about 
all the areas of my life I wanted to 
examine: 

My walk with the Lord seemed to 
be okay, but with all this time on my 
hands I knew I had an opportunity to 
discover deeper intimacy with Him.

After losing my mom last year 
and my husband’s brother six weeks 

later, my emotions had been leading 
me a lot of days, and I wanted to get 
a better handle on that. 

Finally, friendships and family 
relationships came to mind that 
I had taken for granted would 
always be there, and I wanted to do 
something about that, too.

Unexpected Gifts and 
Blessings
Friends and family brought meals 
over in the beginning and helped us 
get settled, but the blessings didn’t 
stop after that. Our mailbox began to 
contain unexpected checks and gift 

My walk with the Lord seemed to be okay, 
but with all this time on my hands I knew 
I had an opportunity to discover deeper 
intimacy with Him.

P
H

O
TO

 C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 O
F

 K
E

L
LIE

 JO
H

N
S

O
N

2408422-L09.indd   42408422-L09.indd   4 4/8/21   12:23 PM4/8/21   12:23 PM



POWER for LIVING   |   I Can Do All Things Through Christ 5

<—Only for feature article body pages

cards, often from people we hadn’t 
spoken to in a while!  One day a 
stranger who had heard our story 
handed me a card with a $100 bill 
tucked inside. A look at our electric 
bill online revealed someone had paid 
onto our account giving us several 
months of power at no cost to us. 

I could go on and on about how 
the Lord took care of us. I thought I 
needed a well-crafted plan to grow 
closer to the Lord when, in reality, all 
of these provisions made my heart 
explode with gratitude to Him. 

During my time at home caring 
for Tim, I cleaned out old closets and 
re-worked my office space. I penned 
hand-written cards to people to thank 
them for their generosity and to let 
others know I was thinking of them.

I still cry more easily than I would 
like after that year passed of loss and 
trials, but God is helping me laugh 
through the tears. I’m learning that 
it’s okay to be emotional if I don’t 
let my emotions lead me around on 
a leash. In fact, the older I get, the 
more I realize that my tears were 
bought with a price. Each loss in my 
life is evidence of a blessing I once 
held. And each loss has taken me 
deeper into the love of Christ and 
caused me to focus on the hope of 
eternity.

Instead of focusing on each loss, 
I’m learning to anticipate Christ 
gently taking me by the chin and 
turning my attention to Him.

Scripture tells us that “in this world 
you will have trouble” (John 16:33). As 
I grow older—and hopefully wiser—I 
want to recognize more quickly 
when I am entering a new season of 
being asked to sit a spell. I hope my 
response is to sit with hands open, 
postured to receive whatever the 
Lord is about to hand me. Pf L

Kelly and Tim, down to one boot

I’m learning to 
anticipate Christ 
gently taking me by 
the chin and turning 
my attention to Him.
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by MARLO SCHALESKY

PATCHES of GRACE

The bright winter sun shone 
down on the red rock hills 
outside of Las Vegas, Nevada. 
My kids piled out of the car 

and hurried to peer over the ravine. 
Red Rock Canyon really did have 
the most amazing ruddy sandstone 
mountains and giant boulders. 
Rounded peaks stood tall and stark 
against the cold, blue sky. 

One of my twins glanced back at 
me from the wooden railing lining the 
ravine. “Can we get closer?”

The other twin pointed to our right. 
“Look! There’s a path.”

From our vantage point at the 
top, we could now see other hikers 
traversing the small trail down into 
the chasm where huge stones, red as 
rust, sat as if a giant had tossed them 
out in a game of chance. Then the cliff 
face rose on the other side, craggy and 
beautiful. 

I grinned. “Let’s go, everyone!”
We hurried to the trailhead and 

began our descent. Some of my kids 
jogged ahead while others held back. 
The path forked to the left, with some 
large outcroppings on the right. The 
daring kids skittered off the path 
toward the outcropped rocks. Soon, 

they were crawling like insects over the 
craggy, red surfaces of stone. 

Jayna perched over the edge of the 
biggest rock and waved back at my 
husband and me. “Take my picture!”

We both grimaced. “Be careful!” 
We should have saved our breath. 

Jayna had always been the most 
fearless of the group. We shook our 
heads and snapped a few pictures as a 
couple more of my kids joined Jayna on 
top of the giant rock. 

But not every kid climbed out 
as far. Bria climbed halfway. Jordyn 
meandered only a few feet off the path. 
We took their pictures too. 

As we continued our journey, I 
noticed that a few of my kids were 
always the first to scale the mountains 
and stand tall on the top. Others took 
longer. And the youngest didn’t climb 
much at all. Instead, she preferred 
to tuck herself in the cool caves at 
the bottom of the stone structures 
and call—as eagerly as her more 
adventurous siblings—for us to take 
pictures of her. 

No matter if one was teetering over 
the precipice of a tall rock, or tucked 
in the shade of an overhanging crag, 
no one teased, no one shamed, no 

Red Rocks in Winter
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one scorned another for their choice 
of how to enjoy the wonder of Red 
Rock Canyon or the challenges it 
offered. Instead, the ones on the tall 
rocks laughed and waved to the ones 
on the lower shelves. The ones lower 
delighted in the escapades of the ones 
who dared to climb higher. 

Later, we hiked back up the path 
and piled into our car, with everyone 
laughing, sweaty, and chatting about 
the fun they had hiking together in the 
canyon.

That night in our hotel room, we 
reviewed the pictures. And every 
photo—of the daring and the safe—
reflected fun, wonder, and the beauty 
of God’s creation. 

As we sat and enjoyed the photos 
together, I learned something 
significant about not only the beauty of 
red rocks in winter, but also about the 
beauty God gives us in our differences. 

Too often, when faced with the 
dissimilarities in others, we choose 
to judge and condemn. But in doing 
so, we miss the advantage of different 
perspectives, different personalities, 
different ways of approaching the 
challenges God puts before us. 

The same God who said through 
Paul in 1 Corinthians 12:6, “There are 
different kinds of working, but in all 
of them and in everyone it is the same 
God at work,” also said “Let the peace 

of Christ rule in your hearts, since 
as members of one body you were 
called to peace. And be thankful” in 
Colossians 3:15. 

Be thankful. Rejoice even in our 
different approaches, personalities, 
and experiences. It’s easy to look at 
someone else and compare how we 
handled something, or how far we’ve 
climbed—or not climbed.

But where’s the fun in comparing? 
Instead, let us delight in the diverse 
ways others follow the call of God in 
their lives and encounter the wonder He 
places around us. Perhaps where we see 
defects, God has planned a picture that 
will reveal the red rocks of His wonder 
in a unique way. Maybe He’s creating an 
album that showcases the view from 
both the high rocks and the low caves. If 
so, why should we complain because a 
perspective is different from our own, or 
from the angle from which we are used 
to seeing?

From now on, when I’m tempted to 
downplay a vision of God’s splendor 
because I think someone has climbed 
too high, or not high enough, may 
God gently remind me of red rocks in 
winter.

Marlo Schalesky
is the author of several acclaimed novels. 
Find out more about her and her books 
at www.VividGod.com
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by Nancy BakerPuzzle

Snow  
and Rain
Job 37:6-9

God sometimes stops our labor by sending snowstorms or torrential rains. Instead 

of trying to plow our way through, we can thank God for the opportunity to be still 

and meditate on His great power. Search the puzzle for the words from the passage 

that are listed. The words may appear vertically, horizontally, or diagonally in the 

puzzle. After you have found all the words commit the verse to memory.

[God] says to the snow, ‘Fall on the earth,’ and to the rain shower, ‘Be a 
mighty downpour.’ So that everyone he has made may know his work, he 
stops all people from their labor. The animals take cover; they remain in 
their dens. The tempest comes out from its chamber, the cold from the 
driving winds.

ANIMALS

COLD

COVER

DENS

DOWNPOUR

DRIVING

EARTH

EVERYONE

GOD

LABOR

REMAIN

SNOW 

STOPS

TEMPEST

WINDS

T A J N I A M E R P X D P G H

H N X W M T B K H D T G Q D M

W I F N S W H G R R O B A L C

Q M S K D R I V I N G S G O D

H A R Z F O J D T H B V R C X

W L S D N I W Q E M V H M F S

X S L V B G S N S L C T X N G

M W P R S D O H P R B H O W T

P D S M N Y W S T O N W A J Q

C K Q H R B X T W N U F G S F

T O J E T N M O V W D R M T H

L P V H K R F P Q N B S T W T

K E R E W B T S V S N E D N R

M N F H R D G L H D J Q H D A

R T D G N Z T S E P M E T B E
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The  
Call  
of the 
Mountains
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T
he late American mountaineer 
Alex Lowe said there are two 
kinds of climbers: “Those who 
climb because their heart sings 
when they’re in the mountains, 

and all the rest.”
Eric Alexander is in the first group.
Alexander, 51, has summited 

nearly all of the famous mountains 

in the world. And while looking 
down on the world from the peak 
is amazing, Alexander insists that 
the journey to the top can be just as 
rewarding and awe inspiring.

“The mountaintop is often a nice 
bonus for the effort of journeying 
through the valleys,” Alexander says. 
“Just like life. Most of our lives are 

The Higher 
Summit

BY  DANNY SUMMERS
Mt. Ama Dablam is located in 
the Himalayas and is used as a 
training expedition for Mt. Everest.
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lived in the valleys. You can’t live 
your entire life at the summit. That’s 
just not possible.”

Alexander has been an outdoor 
adventurist most of his life. As a 
small child he accepted Jesus into 
his life as his Lord and Savior. As 
Alexander gained more and more 
independence through his teenage 
years, he drew closer to the Holy 
Spirit to guide him on a daily basis.

“I learned early to embrace the 
storms of life,” Alexander says. “You 
have a choice. You can either be 
really bored and grumpy, or be still 
and realize you get prime time with 
God. Throw a fit, or embrace the 
storm and wait it out with the One 
who loves you.”

Alexander, once a member of his 
college ski team, has also been a 
ski patrolman in Vail, Colorado, and 
the French Alps. He has successfully 
climbed the highest point on six 
of the seven continents and led 
expeditions throughout Europe, 
North America, South America, the 
Himalayas, and other mountainous 
regions of the globe.

Many of Alexander’s expeditions 
take weeks. His Mount Everest climb 
took two months. Sometimes he and 
his team never reach a summit for a 
variety of reasons. Throughout each 
journey, however, he turns to his 
favorite Bible verses, like Psalm 121, 
known as the “Song of Ascents.”

Verses 1-4 are carved into 
Alexander’s mind:

I lift up my eyes to the 
mountains—where does my 
help come from?
My help comes from the LORD, 

the Maker of heaven and earth.
He will not let your foot slip—
he who watches over you will 
not slumber;
indeed, he who watches over 
Israel will neither slumber nor 
sleep.

“Where does our help come 
from?” Alexander says. “Often when 
I am on a climb I look up to the 
summit. It reminds me to look up to 
the Lord for strength.”

Climbing, even for someone with 
Alexander’s skills, comes with many 
trials. A year before his first conquest 
of Mt. Everest in 2001, he almost died 
while attempting to climb Mt. Ama 
Dablam in the Himalayas.

UNFINISHED BUSINESS
During the team’s ascent up Ama  
Dablam, the weather threw some 
challenges when they reached 
20,000 feet. An endless cycle of 
storms kept them from reaching 
the summit. The team was stuck 
at 20,000 feet for seven days. They 
eventually ran out of food and 
supplies and the team leader, 
Pasquale Vincent Scaturro, called 
off the expedition.

Then things got worse.
On the way back down to 

Base Camp, Alexander slipped 
on a rock and fell about 150 feet. 
Miraculously, he landed on a small 
ledge, preventing him from dropping 
another 500 feet to a likely death.

“I didn’t break anything,” 
Alexander recalls. “But that night my 
lungs started filling up with fluid.”

Alexander was suffering from 
pulmonary edema, a condition 
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that can kill (by drowning) if the 
stricken climber does not descend 
quickly. He and the team—which 
included famous blind climber Erik 
Weihenmayer—retreated to Base 
Camp. But Alexander’s health failed 
to improve. The oxygen level in 
his blood (or O2 saturation) was a 
frightening 45%.

Alexander had to be placed inside 
a Gamow bag (an inflatable pressure 
bag large enough to accommodate a 
person). It was also determined that 
Alexander needed to be airlifted out 
for medical attention. However, with a 
storm raging on the mountain, it made 
flight impossible. Or so Alexander’s 
team and rescue crew thought.

“I relied heavily on the power of 
prayer,” Alexander recalls. “I was 
praying and people were praying 
for me.”

Though there was a heavy storm, a 
small window opened that allowed the 

helicopter to take off in an attempt 
to get to Alexander. Soon he was on 
his way to safety—and just in time!

“The sky opened, the helicopter 
landed, I was loaded on board, and 
we took off,” Alexander recalls. “And 
then the sky closed.”

For the next six months, 
Alexander endured pneumonia and 
was not able to properly train for 
any major expeditions, especially for 
the team’s planned hike up Everest 
(elevation 29,032 feet) in 2001. Also 
during those six months, Alexander’s 
best friend died in a snowboarding 
accident.

“I prayed, probably harder, than 
I ever prayed in my life,” Alexander 
says. “I asked for God to open doors 
one by one. I actually prayed for God 
to stop me from climbing Everest. 
I hadn’t trained for it, and after my 
fall I was a little freaked out. At that 
point I wasn’t sure if I wanted to 
climb anymore.”

The more Alexander looked for 
reasons why he should not join his 
team for the Everest climb, the more 
God made it clear that it was in 
His plan for Alexander to climb the 
highest mountain in the world.

Months before the climb, 
Alexander received clearance from 
his pulmonologist for the go-ahead 
to keep climbing into thin air. The 
team welcomed him back with open 
arms, and then Weihenmayer—one 
of Alexander’s best friends to this 
day—told him: “My whole life people 
have made judgments about me and 
what I should or shouldn’t do. I won’t 
do that to you.”

The fourth and final hurdle was 
eliminated when the team received a 

Eric Alexander’s first attempt to conquer 
Mt. Ama Dablam nearly resulted in his 
death. His second attempt—19 years 
later—was one of the most satisfying 
climbs of his life.
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grant for $250,000 to climb Everest.
“I finally realized, ‘How many 

times are you going to ask God 
for answers before it sinks in?’” 
Alexander recalls. “I told Erik I would 
go as far as I could go.”

As it turned out, Alexander went 
as far as the rest of the team by 
reaching the summit of Everest.

“That was God’s hand giving me 
strength,” Alexander says.

The Everest expedition was 
extremely satisfying for Alexander. 
He and his team received great 
praise. TIME Magazine called 
Alexander’s team the greatest team 
in history to climb Everest.

Following Everest, Alexander 
continued conquering the world’s 
greatest mountains. He poured a 
huge chunk of his life into being an 
advocate for people with disabilities 
and helping them achieve their 
biggest dreams and overcoming their 

biggest fears on a mountain.
As the years passed, Alexander 

wasn’t sure he would ever get the 
chance to climb Ama Dablam again. 

He got the opportunity in 2019.
Ama Dablam is one of those bucket 

list climbs for serious climbers. 
Alexander and his team used their 
second opportunity as a way to come 
together even stronger than they 
had 19 years earlier. They developed 
a deeper sense of trust, care, and 
communication. Those were the same 
intangibles that vaulted them to 
Everest’s summit in 2001. In addition, 
their failed attempt at Ama Dablam 
twenty years earlier had given them 
experience and wisdom. 

They were also older and grayer. 
And decades of injuries also meant 
that each man was less likely to try 
something stupid.

“I’m not a risk taker,” Alexander says.
The Ama Dablam expedition was 

Eric Alexander, far right, on the summit of Mt. Everest with two team members
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harrowing, yet rewarding. The men 
built character and confidence in each 
other. The successful second try to 
reach the summit of Ama Dablam—it 
took about 25 days—was even more 
rewarding than Alexander or his team 
could have imagined.

“I often think back to that first 
time we tried to climb Ama Dablam,” 
Alexander says. “Even when I was 
on my knees coughing up blood and 
fluids, I was praying and finding peace.”

In November 2019—19 years 
after their first attempt—Alexander 
and his team reached the summit 

of Ama Dablam in Nepal’s 
northeastern Himalayan range. The 
mountain is astoundingly steep and 
known for its soaring summit at 
22,349 feet. Many skilled climbers 
use Ama Dablam as a training 
expedition for Everest.

“We had an amazing team,” 
Alexander says. “It was a long haul to 
get back to that point. There was the 
longevity of faith and knowing that 
with God we have to have patience.”

The conquest of Ama Dablam 
ranks as one of Alexander’s greatest 
mountaintop experiences. 
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Eric Alexander and his team drew closer during their second attempt to reach the summit 
of Mt. Ama Dablam in 2019. 
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THE DESIRE TO KEEP CLIMBING
“Over the years I’ve learned to trust 
God more and more with each 
step,” Alexander says. “He wants 
me to trust Him. When we reached 
the summit of Ama Dablam on our 
second attempt I had incredible 
closure with God.”

Mountain treks are not glamorous. 
There’s hunger, boredom, and 
debilitating levels of fatigue. Even 
the most skilled climbers suffer from 
headaches, respiratory illness, and 
parasitic dysentery. Accidents happen. 
Sometimes climbers even die.

“When you see people falling to 
their death at 26,000 feet you also see 
people with fox hole faith,” Alexander 
says. “It’s not my strength that’s 
sustained me all these years. It’s His. 
It’s having that comfort and peace in 
the Lord through difficult times.

“Death is not the worst thing that 
can happen. The worst thing would 
be separation from God.”

Alexander and his wife, Amy, have 
been married for 16 years and have 
twin 13-year-old daughters. He finds 
that staying close to home can be 
as much of an adventure as scaling 
the side of one of the world’s most 
challenging mountains.

“I try to limit my significant long 
trips to one or two a year,” Alexander 
says. “I get just as much enjoyment 
out of preparing people and training 
people for big or small climbs.”

He plays many roles and gets 
great satisfaction in helping others 
to achieve their goals. Climbing 
some of the world’s intimidating 
and highest peaks with people who 
have disabilities has given Alexander 
unique and innovative insights.

“Reaching the top of a summit 
is a long haul,” Alexander says. “We 
have to be intentional and we have 
to have patience. We have to have 
patience with God.” Pf L

DAILY BIBLE READINGS

S U N D AY

M O N D AY

T U E S D AY

W E D N E S D AY

T H U R S D AY

F R I D AY

S AT U R D AY

Jeremiah 11—15

Jeremiah 16—20

Jeremiah 21—29

Jeremiah 30—33

Jeremiah 34—39

Jeremiah 40—45

Jeremiah 46—52

Part of Eric Alexander’s team on their way 
to the summit of Mt. Ama Dablam in 2019.
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Meditation 
must lead to 
prayer. It 

provides matter for 
prayer. It must lead on 
to prayer, to ask for 

and receive definitely what it has 
seen in the Word or accepted in the 
Word. Its value is that it is the 
preparation for prayer, deliberate 
and wholehearted supplication for 
what the heart has felt the Word has 
revealed as needful or possible.

The reward of resting for a 
time from intellectual effort, 
and cultivating the habit of holy 
meditation, will be that during the 
course of time the two will be brought 
into harmony, and all our study will 
be animated by the spirit of a quiet 
waiting on God and a yielding up of 
the heart and life to the Word.

Our fellowship with God is meant 
for all the day. The blessing of 
securing a habit of true meditation 
during the morning devotions will 

be that we will be brought nearer the 
blessedness of the man mentioned 
in the first psalm: “Blessed is the 
man [whose] delight is in the law of 
the LORD, and in His law he meditates 
day and night” (Ps. 1:2).

Let nothing less be your 
prayer and expectation, that your 
meditation may be true worship, 
the living surrender of the heart to 
God’s Word in His presence. Make 
the words of the psalmist your 
highest aim and sincerest prayer: 
“Let the words of my mouth and 
the meditation of my heart be 
acceptable in Your sight, O LORD, 
my strength and my Redeemer” 
(Ps 19:14).

Reflection: 
What is the connection between 
prayer and meditation? How do the 
two disciplines complement each 
other? Ask God to help you nurture 
the habit of praying as you meditate 
on His Word.

Andrew Murray (1828–1917), was one of the most revered ministers and writers of his day. He 

spent his life calling believers to uncompromising holiness, reliance on the Holy Spirit, and an ever-

deepening relationship with the heavenly Father. Taken from The Best of Andew Murray: 120 Daily 

Devotions to Nurture Your Spirit and Refresh Your Soul. © 2005 by David C Cook.

How sweet are Your words to my taste, Sweeter than honey to my mouth! 
– Psalm 119:103 (NKJV)

Andrew Murray

Meditation and Prayer: 
A Vital Connection CHRISTIAN 

CLASSICS
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Semper 
Fidelis, 
Always 
Faithful

BY  BETH LUEDERS
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I
n May 2003 when Marine Corporal 
Joshua Deeds returned from his 
Middle East deployment, his wife, 
Nina, barely recognized him. 

“I was startled just by the look 
in his eye. Josh had this stern, empty 
look,” Nina recalls. “His innocence 
and excitement for life was gone.” 

What had happened to Josh 
behind enemy lines? What 
experiences had altered this U.S. 
Marine so drastically and nearly 
crushed the life out of him and his 
marriage?

Josh, a West Virginian, met Nina in 
Memphis, Tennessee, when he was 
almost 22 and she was 17. What was 
truly love at first sight turned quickly 
into an engagement. Josh left for 
Marine boot camp in November 1999 
to be a Marine police officer, and Josh 
and Nina married a few months later.

Josh’s first official Marine police 
assignment was at Camp Pendleton, 
just north of San Diego, California. 
When Josh’s unit was unexpectedly 
ordered to deploy, Nina was pregnant 
with their first child and working on 
base as a preschool teacher. 

“On January 23, Nina kissed me 
good-bye and I left,” Josh clearly 
remembers. “Our unit didn’t have a 
clue where we were going or when 
we’d be back.” 

The next three months are a blur. 
Volunteering to gather intelligence 
with five other soldiers, Josh found 
himself continually on the move 
within Iraq, just before the Iraq War 
officially launched. 

“We had no support from 
American forces anywhere,” Josh 
explains about their covert mission 
to observe and do snatch-and-grabs 

to find out what Iraqis knew. Josh 
was appointed the top sniper to 
protect his team. 

Over the hellish 109 days 
entrenched in enemy territory, Josh 
suffered a number of injuries. But 
the ultra-gutsy Marine kept going. He 
fell from a helicopter. A building wall 
smashed down on him.  

Intense sleep deprivation, a 
battered body, and ongoing vigilance 
twisted the long-range assassin into 
a man even Nina didn’t recognize 
when he returned home just two 
days after their son, Joshua, was 
born. Josh was unraveling, but was 
sworn to military secrecy about 
where he’d been and what he’d done. 

To brush off the wounds of war, 
Josh poured himself into his Camp 
Pendleton police duties. Son Jackson 
was born in October 2004, almost 
eighteen months after Josh returned 
from Iraq. 

“Josh was constantly working 
extra hours,” Nina recalls of their 
early years as parents. “We were 
basically living two different lives.”

Josh longed to build the kind 
of close-knit family he had never 
experienced, yet he continued 
marching in the wrong direction. 
“I didn’t realize it at the time,” he 
explains, “but I had early onset 
symptoms of severe PTSD (post-
traumatic stress disorder) and severe 
TBI (traumatic brain injury).”

Josh punched autopilot at work. 
At home he was continually angry 
and struggled to sleep. “I did not 
know how to deal with normal life 
anymore. When I heard a baby cry or 
I needed to go to the grocery store, I 
would just freak out,” Josh explains. 

2408422-L11.indd   32408422-L11.indd   3 4/8/21   12:27 PM4/8/21   12:27 PM



4 POWER for LIVING   |   February 13, 2022

“I didn’t want to realize what I’d 
become.”

Josh tried to open up to Nina and 
let her into his pain, but she feared 
his recollections of war would give 
her nightmares and harm their 
babies when she was pregnant. 

Thankfully, just as Josh was about 
to receive orders to deploy back to 
Iraq, a Marine Corps position in U.S. 
Customs opened in Japan.

The family stayed in Japan 
for three years, where daughter, 
Jillian, was born in March 2007. All 
the while, Josh’s PTSD and TBIs 
continued to affect his patience and 
his judgment. Returning to Camp 
Pendleton, Josh slammed a fellow 
Marine in the mouth for accidentally 
firing a round during weapons 
clearing. 

The next morning Josh was 
finally sent for a post-deployment 
screening, which led to six months 
of daily medical evaluations by a 
military psychologist. With their 
youngest child, Jacob, on the way, 
Josh feared if he were fully honest, 
he would be pushed out of the 
military. 

“It was rough when Josh first 
started getting treatment because 
it opened up Pandora’s Box,” Nina 
recalls of Josh’s horrible post-Iraq 
nightmares. A couple months after 
Josh returned to full, active duty, 
he further injured his spinal discs 
carrying a fellow Marine during a 
combat fitness test. Josh was ordered 
off active duty. For another 18 
months, he worked with doctors to 
relieve his intense physical pain and 
“messed up brain.”

Feeling alienated from the Marine 

Corps and to a degree with Nina and 
the kids, Josh railed at God: “Why 
would You let this happen to me?” 
The Deeds were now attending a San 
Diego-area church, but it was hard 
for Josh to be transparent with the 
congregation’s men who extended 
friendship. 

In January 2012, Josh was declared 
100 percent disabled from severe 
PTSD, severe multiple TBIs, and 
roughly 20 other diagnoses including 
degenerative disk disease, glaucoma, 
and hearing loss. His back, knees, 
ankles, elbows, and shoulders were 
more like the bones and joints of 
someone twice his age. 

At age 36, Josh was discharged 
from military service and granted full 
disability retirement for life. 

The military also paid for the Deeds’ 
move to Colorado. Trying to settle in 

Wedding day, February 18, 2000
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a church proved a challenge because 
the throngs of people and loud music 
can trigger Josh’s headaches. During 
his 2 ½ years of medical evaluations, 
the military doctors loaded Josh up 
on medications. Once he retired, they 
added more. 

Josh’s zombie state from pills 
every two hours, numbed his 
relationship with Nina even more. 
“In early 2015, I’d had enough. I went 
from taking all those medications 
everyday to zero. I was done,” Josh 
explains. “Then our relationship 
really went downhill.”

Nina and the kids moved out 
and she wanted a legal separation. 
“I had a fear for my life and for 
my children’s lives. Josh was not 
himself. He had become an absolute 
monster,” Nina shares. “I was living 
as if my husband, who I love and am 
completely devoted to, would turn on 
me at any moment. I wasn’t going to 
allow Josh to destroy his family.”

After living 12 years with an 
unpredictable spouse, Nina backed 
away. Friends paid for a hotel for 
Nina and the kids for a couple weeks. 
When the family moved back to the 
house, Josh hit rock bottom.

“Nina got the house. So I was 
living in my car without my wife, 
without my kids, without my service 
dog,” Josh shares. “I decided to end it 
all. End the pain.” 

On September 19, 2015, Josh drove 
to mountains about 60 miles from 
home. He trudged for two days and 
two nights, sipping on a gallon of 
water. 

“I know how search crews work. 
Anything beyond 30 miles, they 
stop looking. So I figured I’d go out 

far enough, so there was no way 
my body would ever be found,” Josh 
details. “Without a body, it’s just a 
missing person. I just wanted to end 
the constant pain.” 

But before daybreak on the third 
morning, Josh edged to a ridgeline. “I 
cleaned my pistol and loaded it,” Josh 
recounts. “I made sure that there’s 
no possible way there would be a 
misfire. Then for whatever reason, 
I asked God, ‘Give me a sign if this 
isn’t what You want me to do.’”

At that exact moment, the sun 
peeked up over the mountain and 
Josh sensed God saying to him, “Go 
back and give it one more try. Ask 
your wife for forgiveness and give it 
one more try.” 

Just seconds from ending his 
battle-worn life, Sgt. Joshua C. 
Deeds, USMC (Ret.), eased off the 
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Josh with Operation Iraqi Freedom 
in 2003
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trigger. Next, Josh did an about-
face and headed back to his car to 
reunite with his family. Operation 
TBI Freedom put Josh up in a hotel 
room as he worked on repairing his 
relationship with Nina and the kids. 

By January 2016, Josh moved back 
home. Instead of taking nearly two 
dozen pills a day, Josh’s original meds 
were reduced in half. Today, Josh 
takes four medications a day instead 
of the 20-plus he once consumed. 

With family counseling, the 
kids now better understand the 
limitations their dad has because of 
his war injuries. Josh works hard at 
just being with the kids after school 
and during summer breaks. He has 
also been involved with veterans’ 
groups, where he seeks to encourage 
other combat veterans. He gets the 
pain. The fight to fight on. 

“Part of our love story is realizing 
the richness of our relationship 
with the Lord,” Nina says. “God’s 
faithfulness is the only reason I am 
able to love Josh the way that I am 
called to do. I know I have plenty 
of reasons not to, just like he has 
plenty of reasons not to hang in 
there with me.” 

Sharing that they discuss and 
apply God’s Word to their wounds 
of war and beyond, Josh and Nina 
summarize their relationship and 
marriage now of almost twenty-one 
years. 

“We’re 100 percent committed and 
wanting to love each other well in 
the way God’s calling us to. We have 
each other’s back,” Nina shares. “I 
know that even when Josh is in pain 
and having a difficult day, there is 
nothing that he wouldn’t do for me.”

When it’s Josh’s turn to describe 
their marriage, he doesn’t hesitate. 

“Deeply in love. And growing 
closer every day.” Pf L
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Josh and Nina at Japan’s historical 
Kintai Bridge. 
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M O N D AY

T U E S D AY
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T H U R S D AY

F R I D AY

S AT U R D AY

Lamentations 1—5

Ezekiel 1—3

Ezekiel 4—7

Ezekiel 8—11

Ezekiel 12—19

Ezekiel 20—24

Ezekiel 25—32

His cross is enough—more than enough—
to pay sin’s price,

cover my transgressions,
wash my heart clean.

His cross is enough—more than enough—
to turn sadness into joy,
mourning into dancing,

weakness into power.

His cross is enough—more than enough—
to give peace,

heal my diseases,
give strength for each day.

His cross is enough—more than enough—
to deliver me from destruction,

into the glories of heaven, 
into His very presence,

Jesus’ cross is enough.

The preaching of the cross . . .is the power of God. 
– I Corinthians 1:18 (KJV)

More than Enough
Jewell Johnson
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Sinking times are 
praying times 
with the Lord’s 

servants. Peter 
neglected prayer when 
starting his 

adventurous journey, but when he 
began to sink, his danger made him 
a petitioner. His cry, although late, 
was not too late. During our hours of 
bodily pain and mental anguish, we 
find ourselves as naturally driven to 
prayer as the wreck is driven onto 
the shore by the waves. As the fox 
hurries to its hole for protection and 
the bird flies to the woods for shelter, 
the afflicted believer hurries to the 
mercy seat for safety. Heaven’s great 
harbor of refuge is prayer. Thousands 
of weather-beaten vessels have 
found protection there, and the 
moment a storm arises we would be 
wise to head for it with all sail.

Short prayers are long enough. 
Peter gasped out but three words in 

his petition, but they were sufficient 
for his purpose. Not length but 
strength is desirable. A sense of need 
is a mighty teacher of brevity. If our 
prayers had less of the tail feathers 
of pride and more wing, they would 
be all the better. Verbiage is to 
devotion as chaff is to wheat.

Are we nearly engulfed by 
affliction’s boisterous waters? Let us 
then lift up our souls to our Savior 
and rest assured that He will not 
allow us to perish. When we can do 
nothing, Jesus can do all things. Let 
us enlist His powerful aid upon our 
side, and all will be well.

Reflection
When we pray, why is it important to 
remember to whom we are praying? 
How can that remembrance motivate 
us to pray even short prayers more 
often? Write down some reasons 
that keep you from praying during 
difficult times.

Charles Spurgeon (June 19, 1834 – January 31, 1892) was a British Particular Baptist preacher who 

remains highly influential among Christians of different denominations, among whom he is still 

known as the “Prince of Preachers.” From The Best of Charles Spurgeon: 120 Daily Devotions to Nurture 

your Spirit and Refresh Your Soul. © 2005 Honor Books. Used by permission.

And when Peter had come down out of the boat, he walked on the water to go to 
Jesus. But when he saw that the wind was boisterous, he was afraid; and begin-
ning to sink he cried out, saying, “Lord, save me!” – Matthew 14:29-30 (NKJV)

Charles Spurgeon

Three Powerful 
Words CHRISTIAN 

CLASSICS
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Racing 
Around 

the World
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D
ick Beardsley says that he 
wakes up every morning 
“with a smile on my face, 
enthusiasm in my voice, joy 
in my heart and faith in my 

soul. Those four things have helped 
me through some very difficult times 
and they might just help other folks 
out also.”

Those difficult times have 
included his own addition to opioids, 
as well as losing a son to suicide. 

In 1982, Dick Beardsley was a 
relatively unknown distance runner 
from Minnesota whose runner-up 
finish in the famed Boston Marathon 
vaulted him to the national stage. 
The world was his oyster. Or so he 
thought.

In the decades following that 
race, Beardsley’s life has been a 

story of triumph, tragedy—and God’s 
faithfulness through it all. 

His message to others? “Don’t ever 
give up. Always look for that hope. 
You can’t live one second without 
hope. Don’t ever give up hope. You 
have to just keep moving forward. 
Life can get better, and it will get 
better.”

A RUNNER’S HIGH
The 1982 Boston Marathon still 
ranks as arguably the most dramatic 
race in the event’s 124-year storied 
history. The race lineup that year 
included four-time champion 
Bill Rogers (perhaps the greatest 
American distance runner ever) and 
three-time New York City Marathon 
champion Alberto Salazar, an 
American born in Cuba.

NEVER GIVE UP  
HOPEBY  DANNY SUMMERS
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There were an estimated 1.5 
million spectators along the 26.2-
mile racecourse. Beardsley did his 
best to stay calm. 

“I looked at the runners at the 
start line and said, ‘Why am I here,’” 
Beardsley recalls with a chuckle. 
“I’m not in the same league as these 
guys.”

The press labeled the race the 
“Duel in the Sun.” And for good 
reason. Beardsley ran neck-and-neck 
with Salazar for most of the course. 
At Heartbreak Hill (the 20th mile) the 
two runners distanced themselves 
from the field to set up a fantastic 
finish. Salazar overtook Beardsley in 
the final 50 yards to run the fastest 
Boston Marathon ever; 2 hours 8 
minutes 51 seconds. He defeated 
Beardsley by two seconds (2:08.53).

Salazar’s margin of victory—10 
yards and two seconds—equaled the 
closest finish in the race’s history. 
The two runners hugged each 
other in the finish-line chute at the 
crowded Prudential Center.

Salazar ended the year ranked No. 
1 in the world in the marathon by 
Track and Field News magazine for his 
wins in Boston and New York.

Beardsley’s incredible day in 
Boston did not come as a total 
surprise to those who paid close 
attention to elite runners of that day. 
In June 1981, 10 months before the 
Boston Marathon, Beardsley won 
the Grandma’s Marathon in Duluth, 
Minnesota, with a time of 2:09.37. 
His record stood for 34 years. He 
also won the first official London 
Marathon in 1981 that was run by 
7,590 people.

Beardsley’s life changed after 

the 1982 Boston Marathon. He was 
invited to run in races around the 
world.

“I went to places and ran in races 
I had only read about in magazines,” 
Beardsley says. “Life couldn’t have 
been going any better at that point.”

Beardsley, a native of Minnesota, 
was a two-time Olympic Trials 
Marathon qualifier (1980 and 1988). 

ATHLETE, ADDICT, ADVOCATE
But his world turned on its axis in 
November 1989 when, while using 
an auger to lift corn into a bin on 
his Minnesota farm, he became 
entangled in the machine as it 
literally began to tear him apart. He 
was not expected to live or walk, 
much less run again. He was in and 
out of hospitals over the next five 
months. That began his dependence 
on opioids that eventually led to him 
living a double life.

Then, between July 1992 and 
February 1993, Beardsley was 
involved in three serious automobile 

Dick Beardsley’s winning time in the 1981 
Grandma’s Marathon stood for 34 years
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accidents. He sustained back 
and neck injuries and had to be 
hospitalized after each accident. He 
also suffered a serious accident while 
hiking and eventually underwent 
three back operations in 1994 and 
knee surgery in 1995. His opioid 
addiction grew.

“Growing up, I never drank and 
never did an illicit drug,” he says. 
“When I had the accident in 1989, 
it took numerous surgeries to get 
my body back together. I took some 

Demerol after the surgeries, and 
while it didn‘t take all the pain away, 
it sure made me feel good. After a 
while I didn’t need the narcotics 
anymore for pain, but I liked the way 
they made me feel.”

Unable to find a doctor who 
would continue to prescribe the 
pain medications he wanted, 
Beardsley decided to write his 
own prescriptions.

“I knew I could go to prison and 
lose everything I had,” he says, “but it 
didn’t matter, I needed the narcotics.”

By August of 1996 Beardsley was 
taking a cocktail of valium, Percocet 
and Demerol, all highly addictive 
drugs.

“I was taking up to 80 pills a day,” 
he says. “It’s a miracle I didn’t die or 
kill some innocent family when I was 

driving down some rural Minnesota 
road.”

In September of that year 
Beardsley was arrested for forging 
prescriptions. He was sentenced to 
five years’ probation and 460 hours 
of community service. He also spent 
nine days in a psychiatric unit where 
he was prescribed methadone, a 
narcotic often used to treat serious 
addictions because it can be easier to 
wean away from.

Five months later—February 12, 
1997—Beardsley had his first day of 
chemical-free sobriety.

“I always have to be aware that if I 
make one mistake I could jump right 
back into my old life,” he says. “For 
me, it’s one day at a time. Drugs and 
alcohol are not an option.”

Beardley says that his faith in God 
has grown throughout his trials. “It’s 
the only way I’ve grown stronger. 
I know I got through it because of 
Jesus.”

Beardsley became an advocate 
for breaking the chains of chemical 
dependency and has traversed the 
country speaking to groups and 
organizations. He is a frequent 
keynote speaker at Fortune 500 
companies, non-profit organizations, 
fundraisers, sporting events, prisons, 
schools and drug treatment centers.

In 2007, he started the Dick 
Beardsley Foundation to provide 
assistance to individuals suffering 
from chemical dependency who are 
unable to pay for a 12-step treatment 
program.

He also speaks on the topic 
of suicide, a topic on which he is 
tragically familiar. After serving in Iraq, 
Beardsley’s son Andrew suffered with 
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“For me, it’s one day 
at a time. Drugs and 
alcohol are not an 
option.”
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post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
committing suicide at the age of 31. 

“If what I have to say changes 
even one person’s mind about 
suicide, that helps me to deal with 
the pain I deal with every day over 
Andy’s death,” Dick says.

CHOOSING HOPE, JOY, AND 
GRATITUDE
Dick has learned to turn personal 
tragedies into a driving force to help 
others.

Today, he rejoices in the little 
things. Despite both of his knees 
being replaced, he runs nearly 
every day, He estimates he has 
logged 150,000 miles. He ran 
numerous marathons following his 
farm accident and years of drug 
addiction.

Dick ran the 2000 Napa Valley 
Marathon in 3:23.05. He trained hard 
in 2001 to try to break the three-hour 
mark at Grandma’s to celebrate the 
20th anniversary of his incredible 
performance. He ran a 2:55.39 and 
called it his “biggest triumph.” In 
March 2004, Dick ran a 2:43.58 at 
Napa, his best time since before his 
farm accident. He broke the 2:50 mark 
many more times and is once again a 
member of Team New Balance.

The Dick Beardsley Half Marathon 
started in the mid-1990s as a way 
to honor Dick and takes place each 
year in Detroit Lakes, Minnesota, as a 
warmup to the Twin Cities Marathon.

Today Dick and his wife, Jill, are 
innkeepers and owners of Lake 
Bemidji Bed and Breakfast. Dick 
remains an avid fisherman and has a 
profitable ice fishing business.

Dick awakes most mornings 
around 3:15 a.m. He is out the door 
by 4 on his way to pick up people 
to take them fishing or on other 
outdoor adventures.

“I talk to the Lord all the time,” 
Dick says. “I always thank Jesus that 
He has been there for me. I thank 
Jesus that Andy is celebrating with 
Him in heaven right now. Even on 
days when I am at my lowest, I know 
Andy no longer has terrible dreams 
and darkness  in his life. Someday 
I will be able to hug him again and 
rejoice with him.”

“I couldn’t imagine going through 
life without Jesus,” Dick says. “Even 
though I caused a lot of the pain and 
misfortune in my life, not once did I 
ever question God or say, ‘Why did You 
do this to me?’ I believe I am here to 
share my story and to honor Him.” Pf L

Dick Beardsley was one of America’s elite 
marathon runners in the 1980s, finishing 
second in the 1982 Boston Marathon
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by MARLO SCHALESKY

PATCHES of GRACE

A Wild Mustang and a Navajo Boy

The rumble of little hooves 
sounded behind me as I 
sauntered through our pasture 
and called to a few of the horses 

there. I glanced behind me and grinned. 
Mickey. Of course it was Mickey coming 
to greet me, galloping from the far 
corner of the pasture.  The 16-month-old 
mustang skidded to a stop then put his 
nose on my chest. I laughed, snuggled 
him, then continued on my way, with 
the little mustang following like a puppy 
behind me. 

A few months prior, Mickey had 
been completely wild. He ran from 
humans and wouldn’t allow himself to 
be touched. But my daughter, Bria, had 
trained him for our local horse rescue. 
And that’s how we discovered, and he 
discovered, that he loved people after all. 

Bria waved me down from the other 
side of fence. Mickey and I trotted 
toward her. “This is a good one,” I told 
her as I threw my arm over his neck. 
“What kind of home do you think would 
be best for him?” 

Bria smiled. I could tell she’d started 
to dream. “I think he would be best with 
a little kid who loves horses. Someone 
who would be his buddy. Someone he 
could love. Someone who would go on 
adventures with him and they could grow 

up together. Wouldn’t that be amazing…?” 
Her voice faded away.

I sighed. “I don’t know anyone like 
that.”

She sighed too. “I don’t either.”
“You know, let’s pray. We’ll pray for just 

the right home for Mickey.”
Later that week, we pulled into the 

grocery store parking lot where we were 
meeting Marlene, the owner of the horse 
rescue that had sent us Mickey to train. As 
we parked, she leapt from her truck. We 
met up on the far side of her trailer. 

“Hey, I need to talk to you about 
something,” she said.

Then she told us about a recent trip 
she took to Arizona to haul horses. 

While driving through the Navajo 
reservation, she had stopped at a gas 
station with her trailer. While she was 
there, a man had come up to her and 
pointed at the rescue’s name and logo on 
the side of the trailer.

“You rescue horses?” the man had 
asked.

“Yes,” she’d said.
“You got any rescue horses to adopt 

out?”
Of course she did, but she wasn’t 

sure why he was asking or why he’d 
approached her in a gas station many 
miles from the rescue.
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DAILY BIBLE READINGS

S U N D AY

M O N D AY

T U E S D AY

W E D N E S D AY

T H U R S D AY

F R I D AY

S AT U R D AY

Ezekiel 33—36

Ezekiel 37—39

Ezekiel 40—48

Daniel 1—3

Daniel 4—6

Daniel 7—9

Daniel 10—12

Then the 
man had 
grimaced. 
“I’m sorry, 

but I saw your 
trailer and 

thought that, 
well, maybe you 

were the answer to my 
son’s prayers last night.” 

He told Marlene about his son 
who’d just had his tenth birthday. Until 
recently, the boy had been lethargic, not 
interested in anything—until he’d started 
to ride and connect with the family’s 
middle-aged mare. With the horse, the 
boy had come to life. He loved riding 
and spending time in the barn. Even his 
birthday cake had been covered in horse 
figures. 

But then, tragedy had struck. They’d 
found their mare sick in the pasture one 
morning, and she’d passed away shortly 
thereafter. The boy had cried and cried, 
but he didn’t give up hope.

Instead, the boy had decided to pray. 
“Just last night,” his father told 

Marlene, “my son prayed that God would 
show him someone who would bring him 
his new horse.”

A crazy prayer. An improbable request. 
But one 10-year-old Navajo boy prayed 

it all the same.
And that’s when his dad had pulled 

into a gas station and spotted a trailer 
from an out-of-state horse rescue. And 

he had dared to wonder. Dared to try. 
Dared to ask.

And when he did, Marlene thought 
of Mickey. Our sweet, in-your-pocket 
mustang baby who needed a boy to call 
his own.

As she finished telling us this story, 
Marlene turned to Bria. 

“Can we give him Mickey?” she asked. 
“You trained him. You have the final say.”

Bria and I nearly spoke at the same 
moment. “Of course we can!”

And we did.
Jesus tells us in Luke 11:10, “For 

everyone who asks receives; the one who 
seeks finds; and to the one who knocks, 
the door will be opened.” And James tells 
us to believe and not doubt. To trust in the 
love of the One to whom we are coming 
in prayer.

Too often, because prayers are not 
always answered in the way we wish, we 
choose to only pray safe prayers, easy 
prayers. But our God is a God of hesed, of 
loving-kindness, grace, mercy, abundant, 
out-of-the box love. 

And sometimes it takes a wild 
mustang and a Navajo boy to remind me 
to trust myself to that love. To receive it 
with faith and confidence, and to give it 
with joy.
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Marlo Schalesky
is the author of several acclaimed novels. 
Find out more about her and her books 
at www.VividGod.com
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The children of 
God often think 
their God has 

forgotten them. When 
they fall into sin and 
darkness, they feel off 

from Him, as if His mercies were 
gone forever. But learn here that God 
never forgets the soul that is in 
Christ Jesus.

So it was with Moses in the land 
of Midian. For forty years, he thought 
God had forgotten His people. 
Moses wandered as a shepherd 
in the wilderness for forty years, 
sad and desolate. But had God 
really forgotten His people? No, He 
appeared in a flaming fire in a bush 
and said, “I have surely seen the 
oppression of My people who are 
in Egypt, and have heard their cry 

because of their taskmasters, for I 
know their sorrows” (Ex. 3:7). 

The Lord cannot forget you. If 
you stood before God in your own 
righteousness, then I see how you 
might be separated from His love 
and care. But you stand before Him 
in Christ, and Christ is the same 
yesterday, today, and forever. You will 
be held in everlasting remembrance. 
The world may forget you, your 
friends may forget you; this is a 
forgetting world. You may not have a 
tombstone over your grave, but God 
will not forget you.

Reflection
Have you ever felt abandoned by God, 
that He has forgotten you? What were 
the circumstances? How can you be 
assured that God is with you always?

Robert Murray McCheyne (21 May 1813 – 25 March 1843) was a minister in the Church of Scotland 

from 1835 to 1843. He was educated at the University of Edinburgh and at the Divinity Hall, where 

he was taught by Thomas Chalmers. He served as minister of St. Peter’s Church until his death at 

the age of 29 during an epidemic of typhus. Taken with permission from The Best of Robert Murray 

McCheyne: 120 Daily Devotions to Nurture Your Spirit and Refresh Your Soul. © 2005 by David C Cook.

“Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” – Matthew 28:20 (NKJV)

Robert Murray McCheyne

God Never 
Forgets You CHRISTIAN 

CLASSICS
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Hey, 
Batter, 
Batter, 

Batter…

February 27, 2022 I Can Do All Things Through Christ
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I 
always thought there was 
something over the big sandy hill. 

I got a new dad and a new 
neighborhood when I was six. 
We were the third house in the 

new sub-division. It seemed every 

house built had a boy in it—Earl 
and Randy’s house, Scott’s house, 
Murray’s house, Dennis’s house, 
David and Jerry’s house, and Reid’s 
house. (One house did have a girl in 
it. Her name was Debbie.) 
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The Big 
Sandy Hill

BY  DAVID CLAY
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We made a makeshift diamond at 
the end of my street to play baseball. 
We had an old baseball but had long 
ago hit the cover off it. We wrapped 
it in black electrician’s tape because 
we couldn’t afford a new baseball. 
We used stones for bases, our 
outfield was a blackberry patch, and 
everything that landed in the woods 
beyond the blackberry patch was a 
home run. 

We were seven and eight, and 
well, that’s all we had.

That summer, I noticed this older 
boy, probably about 10, walking 
through my neighborhood with a 
baseball glove and sometimes with 
a bat. 

This older boy would walk over 
and beyond this big sandy hill—a 
place I wasn’t allowed to go—then 
in two or three hours, I would notice 
him walking back the other way. 

Many days in a row, he would walk 
through my neighborhood, with a 
glove, sometimes with a bat, and 
disappear over the big sandy hill. 

I knew I would be punished if I 
followed him. Nevertheless, one day 
after playing a game on the only 
field I knew—stones for bases, a 
blackberry patch for an outfield, the 
woods for home runs, and a black-
taped ball—I decided to see what 
was over the big sandy hill. 

There was this nagging feeling, 
this thought, this idea that there was 
something important over there. 
Constantly looking back for my 
omniscient mother’s eyes, I walked to 
the end of my known world. She must 
have been busy with my new sister. 

I walked up the big sandy hill. 
The first thing I saw was two horny 

toads that somehow found their 
way into my pocket. At the top 
of the hill stood a forest of black 
oak trees, the kind the branches 
meandering down and parallel to 
the ground so that you could play 
“walk the limb.”

As I got closer to the end of 
the woods, I began to hear people 
yelling and shouting and using 
baseball language. 

“Batter, batter, batter … swing 
batter.” 

I heard baseball poetry. “We want 
a pitcher, not a glass of liquor.” (I was 
raised Baptist; I wouldn’t know what 
a glass of liquor looked like.) 

I heard horrible sexist remarks 
like “You swing like a girl.” (You 
better not say that in front of Debbie. 
She would beat you up.) 

As I crested the top and cleared 
the woods, I looked down and 
beheld an immense expanse of land 
containing two large baseball fields 
with green grass in the infield and 
outfield and a team practicing on 
each one. 

I saw outfield fences with business 
advertisements displayed on them, 
like “Eat at Sandy’s Hamburgers” and 
“Shop at IGA.” 

I even saw a concession stand. 
People were selling cokes, snow 
cones, and Pixie Stix. Pixie Stix were 
great stuff. You could buy three for a 
nickel. 

I walked down the hill, crossed the 
road, and walked up to the backstop. 
(My field did not have a backstop.) 

The kid who walked through my 
neighborhood was playing first base 
using baseball language, “Batter, 
batter, batter, swwwwing batter!” 
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There was an adult throwing to 
home plate. The kids called him 
“Heycoach.” One kid was batting and 
after a time, another kid took his 
place. This repeated itself several 
times. 

Finally, when Heycoach asked 
for another batter and no one came 

forward quickly, I, in my ignorance, 
ran around the backstop, picked up 
the bat, and got ready for the pitch. 

Heycoach looked a little confused 
but threw the ball anyway—threw it 
right by me. 

I had never seen anything so fast. 
The catcher looked confused, but 
before he could say anything, the 
coach threw another pitch as fast 
as the one before; I swung late by at 
least 10 minutes. 

Then the catcher, figuring out 
finally that I had invaded their space 
and was not on the team, said, “Hey, 
Coach, this kid’s not on our team.” 
(You know how catchers are.)  

I knew I had done something 
wrong. The man on the mound said, 
“That’s okay; I’ll throw him a couple 
more pitches.” I missed by a mile. 

After the sixth pitch, seeing that 
this new batter was no baseball 
prodigy, the coach said, “Okay, boys, 
gather up.” 

I laid the bat down and walked 
away. Then I ran around the bases 
on both diamonds, pretended to 
catch a long fly ball right in front 
of the IGA sign, used the hot white 

concrete-block bathroom, and 
bought three Pixie Sticks for a nickel. 
I put two in my pocket and ate one. 
Afraid they might eat my Pixie Stixes, 
I dropped the horny toads on the 
ground. (I had gotten in trouble once 
before for having horny toads in my 
pockets. Mom found them while 

doing my laundry.) 
After walking over to the kid who 

walked through my neighborhood, 
I said, “Can I play with you guys 
tomorrow?” 

He replied, “Hey, ain’t you the kid 
who lives on the other side of Big 
Sandy Hill? I have a brother your 
age. His team practices on Tuesday 
nights, but you have to join. You have 
to sign-up to play. Bring your dad 
Tuesday with your birth certificate, 
and after you sign up, you can play 
baseball. But not on our team; you’re 
too small.” 

I couldn’t wait to tell my friends 
what I had found. 

I walked up and into the woods, 
climbed an oak tree, and sat on a 
branch to eat my second Pixie Stix, 
a green one. After that, I walked 
down the hot sand and back into my 
known world. Before I walked into 
the house, I checked for horny toads. 

My mother was doing laundry in 
the laundry room connected to the 
carport, so I snuck through the front 
screen door and into my bedroom. 
After turning on the floor fan, I laid 
down on my bed, reached into my 

I, in my ignorance, ran around the backstop, 
picked up the bat, and got ready for the pitch.
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pocket, found the last Pixie Stix, 
peeled the paper back and tap, tap, 
tap, tapped the grainy blue powdery 
goodness onto my green tongue. I 
wondered if my baseball buddies 
would believe me when I told them 
I saw two baseball fields, with grass 
and real bases, and lots of real balls 
and bats.

The next day I tried to explain it. 
“Like on television,” I said. “No, 

really, it was a large field with really 
green grass and plenty of white 
baseballs and bats. It had real bases 
and a backstop and an outfield fence. 
Really, guys, and they sold Pixie Stix 
three for a nickel.” 

One friend (I won’t mention 
names) said, “Ah, you’re lying; we 
can’t go there anyway. We’d get in 
trouble.” 

Another friend said, “I’m not 
going. I like our field just fine.” 

But that day, two friends followed 
me over Big Sandy Hill to see for 
themselves. What I most enjoyed 
when we got there was looking at 
their eyes when they saw it for the 
first time. 

“Wow! You weren’t kiddin’,” they 
said in unison.

Earl said, “Who’s got a nickel?” 
Next Tuesday was the beginning of 

my very mediocre baseball career at 
the Myrtle Grove Baseball Complex in 
Pensacola, Florida. 

I’ve noticed something: in this 
world, when people talk about life 
after death, they tend to agree there 
is something after this life. Usually, it 
is described in terms that stretch the 
bounds of a person’s imagination. 
They might use words like “streets of 
gold” and “seas like crystal.” 

I don’t know about the gold and 
crystal, but my opinion is this: I 
believe there is something over The 
Big Sandy Hill—something so grand 
and amazing that we have trouble 
trying to find the words that explain 
it: something so totally unlike our 
existence that we are more apt to 
disbelieve than to believe. 

I’ve been a minister and pastor for 
39 years. I’ve preached to the living 
about dying and prayed for the dying 
about living again. I’ve stood under 
green funeral tents and watched 
hundreds of caskets descend into 
the earth. I believe there is a heaven, 
and I believe there is a heaven right 
now—a heaven that exists while we 
exist and that one day will complete 
our existence. 

Looking back, it was on that long-
ago summer day, with sand in my 
sneakers and toads in my pockets, 
when I journeyed over The Big Sandy 
Hill and stood high above those two 
baseball diamonds, and saw, for the 
first time, real grass, real bases, real 
balls, and bats, that I first knew there 
was a real heaven. Pf L

I’ve noticed some-
thing: in this world, 
when people talk 
about life after death, 
they tend to agree 
there is something 
after this life. 
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DAILY BIBLE READINGS

S U N D AY

M O N D AY

T U E S D AY

W E D N E S D AY

T H U R S D AY

F R I D AY

S AT U R D AY

Hosea 1—3

Hosea 4—6

Hosea 7—10

Hosea 11—14

Joel 1—3

Amos 1—2

Amos 3—6

I
n November 24, 2002, the Tulsa 
World printed an article in which 
readers described what they 
thought Heaven would be like. 

A five-year-old girl named 
Molly said, “I think Heaven has 
houses that are made out of candy!” 
But twenty-one-year-old Nicole 
wrote: “Heaven is a place where 
you can watch TV and never catch 
a glare. Your wildest dreams come 
true, and everyone is supportive of 
them. You never have to worry about 
visiting your mom in an old-folks 
home because she’s just as bright 
and agile as she was at twenty-five.”

Older readers had different 
ideas: “In Heaven, we will 
do activities beyond our 
comprehension. Ninety- year-
olds will turn cartwheels with ten-
year-olds,” wrote seventy-eight 
-year-old Don. But perhaps Alzie 
Worthens, 85, summed it up best 
when she said, “I would prefer 

Heaven to hell, because I’ve heard 
the devil serves cold coffee, and I 
don’t like cold coffee.”

What do you think Heaven 
will be like? The Bible doesn’t 
give us many details of our future 
heavenly home, but what you 
can be sure of is that it will far 
exceed your wildest expectations. 
Revelation 21:3-4 declares that in 
that place, “the dwelling of God 
is with men, and he will live with 
them. They will be his people, and 
God himself will be with them and 
be their God. He will wipe every tear 
from their eyes. There will be no 
more death or mourning or crying or 
pain, for the old order of things has 
passed away.”

No more tears. No more pain. No 
more death! Heaven is the place 
every human heart longs for, the 
place where God will set all things 
right, and then dwell in the midst of 
His people—forever.

From Daily Grace: Devotional Reflections to Nourish Your Soul. © 2005 
Bordon Books. Used by permission.

“Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor have entered into the heart of man the things which 

God has prepared for those who love Him.” – 1 Corinthians 2:9 NKJV
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Available from David C Cook
and everywhere books are sold

“This book will 
inspire, encourage, 
and equip you to 
dig into God’s Word 
and experience its 
life-changing power.”  
Alli Worthington,
speaker, business coach,
author of Standing Strong

In Fall in Love with God’s Word: Practical Strategies for Busy Women, the 

founder of Equipping Godly Women, Brittany Ann, helps busy Christian 

women create a consistent Bible-reading routine they love, experience 

the Bible’s life-changing power for themselves, and fall in love with 

God’s Word in the process.
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