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INTRODUCTION
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My introduction to the world of public speaking and ministry, like so much of my life, was not exactly normal.

I was at a reunion dinner with my husband, Steve, sitting at a big table with about twenty of his friends from seminary. Generally speaking, I’m generally speaking, and on this occasion I was chatting pleasantly as usual with various people nearby. Suddenly, I heard a loud voice booming from across the table.

“Sheri Rose.”

A little startled, I looked up at the stranger calling my name. Unable to ignore a voice reminiscent of a Boeing 747 beginning its takeoff run, the others looked up too.

“Sheri Rose, I heard you were a fat, Jewish, drug-addicted teenager from a broken home. How in the world did you ever become a Christian beauty queen? That’s amazing!”

What’s amazing, I thought, is how fast and at what volume this lady has just shared the Cliffs Notes version of my life with an entire restaurant. Wonder if she’d be willing to discuss some of the juicier details of her life?

Around the table the crunching of croutons stopped abruptly, and all eyes turned toward me. It wasn’t exactly the kind of opening I was looking for to share my testimony, but it was the one God had laid out for me at the moment, and I owed it to Him to answer … somehow. After a short pause, I said that I would share my story with them.

I told how I had been raised in a violent, dysfunctional home. I explained how God had rescued me from a miserable life as an overweight, Insecure, severely bulimic young woman. I also recounted my darkest hour, when I was about to take my own life—how I cried out to God, and He answered. As I was sharing, I realized how far God had brought me. We spent the rest of the evening laughing together, crying together, and sharing the joy of victory that only Christ can bring to a life.

Driving home that night, I began to have second thoughts about what I’d said. The more I pondered, the more ashamed I became of all the mistakes I had made. I wasn’t proud of my poor choices. I wished I could relive my life, but I knew I wouldn’t have a chance to do it over.

That’s when I began to realize that life is not a dress rehearsal. How could a past like mine possibly glorify God?

A few weeks later, I picked up the phone to hear, “Hello, Sheri Rose.” The roar of Miss 747 was unmistakable. She said that she was with a national women’s ministry that was coming to Phoenix. Her speaker for the event had canceled, and she wanted to know if I would come and share my story with four hundred of her ministry leaders, who would be gathering from all over the nation.

“I can’t,” I said.

“Why not?”

“People like me don’t speak in Christian circles. Besides, I’m not trained as a speaker. I don’t even have a college degree.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“I’m too embarrassed. There is no way that I am going to come and share publicly all the mistakes I ever made and how God had to fix them.”

She had heard all the excuses she could take. “Sheri Rose,” she thundered, “God did not pull you out of that dark place for you to keep it to yourself. He pulled you out so that you could pull others out too.”

I thought, This lady is either hearing from God or she’s manipulating me. Whichever it was, she got her way.

Before my speech I was so petrified that I went to the bathroom seven times. I got so tired of walking back and forth between the head table and the ladies’ room that I decided to stay put in the bathroom stall until it was time for me to speak. While waiting for the dinner to be over, I heard a woman behind one of the stall doors say, “I am so stuffed—and now we have to sit and listen to that speaker!”

I was mortified. I came out of the stall and asked the ladies if they were with the same organization I was. They said, “No, we’re with the pharmaceutical convention next door.”

Whew!

As I headed back down the hall to the meeting room, I heard the master of ceremonies introducing me. I ran up to the podium and turned to face the four hundred pairs of eyes looking back at me. With my knees knocking together like castanets, I started retelling the story I had shared at Steve’s reunion dinner. I said everything I could think of, and it still took only fifteen minutes of the forty-five they gave me. So I ran off the stage and back to the bathroom, thanking God I would never have to do that again.

Wrong!

A few weeks later my phone started ringing with requests to come speak at women’s retreats, women’s conferences, and church services. I couldn’t believe it! Isn’t it amazing how God can take our messy lives and turn them into a ministry for His glory? He will if we allow Him to!

Time after time, my experiences have reminded me that life is not a practice run. None of us have an opportunity to go through it all again. Each day, good or bad, we have the choice of giving our best performance for the glory of God. It’s our choices, not chance, that determine the future chapters of our lives.

As I share some of the chapters from my life, may you experience hope, joy, laughter, and tears. Most important, however, be encouraged that the Author of your one life on earth wants to use you to make an impact on people for eternity.




Dumped On

Spending long summer days at the beach is the splendid stuff teenage dreams are made of… unless of course the teenager looks like I did. When I was in high school, I was seriously overweight. It hadn’t dawned on me yet that I was turning my body—God’s temple—into a trash can. Back then, the only thing grander than my humiliation was the size of my swimsuit.

I grew up in California, where slim, toned, tan people strut around confidently in bathing suits all the time. I never appeared in public without a coverup or some other camouflage to hide my silhouette. So when I finally lost fifty pounds during my senior year, I was elated about being thin and able to show off my new body in a swimsuit. (Keep in mind that this was before I became a Christian.)

It was time for my coming-out party.

A national volleyball tournament was going to be held on the beach, and I was determined to make a good impression… and maybe a few dates. I was going to make up for all those fat jokes and lost time in a big way! I knew there would be national media coverage of the tournament and that sports agents and casting directors would be looking for new talent. I was determined to get the attention I’d always longed for.

I arrived at the beach tournament in a white swimsuit, with a white towel, white sunglasses, white hat with little white sandals to match, a white fold-out chair, and big white rhinestone earrings. My makeup was perfect and my hair was freshly styled. I made a royal entrance, flashing my best beauty pageant smile—which I had been practicing since childhood—and parted the sea of wide-eyed weekend wayfarers with my radiantly white ensemble. Despite the urge, I refrained from doing my little beauty pageant wave—which I had also practiced since childhood.

Everybody was looking at me. I didn’t care that I was the only person on the beach who looked like she had dressed to attend a formal dinner and then suddenly decided to go watch a volleyball game instead.

I imagined a scuffle breaking out among the easting directors to see who could get to me first. They were no doubt assuring each other, “She’s obviously the next Hollywood megastar.”

Thousands of people had gathered for the tournament. Thousands of people mean lots of food. In Southern California lots of food means lots of seagulls—flocks and swarms of seagulls. And we all know what lots of seagulls eating lots of food eventually generate.

My elegant and perfectly positioned hat was too tempting a target to pass up. Of all the people they could have chosen to unload on, the seagull bombardiers chose the one in dazzling white who was busily making a lasting impression. Little did their target know how lasting her impression would be.

My ensemble had attracted plenty of admiring onlookers, but no one was watching the sky as an enemy seagull high overhead opened its bomb bay doors. In other words, all eyes were on me when a big (and I mean humongous) blob of seagull poop—on the edge of my hat. With impeccable timing, it lingered briefly on the brim before it proceeded to drip onto my perfectly styled hair.

Summoning what shred of poise I could, I removed my hat (carefully), cleaned up my hair and hat with my towel, and wished I could sink beneath the sand without a trace. My regal aura was shattered. I definitely got the attention of the audience. All eyes were on me, all mouths were laughing, and all fingers were pointing. What a mess I was a part of! Literally.

The Word of God says, “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up” (James 4:10, NIV). At that time in my life I was too busy lifting up Sheri Rose to pay any attention to God. My big day at the beach was a lesson in humility. When we try to exalt ourselves above others, we set ourselves up to be dumped on. To make this point clear, God will use whatever it takes—including dive-bombing seagulls.
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Blinded by the Light

It was prom season, and it seemed like everyone I knew had been invited to the junior prom—except me. I was desperate to get a date, but nobody would ask me. Even when I did the asking myself, no boy would accept. I ended up paying my friend’s brother to take me. I even paid to rent his tux. Talk about humiliating!

I have always loved flowers, and for the prom I bought a blue polyester floral print dress to match my eye shadow. No one told me that a print would make me look twice as big as I really was—and I was big! To make matters worse, I had the hardest time finding shoes in just the right shade of powder blue. I finally settled on a pair of blue plastic thongs from Kmart, which set me back ninety-nine cents.

As I was posing for my photo at the prom, a guy I had a terrible crush on (not my date) came up to me and said, “Sheri, are you going to the beach?”

I thought that this was his way of asking if I was going to party on the beach after the prom. Maybe he was going to invite me! “Why?” I asked. “Are you?”

“No,” he shot back with a smirk. “I just thought you were going to the beach because you look like a whale, and you’re wearing thongs!”

I didn’t see how my life could get any worse.

But it did. Somebody put LSD into my drink at my sixteenth birthday party. This unexpected surprise resulted in a three-day “trip” filled with hallucinations—bugs on the walls, evil faces on the ceiling—and a horrifying feeling that I was floating uncontrollably through the air. I have no idea how I got home. When I finally came to, I was on the bathroom floor, crying hysterically. My stepmom, Susie, cautiously opened the door to see what was going on. I ran into her arms and cried, “I hate my life! Please help me!”

So many times in the past I had run away from her advice and love. Though I didn’t understand it at the time, God had prepared my heart to run to her and admit that I was lost and afraid and needed her guidance.

She agreed to help, but only under her conditions. I had to give up the rebellious lifestyle I had gotten comfortable with—wild weekends, sugar fixes, drugs, cigarettes—everything. I was so desperate that I was willing to give it a try.

Back at school, rumors about the party got to class before I did. My English teacher walked up to my desk, pointed her finger in my face, and sneered in slow, deliberate tones, “Sheri Rose, you will never amount to anything.” Her condemning voice echoed off the chalkboards to the accompaniment of the snickers of two dozen teens.

I was devastated. Fortunately, my English teacher wasn’t in charge of the grammar lesson for life. I didn’t know God then, but as I look back, I can just hear Him telling her, “Don’t put a period where I have a comma, because I have a plan for every life I create.”

By the time I graduated from high school, I had lost fifty pounds and kicked my drug habit. I decided to enter my first beauty pageant, Miss San Jose, California.

Talking with other contestants backstage the night of the competition, it soon became painfully obvious to me that nobody else had experienced the kind of life I had. I began to wonder who would want damaged goods like me to be a public role model. An ex-druggie from a broken home in a beauty pageant? No way.

My self-confidence was in a death spiral when my dad walked up to me, looked deep into my eyes, and said, “Sheri, I’m so proud of you for what you’ve accomplished with your life.” There is incredible power in a parent’s encouragement. His few words changed my whole outlook.

If you’re a parent, take a moment to encourage your children today. They need your love and support more than you can imagine. A few positive words take only a moment, but that moment will turn words into beautiful melodies that will echo in their ears for a lifetime.

After my dad’s encouragement, I was ready to give those judges a performance they would never forget. I thought that I was totally prepared. I had had briefings on current events, modeling classes, and speech training. My dad, the king of trade-offs, even gave a plastic surgeon a trip to Maui so I could get a new nose.

Part of every pageant is “the walk.” Dressed in evening gowns, the contestants parade like movie stars one at a time down a runway toward the audience. The runway and stage are lined with tiny lights, and spotlights follow each contestant as she walks down to the end of the runway, makes a turn, and walks back.

Of course, we had all practiced smiling, waving, and walking during rehearsal—and many of us had been practicing it since we were children. During the rehearsal, however, there weren’t a thousand people sitting out in the audience, and the Miss San Jose crown was not actually on the line. An even bigger difference was that during the competition, the auditorium was pitch-dark, the spotlights were right in our eyes, and we couldn’t see a thing in front of us—even if the thing happened to be the judges’ table.

When my turn came, I sauntered down the runway toward the light, beaming my best competition smile and doing the figure-eight wave like a pro. I took one confident step after another until, suddenly, there was nothing to step on. I went flying through space off the end of the runway and landed with an unqueenly thud—smack on top of the judges’ table.

The audience gasped in unison. All was lost. But just because I was flat on my face didn’t mean I couldn’t be quick on my feet. Mustering my perkiest smile, I rolled off the table and hopped up on my heels. I straightened my sequins, looked up at the judges without missing a beat, and exclaimed, “I just wanted you to remember me.” With that, I crawled back onto the runway and walked offstage the right way. If I was going to go down in flames, I might as well go with a little panache.

I learned a life lesson that night. It’s not how I act, but how I react that makes the difference. The judges not only remembered me, they awarded me the title of Miss San Jose. My reaction had turned embarrassment into triumph—though I don’t recommend it as a strategy for aspiring pageant contestants!

How many peaks and valleys could there be in one day? After my victory, my family and I all went to a Mexican restaurant to celebrate. I was starving! I hadn’t eaten real food in three weeks. With admiring relatives and curious onlookers surrounding me, I lunged for the nachos. As I did, my shiny new crown slid off and scored a direct hit into the retried beans.

God never runs out of imaginative ways to keep us humble.
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