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For my wife, Serita, the mother of my children

For my mama, Mrs. Odith P. Jakes, the mother of who I have become

For Coretta Scott King, the mother of the civil rights movement
The church sanctuary was adorned with enough roses and lilies to fill two florists’ shops. The aisles overflowed with people dark-clad in the colors of mourning—men and women, black and white, young and old, rich and poor, the famous and the infamous, as well as those unknown to the public eye. The nation’s power brokers bowed their heads in respect, seated alongside those able to lift their heads with pride every day, knowing they would be politically powerless without the efforts of the woman we were there to celebrate.
As I surveyed the throng of mourners, I counted among our number four living presidents: President George W. Bush, along with First Lady Laura Bush; Bill Clinton; George H. W. Bush; and Jimmy Carter. A host of great singers, including one featured in this book, CeCe Winans, along with her brother BeBe Winans, the incomparable Stevie Wonder, and a choir of accomplished musicians, provided a remarkable offering of commemorative spirituals and hymns that captured the gratitude and grief, the passion and purpose of the woman we had come to honor: Mrs. Coretta Scott King.
I recalled how on my last visit with her we didn’t dine together as we often had; her health was declining and the stroke had hampered her speech. Still, she managed to communicate enough with me to inspire me as we prayed together.
Just as this book was going to press, Mrs. King passed from this life with the same grace and dignity with which she lived it. Coming less than a year after the loss of another civil rights pioneer, Rosa Parks, the death of the Reverend King’s cochampion of equality and justice reminded us that while the torch of equal rights has been passed, we have not fully illuminated all the dark corners of prejudice and racism. As we embrace the expansive legacy of this remarkable woman, this icon of an era in our nation’s history, it seems such a providential gift to have her daughter Bernice, who delivered such a beautiful eulogy at this service, share firsthand a glimpse of her mother later in this book.
What I set out to do in writing this book is simple: to pay homage to the incredible gifts of our mothers and to offer tribute to the wise lessons that they pass on to us. I learned many of the lessons that I share with you in this book from my own mother, a strong and resilient woman of grace whose absence continues to echo in the canyons of my heart each day. But I also observed the lessons contained here from other mothers such as Mrs. King.
And like so many women who may not be our biological mothers but who become our spiritual, emotional, and psychological mothers, Mrs. King demonstrated the lessons she held most dear by the way she lived her life. Carrying on her husband’s legacy. Overcoming barriers of fear and distrust. Upholding the practical impact of equal rights for all people. Whether she was speaking at a council of world leaders, counseling a group of at-risk young women, inspiring generosity at an educational fund-raiser, or lobbying to remove the wrenching stigma of the past, she made a difference.
Yes, like so many remarkable mothers, Coretta Scott King made a difference. Certainly she affected the lives of her children: Yolanda, Martin III, Bernice, and Dexter. But she also generously left in the lives of many others a substantial deposit that will continue to flow forward for many generations. And so, as I offer this book to her, as well as to my own mother and the mother of my children, I pray that all who read these pages may be ignited by Mrs. King’s example to make their own life-changing, soul-liberating difference in the lives of those around them. I dedicate this book then not just to my mother, my wife, and Mrs. King, but to all the women who will read it and realize that each person they touch is potentially the next one to change the world. Thank you for being the hand that rocks the cradle. Through those you touch, you will rule the world.
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TIMELESS TEACHERS IN THE CLASSROOM OF LIFE
I’ll never forget the feeling of entering that room for the first time. After walking down the hill from my house with my mother, I strolled nervously down the long, never-ending hallway amidst the chattering bustle of others my size and many more who were much larger than my boyhood frame. Nervousness, excitement, a little fear, and a large dose of curiosity infused my system with a powerful elixir. Inside the room that would become a kind of second home to me for the next nine months, I scanned the brightly colored bulletin boards, the blackboard that dominated an entire wall, the green border above it with its neatly scrolled alphabet letters that I would soon be expected to master, the many rows of desks and chairs that were just my size. The place smelled of chalk dust and ammonia, laced with the scent of daisies from the bouquet on the teacher’s desk and perhaps just a hint of her sweet perfume. As I peered in, other curious faces looked back at me, each of them just as eager and terrified as I was on this first day of school. Mrs. Dills looked up at me and smiled, and I felt that school might not be so bad after all. At that moment I let go of my mother’s hand, she who had guided me through the labyrinthine halls of this new, strange, and exhilarating locale, and stepped forward with the same sense of monumental achievement as the first man on the moon!
Who can forget their introduction into the education system? We all had to take that first big step toward maturity and intellectual stimulation, a step that would shape and craft us into a smarter version of ourselves. Perhaps it was easier for me because my mother was a teacher, both by profession but also by her very nature. She couldn’t pass up any opportunity—and they were abundant each day—to share with others her contagious curiosity about everything around her. She handed out lessons to those of us around her the way a millionaire hands out tips!
Because of the life lessons that Mama had already started teaching me, I quickly felt at home in my new classroom. I discovered that I was used to paying attention to each day’s lessons because my mother had already instilled in me an appreciation of information, knowledge, and most precious of all, wisdom. In fact, my mother had already shared her view that life itself is the classroom that God gives us to learn who we are, who He is, and how we are to become who He created us to be. I learned some of life’s most important lessons long before I entered first grade. This proclivity toward lifelong learning continues to be one of the most significant legacies my mother left me.
Thinking about my mother and the many other mothers I know, along with numerous observations and experiences gleaned from other people about their mothers, I think it’s time to pay tribute to these most influential of educators—our mamas. I believe the time is right to examine the legacy that our mothers continue to bequeath to us, and to heed their lessons as we move forward into our own God-given destinies. It’s not just that our mothers’ wisdom is timeless, but that it’s especially timely today, in our twenty-first century.
You see, I’ve witnessed a growing apathy toward motherhood. With all of our many advances in technology and corporate culture, women are now expected to excel in the boardroom as well as the kitchen. The woman who doesn’t wish to work outside her home is often looked down upon as being old-fashioned or incapable of the immense juggling act that her sisters enact around her.
But we need mothers, along with their luminous lessons that shine across the shadows of time, more than ever. Women should not have to apologize for being mothers. As a society, we’re in trouble when we don’t value our children enough to place them above our careers, our leisure activities, or our goals of self-improvement. No, we must step back and realize that mothers have often shaped our world from the cradle, by rocking, nurturing, and instructing children who grow up to make life-changing and history-making accomplishments. For every radical revolutionary or fast-forward fashionista, every preacher and president, every molecular scientist and Internet technician, there’s a mother behind them who fostered her child’s sensibilities to their full potential.
Have you ever considered the way your mother has shaped the person you are today? Learning from our mothers—whether they are biological, emotional, or spiritual mothers to us—is something that all of us share. You see, everybody has a mother, whether it’s the hardened criminal on death row, or the successful executive on Wall Street. Heads of state and heads of major corporations all entered this world through the painful labor of a woman. And if that woman didn’t raise and nurture them, then there was likely another woman—an aunt, a big sister, a church mother—who loved them as her own. Indeed, if there is one thing every member of the human race has in common with all others, it is that each one of us is someone’s child. We all began our life’s journey in a woman’s womb. All of us who live and have ever lived came into being through a woman, to whom God said, “I need you to assist me in the miracle of life.” He trusts mothers so much that He allows them to share in His creative work. Mothers are the banks into which God has chosen to deposit life. It’s been that way since the very first birth on earth and it is still that way all over the planet.
The vital role that mothers play has not diminished over time, but our perception of mothers has shifted dramatically. Consider for a moment the way we have watched the image of motherhood evolve on the screens of our television sets. We have seen the glories and the challenges of motherhood portrayed in Caroline Ingalls, Olivia Walton, Aunt Bee, June Cleaver, and Carol Brady, to name a few. But the days of Leave It to Beaver and The Brady Bunch are no more. Rarely will you find a woman who cleans house and bakes pies and cookies every single day. You are less likely to stumble upon a lady who starches both her aprons and the bedsheets of her entire household. In fact, if you were to knock on the doors of one hundred households, you would find only thirty women who could be called “stay-at-home moms.”
No, mothers today work inside the home, outside the home, and everywhere in between as they shuttle between their kids’ school, the church, and their office, not to mention the grocery store and dry cleaner. According to an ABC News original report on May 8, 2005, 70 percent of mothers who have children under the age of eighteen balance outside employment with their duties at home. The same report cites that 61.8 percent of mothers with children under the age of six have jobs outside the home. The television mothers many of us grew up with did not work. Oh, there was at least one Andy Griffith episode in which Aunt Bee secured a job, but by the time the ending credits rolled, she was happily back in her kitchen to stay!
In 1984, our perception of mothers, at least the characters we saw on our television screens, began to change with the introduction of a trailblazing working mother in the character of Clair Huxtable on The Cosby Show. Clair was the mother of five children, whose ages ranged from elementary school to post-college. She was a devoted mother, able to provide insight and wisdom to her children when needed and to keep a perfect house, all while maintaining her position as a busy attorney. Sure, we can admire Clair Huxtable for being able to perform a difficult job while raising a healthy, thriving family, but she is not a realistic example of a working mother. Most working mothers struggle with feelings of guilt because they are unable to be with their children as much as stay-at-home moms can. In addition, they sometimes face criticism, wage discrimination, and severe time constraints. And many working mothers have what works out to be at least two full-time jobs—bringing home the bacon and having to fry it up in a pan.
However, working moms are not the only ones who struggle today. Young mothers, those who become pregnant as teenagers and even preteens, are also a great concern. In the year 2000, eighty-three of every one thousand teenage girls in America got pregnant. In 2002, girls between the ages of ten and fourteen gave birth to 7,315 babies. The number of teenage pregnancies in America is declining, but it is still alarming.
Our children are having children. And if it is difficult to raise children, think how much harder it is when you are just a child yourself. Some young women who found themselves pregnant have had abortions; some have given their babies up for adoption; some have tried to hide; some have failed miserably as they struggled to raise a child for whom they were unprepared. On the other hand, some say they have been successful, usually because they have had extra-large doses of help, compassion, and wisdom from people who cared too much to let them fail.
On the other end of the spectrum from teenage mothers we see women becoming first-time mothers at thirty, thirty-five, forty, forty-two, forty-four—even some who have made news when they gave birth in their fifties and their sixties. As Americans, we are living longer than we once did and we have longer sexual lives resulting from better health in general—and from pharmaceutical innovations like Viagra! Such factors allow for an extension of the typical understanding of “child-bearing years.”
Where our teenage mothers lack so much of the vital life experience that time affords, older mothers have experience overload. In many cases, these women are financially secure and they do not share the economic concerns of their young counterparts, but their challenges are social. It’s not easy to hear comments about your adorable grandchild every time you go to the supermarket if that “grandchild” is your own newborn son or daughter. Their challenges are also physical: come on, at forty, who doesn’t suffer from a midlife energy crisis! Unlike their teenage counterparts, most older mothers don’t have to worry about having enough money to support their children, they have to worry about having enough energy to keep up with them. They don’t have to worry about how to finish college while caring for an infant, but they wonder if their own health will hold out so they can see their sons and daughters graduate someday.
And many moms today are raising their children alone. The U.S. Census Bureau reports that there were 10.1 million single mothers in the United States in 2003, an increase from 7.5 million in the 2000 census. Some of these women are single because they have chosen not to marry, some have lost their spouses to death or divorce, and some have been abandoned. One reason single mothers often find life so difficult is that they are the sole breadwinners for their families and must work full-time. One of their ongoing obstacles is time management. Simply finding time to do everything that must be done for everyone in the household can seem impossible.
Another reason some single mothers struggle is that, deep in their hearts, they long for companionship. Some will even proudly admit that they are “on the hunt.” A woman has a dilemma when she says yes to the call of mothering while she is lonely for male attention. She needs to know that callings have sacrifices. A woman cannot mother well if she is always going on dates. Motherhood does not prohibit a relationship with a man, it simply means that instead of expending all of her energy searching for Mr. Right, she needs to trust God to bring someone to her who fits her situation. While she waits for Him, she needs to find appropriate, healthy ways to deal with her longings and her loneliness while fulfilling her responsibilities to her children.
As you can see, motherhood now glistens with so many different facets in the dawn of our new century. Some aspects of mothering are easier than they were for women thirty years ago, and some are more challenging. Modern conveniences and technology have simultaneously increased both the productivity and the pressure in our lives. Things are easier to manage, but time seems more difficult. Decentralized families and day-care centers have changed the way women mother and the way children perceive their mothers.
But for all the changes motherhood has undergone in its long, storied history, some maternal dynamics remain the same. For instance, we still want our mothers when we’re sick, mothers still know when “something is wrong,” and there’s still nothing quite as comforting as having our mother’s arms wrapped around us when we’re sad, lonely, or afraid. And, ultimately, mothers remain some of our most powerful teachers in the hands-on laboratory of everyday living.
What makes for these timeless qualities of a mother? Of all their many attributes, I believe that it all comes down to the heart—a mother’s heart, to be exact. It really has nothing to do with biology or reproductive science; it has everything to do with the tenderness and toughness, the compassion and conscientiousness, of the heart. Not everyone can bear children physically (particularly men!), but everyone knows something of what it means to birth a dream, a goal, a hope. We learn innately what it means to nurture and tend, to care for and comfort, to build up and lean into by experiencing the ways our mothers loved us.
My own mother was a most remarkable person. She embodies the reasons that I esteem mothers so highly. In fact, when people ask me why much of my nearly thirty-year ministry has focused on seeing women healed and released into everything God has for them, I tell them that my loving and ministering to women is born of the way I loved and appreciated my mother. I am who I am today in large part because of my mother, and I have written this book on behalf of all the sons and daughters who know they are who they are because of their mother. I have penned these pages in honor—in celebration and in tribute—of every mother who has ever lived.
And it’s not only that we need to be reminded of our mothers’ timeless truths. I want all the mothers out there to know how much their sacrifices matter, how much what they teach us really does make a difference. Mothers need to be told how much we appreciate all that they have imparted to us in their various lessons, to know that we love and cherish their wisdom, and that we would never be where we are without their support and encouragement. I travel very often, and I seldom go into a city in which someone does not say to me, “My mother loves you, Bishop Jakes!” I suppose, more than any other comment, I hear about the mothers who appreciate my ministry. One of the reasons I have written this book is to say, “Mothers, I love you too!”
In this book, I am delighted to pass along some of my mother’s advice and wisdom that has encouraged and ministered to me, to share of my own observations, experiences, and thoughts about motherhood, and to pass along to you some of the great lessons my mama and other mothers taught me about life, love, and longevity. Portraits of other mothers, some of whom you will know and some you will read about for the first time, are also included as “Substitute Teachers” within each of the three sections of this book. When my friends and colleagues discovered that I was writing about the lessons I learned from my mama, they were eager to tell me about their own special maternal relationships, and I’m delighted to include their stories here in celebration of the women who have played such vital roles in making them the people they are today.
I hope you will be encouraged and empowered as you read; I hope you will glean your own life lessons from what we share in this book. I hope you will be inspired to birth the greatness that has already been planted in your life and to share your fruits of the journey with those around you. And, somewhere along the way, I hope you will take a moment to remember and to honor your mother, realizing afresh that you are who you are today because Mama made the difference in your life.
Part One
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Homeroom: Lessons on Life from Our Greatest Teachers

 
Can you remember the first time you realized that your mother might actually know what she was talking about? That she wasn’t just trying to control your life and dominate your decisions with her omniscient awareness of every cookie you sneaked or every chore you forgot to complete? Our mothers’ admonitions and prohibitions tend to linger in our minds long after the sound of their voices reminding us of our curfew has faded.
I recall being a young man caught in the cusp between childhood and adulthood, a young teenager desperate to test my limitations and fit in with my friends. On this particular occasion, the only thing standing between me and my freedom was the dreaded ten o’clock curfew. How could my mother expect me to become an adult if I had to be home and in bed before the news was even on? So one night I succumbed to the temptation and formulated what I thought would be a Mama-proof plan. I plumped up half a dozen pillows beneath my covers, waited until my mother had retired to her bedroom, and then I silently tiptoed down the hall and out the door.
Miraculously enough, I made it home apparently undiscovered. But it wasn’t until I was sitting at the breakfast table the next morning, bleary-eyed and exhausted, that I realized that Mama’s rules might very well be for my own good. She wasn’t trying to control my life as some authoritarian manipulator. No, she knew that a growing body needs rest and consistency more than the thrill of late-night foolishness. I’m sure I still had my moments of doubt and disobedience after that night, but I recall paying a little more attention to the motives behind my mother’s rules and regulations. You see, I realized after my curfew caper that my mother was preparing me, not just to be a good son or a devout Christian, but for something much bigger. She was teaching me to be a student of life.
Lesson One


MAMAS TEACH US TO BELIEVE IN GOD
Of all the life lessons my mama taught me, I can say without a doubt that one of her bedrock gifts to me was a living, breathing belief in our God. She did it with words, she did it with actions, with prayers and praises, with the way she responded to life’s hardships and trials. She did it with the joyful gleam in her eye as she surveyed the beauty of His creation in the budding rosebush at the corner of our house. She taught me to believe in God when she knew I was watching her, and she taught me more powerfully on those rare occasions when she wasn’t aware of my watchful eyes.
I count this as one of her greatest gifts to me because so much of life focuses on the power of belief. In fact, belief, if you ask me, just may be the greatest spiritual force that exists in all the world.
“Hmm,” you may say. “What about love? Isn’t love greater than belief?” Well, love is a great force, but love does little good for those who don’t believe in it.
Okay, what about peace? “Isn’t peace a great spiritual force?” you may ask. Yes, peace certainly does have a power of its own, but if people do not believe peace is possible, then peace never comes.
So much in our lives begins with believing—love, peace, growth, change, destiny—and I am so thankful that my mother always taught me to believe. She taught me to believe in God, which I want to elaborate on in this chapter, and she taught me to believe in myself, which I will address in the pages to come. The strong tide of my mama’s many lessons flow out of the currents of these two streams.
I suppose my mother taught me to believe in God before she taught me to believe in anything else. She reinforced that lesson by taking my siblings and me to church every time the doors were open, by supporting and encouraging our church involvement, by teaching Sunday school.
More than those things, I saw my mother value God’s Word in her own life, feeding her habit of personal prayer and looking to God for strength. She did not seek strength, wisdom, or comfort in other people, money, position, profession, education, or in the circumstances of life. No, she knew that people and situations change. Other human beings can greatly enrich our lives, but I think we would all admit that people do change. Some people are up one moment and down the next; they like you one day and hate you the next; they tell you one thing on Monday and then by Wednesday they have changed their minds. Not so with God.
The longer I live and the more people I encounter, the more I appreciate the fact that God does not change. He can be counted on. Hebrews 13:8 tells us that, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” He does not have mood swings; He doesn’t “evolve” in His thinking (because He has already attained the height of wisdom and understanding); He doesn’t get angry and give us the silent treatment. Instead, God is stable; He’s constant; He’s always good, always right, always fair, always compassionate, always wise—and always there. He never, ever changes.
I know there are people who would challenge me. I can hear someone now asking, “How can you say God is always good when a tsunami wipes out thousands of people in an instant? When a hurricane destroys homes and lives? When a disaster like 9/11 devastates a nation in so many ways?” To those who are curious and those who are critical, my answer lies in the thoughts, experiences, and observations of the grueling hours and days immediately following the tragedy. Please allow me to explain.
I remember the magazine cover well: The question “Is This Man the Next Billy Graham?” floats in large letters next to a photograph in which I am holding a worn, well-used Bible. Because of the angle of the photo, the Bible appears as big as my broad shoulders. The corresponding article is a nice piece that highlights my preaching and notes the compassion that is demonstrated through our ministry. It mentions my love for and our ministry’s outreach to those people who are hurting and gives a brief summary of my father’s illness and death.
I appreciated the article content and approach, but I marveled at its timing. You see, this issue of Time magazine came out within one week of the September 11 attacks in 2001. It was on the newsstand as our nation suffered the most horrific acts of violence ever to hit American soil. Because of this timing, I was asked to make a number of television appearances to discuss, from a religious leader’s point of view, the events we now call “9/11” and their impact on the soul of our country.
During the course of these interviews, I was often asked, “How can a loving God do such a thing?” and “How can a loving God allow such a thing?” My answer now is the same as it was then. God is a loving God indeed. In fact, He is so loving that He has given humankind the magnificent gift of free will. Yes, He has entrusted us with the power of choice. Without it, we would be reduced to robots. We would not enjoy the luxury of saying, “I prefer roses over lilies,” or “I’ll have the steak instead of the salmon,” or “I would rather go to the beach than to the mountains.” And when human beings are entrusted with the power to make their own decisions, then some people will choose evil over good. Some people will choose selfishly to the point that they will employ their human will to the destruction of others.
When such events happen, a loving God immediately begins to bring triumph out of tragedy. Those bent on devastating America were sorely disappointed. Every life lost left a gaping hole in the hearts of loved ones, but thankfully, the death toll did not reach the numbers that our enemies hoped for or that our authorities feared. In the wake of 9/11, unity arose in our nation—a wave of passionate patriotism swept our country from sea to shining sea, and we witnessed stunning displays of compassion and acts of heroism that took our breath away. Priorities were rearranged, relationships were restored, love was rekindled. We began to value our lives, our families, and our friends in fresh, new ways, and we decided not to postpone the pursuit of our dreams any longer. I believe that God was in these things.
We learned timeless lessons from that one day, and the lives of many Americans are better—more aware of the needs of others, more focused, more productive—because of it. I have grieved with and for those who lost people who were dear to them on September 11, 2001, but I have also seen great good arise from the bitter ashes of that day and I have thanked God that it was not any worse, even as I have wept and mourned for those who could not imagine anything ever being any worse. In the aftermath, I have seen God heal, strengthen, and restore a nation and its people. I know that He exists. I know that He loves. I am sorry for the choices some people make with their gift of free will, but I know that the God who gives it to us has done so out of love. Yes, I believe in God, not only because my mother taught me to believe in Him, but also because He has proven Himself to be real to me in more ways than I can count.
In fact, I know that I would believe in God even if my mother had not set me such a powerful example, because the thought of a life without faith is unbearable to me. Not long ago, a well-known talk show host commented during an interview that he would like to be able to believe in God and to believe in an afterlife. Having been a person of faith all my life, it really is hard for me to imagine living without believing in God. I cringe when I think about how my life would be if I did not believe in God. I really think the hopelessness, the meaninglessness, the loneliness, and the confusion would be too great for me to bear. If I did not believe in an afterlife, I would have been devastated by the loss of loved ones, I would be afraid of dying, and I would shudder at the thought that everything about me would be finished forever when my casket was closed.
I do not know about other people, but frankly, I find the demands of a busy life quite challenging, and I need God’s help too much—and have received it too often—to believe He does not exist! On top of that, I have witnessed too many miracles—that cannot be attributed to a human ability or intellect—to believe He is not playing a role in everything that takes place in our world.
The summary of my belief in God is, first of all, that He does exist; second, that He loves everyone on earth and wants to help us in our lives; third, that He sent His Son Jesus Christ to die on the cross so that all of our sins could be forgiven; that the best news in the history of humanity is that Jesus defeated death by rising from the grave; and that by believing in Jesus’ work, everyone can know God here on earth and enjoy eternal life when their journey here is complete.
While your mother may not have directly taught you to believe in God, it seems to me that the very fact that you have a mother is evidence of Him. Regardless of her faults and failures, she loved you enough to endure the excruciating pain of labor until you emerged from her body fresh into this world. If she abandoned you to others, either through adoption or into the care of extended family, as painful as that reality may be, it may also indicate her desire for you to have so much more than she could provide. Yes, even as our mothers may have failed us at times—after all, they are not perfect—they still are one of the first indications of the sovereignty of God in our lives.
Whether you had a saint for your mother or a woman swallowed by the harsh currents of life, or more likely a mother struggling in between, the lesson I would pass along to you about believing in God is: Believe. Please, believe. If you do not believe in God, I would ask you to give Him a chance. Put skepticism aside for a while and open your mind to the possibility that He is real and ask Him to prove it to you. Look into the greatest literary work of all time, the Bible, and read it as God’s love letter to you. I challenge you to test its ancient words and principles, for they have been proven true for centuries. I believe God is real; I believe that He wants to be involved in your life. I believe that He can be trusted even when He cannot be understood. I believe that He is your biggest fan, your wisest counselor, your most dependable friend. And I believe that He is constantly working for your good.

Homework for the heart: What did you learn about God from your mother? How would you describe your belief in God at this point in your journey? What do you wish you could ask your mother about her relationship with God?
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A mother’s secret prayer: O Lord, You have given me this child to love and shepherd for You. Thank You for entrusting me as Your steward. Allow me to represent Your love and compassion in ways that would draw my children to know You and serve You. Amen.



Lesson Two


MAMAS TEACH US TO BELIEVE IN OURSELVES
Chances are, you have just read the life lesson on believing in God and you may wonder whether I have changed my mind and now decided that believing in yourself is more important than believing in Him. Certainly not. I am not even on an equal par with, let alone greater than, the God of the universe—no one is. However, let me say that, as deep as my conviction is about the absolute necessity of believing in God, I value equally the fact that my mother also taught me to believe in myself.
One of the qualities I grew to appreciate in my mother over time was her sense of balance. She was not given to excess in any way (maybe that had to do with the Blackfoot Indian part of her ancestry), but she knew how to find the point of equilibrium between extremes and between opposites, and she knew how to keep a good thing from becoming an obsession. She kept our house clean but still found time to work outside the home, to spend time helping me with my homework, or to participate actively in our church. It wasn’t as if she was a perfectionist, trying to be superwoman and juggle everything like she was the inspiration for Martha Stewart. No, she simply managed to be present in the midst of wherever she found herself, engaged by those around her, finely attuned to the leading of the Spirit and the timing of the Lord. Like the woman embodying wisdom in Proverbs 31 (more about her later), my mother managed to display remarkable agility in her ability to facilitate the many roles required of her.
Perhaps that is why I grew up not only knowing that God can do anything, but that I could do anything too. After all, the Bible says, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me (Philippians 4:13). In fact, the empowering words of Philippians 4:13 were written by the Apostle Paul, a man who mocked and killed Christians before he himself had a life-changing encounter with God. He hated Jesus Christ—before he met Him. He had devoted his life to eliminating the spread of the Gospel—before the Gospel penetrated his heart. This man, who had so eloquently and violently attacked Jesus Christ, became one of the greatest servants of God in all of human history. He endured beatings, imprisonment, shipwreck, hunger, cold, persecution, and a multitude of other hardships because he deemed Jesus Christ worth suffering for. When we understand even this brief snapshot of Paul’s life, we are amazed that he could say, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” Paul’s “all things” included trials and tribulations that leave our mouths hanging open and our eyes blinking in disbelief. If he could do all things, then you and I can do all things too.
Perhaps you’re still skeptical. “It’s all well and good for Paul to do all things, or for you, Bishop Jakes. But I’m just an ordinary person.” Please understand that when I write about being able to do all things through Christ, I am not referring to a divine enablement reserved for the most holy people among us. I am talking about practical things that can be done by ordinary people. When God wants to accomplish something great or small, He uses a person. He does not sit in heaven on a throne and send thunderbolts and lightning strikes to make Himself known, as old-time Hollywood would have us believe. No, He works through people. I like to think of myself, and you too, as a pipe, and of God as the water. He is the substance; we are the delivery system. His power is expressed through our abilities.
Because God works through human vessels, many things happen—and I believe they are orchestrated by the enemy of our souls—to disintegrate our belief in ourselves. A broken pipe cannot carry water; all it can do is drip and leak. It is not good for anything, and in fact, it may cause damage. The same is true of broken people. They are not good conduits for God’s power, they are not fit vessels for His use.
In order for people to be whole, strong, and able to help bring the desires of God to pass on earth, they must believe in themselves. They must resist the evils of self-pity, wounded hearts, rejection, and low self-esteem. Knowing how to stand up against these self-defeating foes needs to start in childhood. Growing up with a healthy estimation of one’s self is much easier than developing it as an adult.
One way for parents to breed confidence in a child is to affirm and sharpen his thinking. Let me share an example. As a little boy, I talked all the time. I am telling you that my mouth went like a motor on a speedboat. I never gave my mother a moment’s peace and quiet except when I was sleeping. Often, I made no sense whatsoever, but my mother always gave me her undivided attention. I could have been speaking Portuguese and she would have looked me in the eye and said, “Umhm. Really? I see. Oh, yes. That’s good, son.”
My mother’s affirmation revealed her understanding of one of the great secrets of a person’s development. She knew that my words revealed my thoughts, and that if she respected what I was thinking and saying, then I would respect my thoughts and words as well. Because she paid attention to me, because she dignified my mind and my mouth by focusing on me and entering into dialogue, she stimulated my thinking. The more she responded to me, the more I wanted to keep thinking, observing, learning, and sharing with her.
Of course, there came a time in my life when I did need to make sense. When my brain had developed to the point that I needed to be able to understand the conceptual and not just the concrete, and when I began facing issues that were gray instead of black and white, my mother was there, not only to pay attention to me, but also to help me grow in my thought processes. The more I could trust my own mind, she rightly surmised, the more confident I would be in myself.
You see, my mother knew from experience how important it is for people to believe in themselves. She had many obstacles to overcome and sadly, some of those obstacles existed because she was smarter, more diligent, or more ambitious than the people around her. When she faced jealousy or resentment, she let it bead up and roll off of her like raindrops off a freshly waxed car. She did not allow her critics the privilege of taking anything from her. Instead, she took their glances and their comments as fuel for the fire that burned within her.
Because I was taught to believe in myself, I am now doing things that were once just little dream seeds in my mind—not only preaching and pastoring a church, but also writing bestselling books, recording music projects, overseeing a record label, appearing on major television networks, writing plays, and even making movies. Many people with my background would not have attempted such pursuits, but I did—because I believed in myself.
Let me ask you: What would you do if you knew you could not fail? Now let me tell you that, as you develop more and more belief in yourself, you will arrive at the conviction that you cannot fail. The fulfillment of your heart’s desire lies in your ability to believe in yourself.
We are all responsible for believing in ourselves. That is part of our job description as human beings. It is not anyone else’s responsibility to believe in you—and no one else can do it better. Though people can help you develop inner confidence, as my mother did, no one can give it to you—and no one can take it away.
To this day, I can recite lines from a poem my mother taught me, words I have never forgotten. It is a poem by Edgar A. Guest, and a favorite of George Washington Carver, who was an important leader at Tuskegee Institute, where my mother went to college. In these inspirational lines, this rhyming inventor reminds us that we all begin our lives with the same basic equipment and that belief in ourselves causes us to rise above the rest.
EQUIPMENT
 
Figure it out for yourself, my lad,
You’ve all that the greatest of men have had,
Two arms, two hands, two legs, two eyes,
And a brain to use if you would be wise,
With this equipment they all began,
So start for the top and say, “I can.”
 
Look them over, the wise and the great,
They take their food from a common plate,
And similar knives and forks they use,
With similar laces they tie their shoes,
The world considers them brave and smart,
But you’ve all they had when they made their start.
 
You can triumph and come to skill,
You can be great, if you only will.
You’re well equipped for what fight you choose,
You have legs and arms and a brain to use;
And the man who has risen great deeds to do
Began his life with no more than you.
 
You are the handicap you must face,
You are the one who must choose your place,
You must say where you want to go,
How much you will study the truth to know;
God has equipped you for life, but He
Lets you decide what you want to be.
 
Courage must come from the soul within,
The man must furnish the will to win.
So figure it out for yourself, my lad,
You were born with all that the great have had,
With your equipment they all began.
Get hold of yourself and say: “I can.”


I cannot remember exactly how old I was when I learned to recite this poem as a young boy. The important thing is that I did. You see, a young person’s self-confidence is a fragile commodity. It can be battered and bruised in the course of a school day if a bully says unkind words or if a teacher treats a child as though he or she is not as smart as the other students. It can be devastated on a basketball court or a baseball field if a child makes a mistake that costs his team a victory. It can be ruined at home if all a parent ever does is focus on the child’s weaknesses and less-than-ideal qualities.
Most children could use someone to boost their self-confidence—someone to pat them on the back, to be there when they are performing, to cheer them on in their every endeavor, to encourage them to try again when they fail, and to applaud them when they succeed, even if their success is nothing more than a really good effort. Adults have enormous influence in the lives of their children, grandchildren, nieces, nephews, and young neighbors. I challenge you to be a great encourager of the children and teenagers who are part of your world, because the more you believe in them, the more they will believe in themselves.
People who do not believe in themselves do not get very far in life, and they seldom enjoy the progress they do make. A healthy sense of self-confidence can result in opportunities that might pass by a person with low self-esteem, and in accomplishments that the timid would not pursue. A confident person will attempt more, achieve more, and celebrate more than a person who is hesitant and full of self-doubt. I have learned by the examples of others, by experience in my own life, and by watching others as I have worked with people over the past thirty years that believing in ourselves is integral to success in every area of our lives.
I Live the rest of your life believing mightily in yourself. A healthy sense of self-worth is invaluable and irreplaceable. Whatever it takes for you to believe in yourself more than you believe in anyone else on earth, do it. If you do not believe in yourself, others will not be inclined to believe in you either. If you do believe in yourself, there is no limit to the greatness you can attain or the great things you can accomplish.

Homework for the heart: What did you learn about believing in yourself by your mother’s example? By the way she interacted with you? What do you wish you had received more of from your mother? Why?
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A mother’s secret prayer: Dear God, thank You for the uniqueness of this precious gift that You have given me in my children. Help me to love them with Your love and to empower and equip them to be all that You have created them to be. Help my children to know how special they are to me, and to You. Amen.




Substitute Teacher


LEARNING FROM VIRGINIA JAMISON
You may be wondering, “Who is Virginia Jamison?” Well, the short answer is that she was my mother-in-law. But she was oh so much more than that! Far from the usual attributes ascribed to the stereotypical mother-in-law, she was a great mix of tenderness and iron-hard strength. A no-nonsense, tell it like it is, rooting-tooting grandma who had a heart as soft as the inner lining of chitlins and hands as strong as a steel-mill worker, Mrs. Virginia Jamison was an amazing gift to me as a person. Before I ask my wife to reflect on her mother’s life lessons, I must share a little of my own relationship with her.
My mother-in-law, “Mother” I called her (to distinguish her from my own, who will forever be “Mama”), was so different from my own mother—much quieter, less outspoken, a self-described “background person” who worked like a horse behind the scenes at my little church, but did not enjoy being put up front. Part of what made her so special is that she was gifted with the inner sense not to intrude on the marriage her daughter and I have shared for almost three decades. From the day Serita and I first said “I do,” Mother supported us and nurtured us with the wisdom of Naomi in the Bible. When times were tough, she was a silent force. When times were good, she would smile wide and dance all over the church, as happy as a fat kid in a cookie-eating contest! What a gift she was to us!
Virginia Jamison was not a hat-wearing, shouting, praying phenomenon who dressed up but didn’t get things done. No, her hands were always filled, first with one thing and then another. She was the president of the usher board, and she kept them as crisp and sharp as the military. She was also the president of the Pastor’s Aide for most of my pastorate.
She was strongly supportive of my wife and me and she was the best grandma my children could have. My own mother never quite grasped the idea of taking care of kids who were not her own—maybe because raising us had worn her out! But my mother-in-law was the one who came down with food in the trunk of her car, shaking snow off her boots and coming in the house with everything imaginable to eat.
Now I have to be honest, not everyone liked her. Because although she was quiet, if you didn’t do what she thought you ought to do as quickly as you ought to do it—well, she had no qualms about letting you have it. Yet somehow even her ability to be as sharp as a razor in a barbershop if you crossed her only added to her charm for me.
Maybe I loved her so madly because she loved me. You know, the best way to win anybody is to love them into submission. All I know is that, at the end of the day, I was so enthralled by her that I never minded her coming and going or staying around us. She was a cool breeze blowing beneath my wings when I was weary and tired. She always knew what to say and when to just listen and pray. She was not afraid to deliver a railing rebuke when appropriate, or to give her heart when needed just as quickly. She was a Christian, no doubt about that, but she was a Christian after the old African American church tradition. She didn’t mind slipping back into where she came from if that was what she needed to do to get you straightened out.
I think what I miss most about her now that she is gone is the simple fact that she was unpretentious, simply transparent without a need to camouflage who she was to impress anyone. She was that simple and straightforward in a world where you have to know people for years to really know them, and even then you are not sure that you have figured them out. When I met her, it was so refreshing to meet someone who wasn’t trying to be more than she was, though she would never allow you to belittle her into a lesser role than she deemed appropriate, either.
When we lost her, we were all devastated. But as time has passed, I came to realize that I didn’t really lose her at all. I found her in the hearts and faces of my children. Sometimes, they say or do something and I can swear I see my mother-in-law’s deep-set eyes shining through their young faces. My wife, who grieved the worst at her mother’s parting, doesn’t even know that as she readies the girls for the prom, or drives wildly to get our son to football practice, she is becoming what she lost. Oddly, people die, but spirits never do. My mother-in-law is alive and well in all of those she loved and touched. Real mothers touch the world with grace and dignity, and my mother-in-law was no different. She surely touched me, and as my wife writes of her in the following pages, it is my prayer that she will touch you too.
MY MOTHER, VIRGINIA JAMISON
Serita Ann Jakes
She was a woman of the highest integrity and the deepest faith. She was a woman of quiet spirit and prayers that shook the halls of heaven. She was a woman of hidden strength and great transparency. She was such a hard worker, and she had to work so hard in order to make it. She was constant, unwavering, sober-minded, even as the shifting sands of life tried to make her lose her balance more than once. She was a woman of dignity and character, a woman who learned to govern her emotions while allowing her love to overflow.
There are not words rich enough or accolades high enough for my mother, Virginia Jamison. My best attempt to describe her would pale against the true definition of this amazing woman. And in order to better understand who she was, you would also have to know what she went through.
She was an only child, born June 19, 1926, in the small coal-mining community of Kimball, West Virginia. Both of her parents were present throughout her childhood and as she grew. When she married my father, James Edward Jamison, I am certain that her heart was filled with dreams of a happy home and a happy family. I am sure she never imagined the hardships that would come as my father tried to provide that happy home for us by working deep beneath the earth in the dark, dank coal mines of West Virginia.
I wonder when she realized that his cough was more than a regular cough, when she realized that his labored breathing could not be attributed to a stuffy nose or to the humidity that hung in the mountain air. I wonder how she kept her heart from breaking and how she faced with such courage and resolve the dreaded news that has devastated so many miners’ families: black lung disease.
With my father’s diagnosis came my mother’s longest trial. We did not live near a hospital, so the entire burden of his care rested upon my mother. Hers was not only the heart that loved him, but hers were the hands that fed him and bathed him; hers was the voice that spoke strength to him when his own strength was clearly waning. And hers was the time and energy we children, my four siblings and I, needed in order to survive.
So for four years, my mother cared for her husband, making good on her promise to love him in sickness and in health. For four years, she cared for him, and only in the worst of times did she drive the snowy mountain roads to the hospital, where she sat beside his bed, gazing upon the shell of a man he became and at the tall, dark green oxygen tanks that kept him alive. At the same time, she was our provider, our breadwinner, and always, our mom.
My father’s illness and subsequent death made it necessary for my mother to work, and she was faithful in her job as a housekeeper at the V.A. Hospital. She had health challenges of her own, but when she had exhausted all of her sick leave and all of her vacation time because of sickness, she simply had to keep working in order to support and care for the family.
I remember many Christmas mornings she could not be with us because she was working. But my mother always had goals; she always aspired to more than she currently enjoyed. As a result, she made time to take classes and develop new skills—and she eventually landed a job as a scheduling clerk. She was always well groomed, but what a joy it was for her to trade her housekeeping uniform for professional clothes!
I always knew my mother was on my side, that she was for me—and that she loved me unconditionally. She also loved me sacrificially and made perhaps the greatest sacrifice a mother can endure. When I was six months old, my mother realized that she could not care for me properly and that she could not handle the financial hardship of another mouth to feed. So she sent me to live with my aunt and uncle, about fifty miles away, because she knew they could provide a better life for me.
I lived with my father’s sister, Aunt Ruth, and her husband until I was seventeen years old. My mother visited often, brought me gifts when she could, and always made a special effort to be present when I was being recognized for some sort of achievement at school or church. I stayed with her during the summertime and during holidays, but lived with my aunt and uncle during the school year for all twelve years of my schooling. I was never bitter toward my mother for not raising me as she wanted to because I always knew that she was making a tremendous sacrifice and only wanted what was best for me.
Aunt Ruth contributed to the frilly side of me, the feminine part, the ribbons and bows. Her grown son lived in New York City by the time I went to live with her and he considered me his little sister. I loved opening the packages he sent me—dresses from Macy’s, little lacy socks, and all the things little girls adore.
Aunt Ruth was protective. She didn’t let me go beyond her yard to play, and seemed quite happy with the fact that I preferred reading to outside activities anyway. She discouraged any interest in boys, urging me instead to focus on my education. She was very domesticated, but never insisted that I follow suit. Instead, she allowed me to watch. I watched her keep a clean house; I watched her get up in the mornings before my uncle and prepare his breakfast; I watched her do everything a woman needs to do in order to run a household and be an excellent wife. And as I watched, I learned. Well, if the truth be told, the only thing I didn’t learn to do was iron. When I introduced her to my future husband, she said to him in near horror, “Serita doesn’t know how to iron and you’re a minister!” He didn’t seem to mind, and I quickly learned.
My years with Aunt Ruth were critical to my development. They taught me how to make a home and to be a wife and a mother—an opportunity I would never have had at home because I did not get to watch my mother be a wife for very long before my father passed away. What I did see in my mother was a wife who kept her covenant, who honored her marriage vows, and upheld her promise “till death do us part.” She taught me by example that loyalty and commitment to covenant are embedded in a person in very practical ways: when the going gets tough, you stay. She taught me that a husband and a wife go through everything together—and that’s what makes their bond unbreakable.
Related to family life, my mother taught me to honor my father because of who he was on the inside, even when he became ill and unable to provide for us. Now, as an adult, I have taught my children to honor their father because of who he is on the inside, not because he has been granted a measure of fame and respect. My mother taught me to look at all people on the inside and to value them there. By the same token, she taught me to concentrate on building myself up on the inside. As a result, I grew up level-headed, rooted, balanced, and confident in who I am.
When I was older, the Lord gave me wonderful gifts of time with my mother. She was with me during the births of all of our children; we spent hours working at the church together; and she was my partner in art when I decorated my own home for the holidays. In fact, she was the one who hung out the window and made sure all the lights were blinking! She was with us for holidays and other gatherings, and she and I were privileged to be able to spend many special moments together.
One of the great blessings of my life has been that my mother and my husband held such deep respect for each other and were each so very fond of the other. As he and I struggled through our early years in ministry, we certainly depended on God, but as human beings go, she truly was the wind beneath our wings, the current on which we soared.
As my husband’s ministry grew, we began to hear the Lord calling us away from our roots in the gentle mountains of West Virginia to the bustling metropolis of Dallas. Because my mother was such an important part of our ministry, we could not imagine making such a move and beginning a new work without her. So my husband went to her, told her about the move, and said to her, “Would you come with us?” She cried because she was so honored to be asked!
What courage it took for a woman past seventy years of age to pack up her home and leave the land she’d known and loved all of her life for a city she’d never seen, to minister among people she’d never met. But my mother was more than equal to the challenge. She embraced it, and when she arrived in Dallas, she got a house near the church so that she could easily help with anything we needed there.
Her move does sound remarkable and it was a remarkably generous thing to do, but you need to understand a bit more of her background in order to see that it was also quite a natural thing to do.
You see, my mother was a woman of great faith. She was a woman of the Word and a woman of prayer. She prayed every night on her knees (and I knew she was often praying for me). She had loved God all of her life, but to truly begin to understand her faith, you would have to know something about the furnace of affliction in which it was strengthened and refined. My father’s illness and death took their toll on my mother. They taxed her physically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually. But she came through that situation with grace and determination and with her devotion to the Lord intact. Then there came a year that held double tragedy for her. Within twelve months, she not only lost her own mother, but she lost her oldest son in a senseless act of murder. Her grief was deep, but God’s grace was deeper still. That same year, she received the glorious baptism of the Holy Spirit, and the power of God was released within her in ways she had never experienced. Her devotion had never wavered in the face of her losses. She stayed strong, she stayed stable, she stayed with God and grew to know Him in ways she never had before. By the time she was asked to move to Dallas, she trusted Him completely. She knew that He does order our steps and that He gives us the ability to bear whatever we must bear. She did not need familiar surroundings; she only needed the presence of God. She knew if he was asking her to move so many miles away, that He would meet her there.
Something within her had always loved the church, honored her pastor (even though she always maintained her delightful individuality), and served God’s people. She had sung in the choir at her Baptist church in West Virginia, she had been a member of the usher board, and she had been the one to decorate for banquets and other special occasions. (I got my love and gift for entertaining from her!) She instituted the first First Lady’s Day (a day to honor the pastor’s wife) in her church.
When my husband and I married, he was already pastoring. I have to admit that my mother was a bit concerned about my marrying a preacher, but it did not take her long to join our church and call her son-in-law “Pastor.” From the very beginning, she acknowledged us as her pastors and was exceedingly faithful to our flock, even though she had to drive one hour to get there and one hour home, often through rain, snow, sleet, or hail. She was president of the Pastor’s Aide, still caring for her pastor as she always had. She also sang in the choir at our church and served on the usher board, as had been her custom for so many years. When she retired, she did move close to the church. And, as I have already mentioned, when we moved to Dallas, she moved with us. That’s just the kind of committed, faithful servant and loving mother she was.
At The Potter’s House, “Mother” Jamison quickly won the hearts of everyone she met. She took on the responsibility for preparing communion, which was no small task for a congregation of thousands! She could also be found decorating for special occasions and banquets, as she had done for so many years. She also instituted First Lady’s Day for me at The Potter’s House, and I still smile with gratitude for her desire to honor me in that special way.
When my mother’s time came to meet the Lord face to face, she suffered a stroke, was sick and hospitalized for one week, then died. I believe my mother was obedient to death. I believe that she realized that her condition would require a long and grueling recovery process—and she did not want to be a burden to her family. Even in death, she chose to put others first. She had always been so strong and so independent that when she knew her strength and independence would never fully function again, she simply allowed death to escort her into glory.
No one expected her to die. She was such a vital part of our family, such a vital part of our ministry, such a vital part of our lives. She was only seventy-two years old—and seventy-two years young. She was still able to drive her car, still serving God and His people, still loving life. I think she knew we were going to be okay. She had witnessed and participated in our lean years, but she had also seen God bless the ministry He had given us and she knew He was taking care of us.
On the day of her funeral, I could not get dressed. I was deep in grief, and deep in denial. She was such a servant. She was so strong. She was my hero. We buried her the week before Mother’s Day. I could not bear to even acknowledge Mother’s Day that year, but my husband told me that our children had planned something special for me and that I needed to participate. That Sunday, I noticed something I had never noticed before. I noticed how many people were wearing white roses, indicating that their mothers, like mine, had finished their course on earth. I realized that they had loved their mothers as I had loved mine—and that all of us have a responsibility to perpetuate the strength, the goodness, the wisdom, the character, and the faith we have learned from our mothers.
At times, I consider myself to have had two mamas—my mother and Aunt Ruth. Each woman deposited something rich and vital in my life, though the two of them were very different. Aunt Ruth was skilled at homemaking, and my mother could be considered “upwardly mobile” and professional. I am such a combination of these two women. I can stay at home and be happy baking cookies, but I can also stand with confidence upon a platform before tens of thousands of people or meet with dignitaries when that is required. Mother and Aunt Ruth were living epistles and, by reading them, I got what I needed in life. Their legacies live within me—and through me and the ministry God has given me, my “mothers” are now mothering all over the world.
Lesson Three


MAMAS TEACH US TO BE BROAD-MINDED
Of the many life lessons my mama taught me, perhaps none has allowed me to learn as much about life and other people as this one. Growing up in a time when it was so easy to judge a person by her skin color, her style of clothing, or her demeanor, my mother learned firsthand how to see beyond the cover into the real book inside.
Many people live fairly narrow lives. We exist in little boxes created by “our” people, “our” places, and “our” things. We crave the comfort of the familiar and often prefer what we know to what we have never seen. Leaving the comfort zones of our own neighborhoods and cities, our families and our institutions, our leanings and even our convictions is not always easy, but it is necessary if we are to grow as human beings. Just as a tall tree needs space to keep spreading its roots out underground so it can grow, so human beings need to keep reaching beyond where they are so that they can develop to their fullest potential.
My mother knew this, and I have always been proud of the fact that she had a wonderful and very broad mind. I mean, that woman knew how to think—and she taught me to do the same. My mother did not have much patience for narrow-mindedness and was determined that neither she nor any of her children would ever be mentally small. She sacrificed in order to expose me to things she could not afford and to ensure that we would develop into well-rounded individuals with a variety of experiences. She exposed us to the ballet and the opera, to poetry and politics, to life’s finer things and to the common, everyday things we simply needed to know.
In one of my attempts to exercise my own broad-mindedness as a young man, I visited a church where, well, let me just say that the people were very enthusiastic. I wanted my mother to see such passionate people, so I took her with me the next time I went. She was not impressed. I will never forget what she said after the service: “When you get through shouting, you still have to be somebody.” Her point was that emotional expression might have been appropriate and acceptable within the walls of that church building, but that when the shouting was over, all of those people needed to be able to function in life. They needed to be able to use their minds, not just their mouths. They needed to experience a world beyond their own church because, for all of us, there is a world beyond the familiar.
People who are narrow have seen and experienced only one aspect of a whole and act like their one piece is all there is—and it is not. Sometimes this happens because of ignorance and sometimes it happens because of arrogance, but regardless of the reason, narrow-mindedness causes a person to live a very small and shallow life. People who are narrow-minded tend to be quick to judge and criticize others and to put themselves on a pedestal. They are unable to see the big picture in a situation, so they focus on the little things. Worst of all, they miss out on so many magnificent experiences they could enjoy if they would only open their minds.
There is a great big, wide, wonderful world beyond what most of us know and it’s time for us to get acquainted with it. Let me encourage you to begin investigating and exploring music and theater, art and science, current events, history and literature, and everything else that composes the great symphony of the world in which we live. This kind of expansion of your mind will only serve to enrich your life. I know my mother’s openness to all facets of life and culture certainly enriched mine.
My mother’s broad mind had plenty of room devoted to great America writers, orators, and poets such as James Weldon Johnson and Walt Whitman. From time to time, I can still hear Johnson’s lines lilting from her lips: “God of our weary years, / God of our silent tears, / Thou who has brought us thus far on the way; / Thou who has by Thy might / Led us into the light, / Keep us forever in the path, we pray.” And I can hear her repeating with perfect cadence Whitman’s mournful words: “O Captain! My Captain! our fearful trip is done; / The ship has weathered every rack, the prize we sought is won.”
Through these verses and countless others, my mother’s love of poetic wisdom was passed on to me. As I have pursued my own collection of favorite writers and poems, I encountered a verse from Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s A Psalm of Life, which eloquently and accurately describes the approach I believe we all need to take to living: “Not enjoyment, and not sorrow, / Is our destined end or way; / But to act, that each tomorrow / Find us farther than today.” The only way we end up farther tomorrow than we are today is to increase our exposure and open our minds. We move along the path of life only as we experience new things, think new thoughts, entertain new ideas, meet new people, see new visions, dream new dreams, take new risks, and recognize new potential—and that means we need exposure to develop a broad mind.
While exposing ourselves to that which is new or unfamiliar is not easy, it’s crucial if we are to grow and change into all that God intended. If we are truly going to birth the greatness that He has placed within us, then we must be willing to take risks and fly into unknown skies. I once preached a sermon series entitled Seven Steps to a Turnaround, to help people understand the practical aspects of the process of changing their lives. Step One is exactly the topic I am addressing here: exposure. I chose that as the first step to change because I know that without exposure, we do not grow. We stay stuck exactly where we are and we cannot make progress in life. A mind that never moves is like stagnant water; it eventually becomes ugly and begins to stink. A growing, changing, ever-broadening mind, though, is like a fresh, cool stream. Exposure to things that are new and different will challenge you, stimulate you, sharpen you, and expand your experience. It will also provide enjoyment and refreshment to you and to those around you.
Being broad-minded not only enriches our lives but, according to Scripture, it seems to go hand in hand with cultivating wisdom. The biblical King Solomon, often called “the wisest man who ever lived,” wrote the book of Proverbs, which is loaded with nuggets of practical wisdom for everyday life. How did he get so wise? Writing about Solomon, the unknown author of the book of I Kings made the following observation: “And God gave Solomon exceptionally much wisdom and understanding, and breadth of mind like the sand of the seashore” (I Kings 4:29, AMP).
You and I may never achieve breadth of mind quite like the sand of the seashore, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t actively pursue it! I surely am! I encourage you—no, I urge you—to make a priority of pursuing broad-mindedness too. There is more to life than you may realize and your world is far larger than you may know. It’s time for you to discover it. So, go to the opera; read a classic work of literature; learn a foreign language; take ballroom dancing lessons; go fly-fishing; figure out how to fix something; discover a part of the world you have never seen; expand your vocabulary; take a class at your local library, community center, or university; spend some time with older people and let them talk about how things used to be; attend a Saturday morning workshop at your local home improvement store; volunteer; read an international newspaper; trace your family genealogy as far back as you can go; study the stars; ride an elephant; learn to change the oil in your car; go to the symphony; invite someone you hardly know to dinner—just do something you have not done before! You will end up more well-rounded and your life will end up enriched if you will simply break your routine, discard the familiar, and explore ideas and experiences that are currently unknown to you.
Whatever strikes your fancy or piques your interest, explore it and encourage your children to do the same. Blow the sides off of the box you have been living in, and remember that exposure is necessary to progress in life. Go ahead. Take as many adventures of discovery as you can fit into your schedule, then block out time for some more. Take advantage of every opportunity you can find to discover and do something new. Invite others to join you, especially the young people in your life. Stretch your mind the way a sprinter stretches his hamstrings before a race. Find out just how much your thinking can be expanded. And whatever you do, as long as you live, do not stop broadening your horizons and opening your mind. Determine that your every tomorrow will find you farther than where you are today.

Homework for the heart: What did you learn from your mother about tolerating other people’s differences? How did she foster your curiosity about all the amazing diversity our world has to offer? What did you teach your mother about being broad-minded?
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A mother’s secret prayer: Lord, I’m so grateful for the beauty and diversity of this amazing world that You have created and into which You have inserted me and my children. Thank You for creating so many unique individuals and interests. Open my mind that I might open my children’s eyes to the wonder of Your glory manifest in our differences as well as our similarities.



Lesson Four


MAMAS TEACH US THE POWER OF WORDS
So many of our mothers taught us the life-changing impact that language can have on our lives. Probably like your mother, mine often corrected my speech when I used the wrong verb tense or slipped in the always forbidden “ain’t.” I recall once when, after such a correction, I replied, “Mama, I know the correct way to speak. It’s just that I don’t want to have to feel like I’m in English class whenever I talk to you.” She looked at me for a moment with one of those looks that only mothers can muster—you know the one, where she raises one eyebrow and her lips betray the hint of a smile while her eyes reveal skepticism. She said, “Words are important, son. So important that you need to handle them with great care whenever you speak, write, or read.” And she’s right, proved out in fact by this very book, which is inspired by the impact her words of life had on me. Proved out as well by the words I am privileged to speak from the pulpit or from the podium before thousands of people. Words have indeed shaped my life as well as my life’s calling.
You may be saying, “That’s fine for you, Bishop, but I’m not a pastor, speaker, or writer. Why should I handle words with care? How do they have such power?” Think about the way language is so essential to virtually every relationship, every profession, every endeavor. In fact, I am not sure that mental strength and intellectual sophistication ever achieve maximum potential and impact if the people who possess such knowledge cannot use words to convey the truths, facts, and ideas that are in their heads. Of course, society benefits greatly from the brilliance of scientists who record their findings more than they talk about them, from those who turn their knowledge into action in the forms of new medicines and new systems that serve the common good. But unless someone gets the word out about these advances, they do little good. Unless knowledge, experience, wisdom, and information are shared, especially through the spoken word, they fall short of their intended purpose.
Being an educator, my mother was not only aware of this truth but was devoted to sharing knowledge and wisdom, through the power of language, in the arena of her classrooms. And like most natural teachers, everywhere she went turned out to be a classroom with its own lessons just waiting to be discovered. I can remember her telling me that the whole world was a school and everyone in it was a teacher—and she admonished me to be sure I went to class every day. To this day, I respect people from all walks of life because I see them as having something that can help me grow and learn. I evolve in every conversation and transform in the midst of every friendship I have been blessed to experience.
My mother’s intellectual abilities and accomplishments often found expression through her words. She would never have blurted out the things she knew or spoken in ways other people could not understand, but she spoke carefully, thoughtfully, intelligently, and appropriately in every situation. She was articulate, which means that she could put words to her thoughts, she could communicate effectively, she made her mouth the servant of her mind.
My mother enjoyed talking intelligently about what she knew. In fact, she was a member of the Delta sorority, and her association there provided her with many opportunities for public speaking. As a young boy, I often accompanied her on her speaking engagements and can remember being duly impressed with the dignified way she handled herself in front of a crowd and being so proud of her as she made beautifully crafted speeches. She was a poet on the platform, a skilled wielder of words—and I wanted to grow up to be the same.
One day when I was eight years old, following one of her speeches, I declared to her: “Right now they call me Mrs. Jakes’s son, but one of these days they’ll call you Tom Jakes’s mother.” I believed those words with all my heart—and they came true. By the time my mother passed away, people all over the world knew her as T. D. Jakes’s mother—and I am proud that they did.
Even at a mere eight years of age, there was something in me that understood that being able to speak well was part of my destiny. I knew instinctively that I needed to learn to communicate—to develop my vocabulary, to learn to pronounce words correctly, and to learn to convey the thoughts in my head through the words of my mouth in ways that were clear and easy to understand. How did I know these things? How does any young person perceive his or her destiny? They just know. A person does not have to wait until he is grown to know his destiny. After all, Jesus Christ was only twelve years old when he spoke with such depth of knowledge that He astounded the priests and scholars in the temple. He just knew; many others throughout history have just known; and I did too.
Maybe my destiny was in my genes. Maybe my heritage had something to do with it. My mother was indeed an accomplished and gifted public speaker, but she was not the first in her family line. My mother’s mother was probably a preacher—but people called her a missionary. (I think that was the term they used for female preachers in her day!)
The first time I remember seeing that saintly old woman, she was reading her Bible through her bifocals, with a quilt over her lap. As a boy, I exchanged letters with her, and when it came time to produce my first art project at church—a picture of Mary and Jesus—I carefully packaged it and proudly sent it to her. Though my grandmother has been gone for quite some time, her house remains in our family—and my childhood drawing remains in her house to this day. It’s funny; even though I did not spend tremendous amounts of time with her, people who knew her tell me I sound just like she did. Imagine that.
Whether you come from a line of preachers and speakers, whether you are a naturally gifted speaker, or whether you must be diligent to hone your ability to use words well, let me encourage you to speak with passion and authority in an articulate way. Understand and experience how words can move people, how words can connect one person with an audience of thousands, how one person’s words can reach another person’s soul. Words are conveyors of hope, courage, and wisdom. King Solomon wrote that words are so powerful that “death and life are in the power of the tongue” (Proverbs 18:21). They can literally shift a person’s entire life when they are well chosen and well spoken.
King Solomon also wrote that: “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver” (Proverbs 25:11). Fitly in this context means “timely.” So in other words, this verse is telling us that when we say the right thing at the right time, the result is of enormous value. You will rarely find a person or a situation in life that cannot benefit from apples of gold in settings of silver.
Toward the goal of speaking a word fitly, I want to address the mothers reading this book for a moment. It is important to know that the words you speak as a mother have power. I have seen those words build up a child like a soaring cathedral or tear him down to a pile of human rubble. I have seen them inspire or destroy development. Oh yes, I know that there are times you may feel that no one is listening. I am sure my mother would be shocked if she could read this book and realize that so much of who I am has been shaped by who she was. Similarly, someone you know and love is being shaped by what you say and do.
Let me ask you: How are you shaping your children as you speak to them? Are you like a potter, shaping the soft clay of your children’s hearts with words as the potter crafts a vessel with a light, guiding hand at some times and with the gentle pressure at others? Or are you like a sculptor, using your words like the hammers, chisels, and knives because you are too busy and stressed to speak kindly and exercise patience?
When your children finish a conversation with you, do they look like fine pottery in the process of being molded by your words with love and care, or do they look like stone, having had parts of their hearts chipped away by negative, sharp, or angry words? If you are not satisfied with the answer, change the way you speak to them. Oddly, some mothers do not know that they can change the way they respond to situations. They feel helpless to change their words and actions, even though they later regret their outbursts.
You need to know that you do have the power to change. Your children will nurse at the breast of your wisdom and draw it out through your conversation. Make sure that this milk is free of contaminants like bitterness, envy, pettiness, or vulgarity. When you clean up your speech, you have partially cleaned up your act. Remember that one does not have to use profane language to curse someone. We can curse people with negative ideas about them. Mothers who say to their children, “You will never amount to anything” or “You will be ignorant just like your father” are speaking words that are curses. Perhaps one reason a curse carries such power is that it speaks to the end of the one to whom it’s aimed. A curse suggests that the end is unsavory and doomed, that the person is beyond hope. So many children are doomed by curses that are unknowingly emitted from mothers, fathers, and even teachers at school. Instead of such a poisonous puddle, your mouth should be a fountain for cool waters of hope that spring fresh every day.
Be very careful what you say. Remember that death and life, blessing and cursing are in the power of your tongue. With the words of your mouth, you can impart greatness or smallness in someone else’s life. You can fan the flame of a dream or you can snuff it out. Use your words for good!

Homework for the heart: What are some of your mother’s favorite sayings? When would she say them? Why do they linger in your memory now? What did you learn about the power of language from your mother? How has she influenced the ways you speak and write?
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A mother’s secret prayer: Dear Lord, thank you for the gift of Your Word and the incredible power of language and communication. I pray that I might use my words with care and teach my children the impact that our words can have on our lives. May I only use words to build up my children, to comfort and heal, to instruct and inform, never to tear down or impair. May my children use the words of their mouths and the letters on their pages toward this same goal of loving others as You love us. Amen.



Lesson Five


MAMAS TEACH US TO BE RESPONSIBLE
It has been said that children learn from what they see. If that is true, and I believe that it is, then I was watching a living visual aid by observing the way my mother endured hardship. Little did she know that some of my greatest lessons came from watching her not complain or whine when the task was tough, even when she wanted to quit.
As I was growing up, perhaps the foremost lesson I learned from watching her was to be responsible. I suppose I knew what the word “responsibility” meant long before I knew how to spell it! I knew that it meant doing what I said I would do, keeping my word, admitting my mistakes, making right a wrong I had inflicted, apologizing when needed, using common sense, being honest, and taking serious things seriously. Part of my learning came from my mother’s own character and convictions—and part of it came from sheer necessity.
You see, my brother is seven years my senior and my sister is five and a half years older than I am. They had already left home during my late childhood and teenage years, and my father was ill. Since he was unable to work, my mother had to have a full-time job. Thankfully, it was a good job with the Employment Office of Equal Opportunity for the state of West Virginia. With my siblings away from home and my father unable to do much, I was the only person my mother could count on, so I had to be responsible. If the truth be known, there really was no room to be irresponsible because her expectations would not allow that. Honest to goodness, I thought she would kill me if I didn’t do what I was supposed to do!
While my mother consistently demonstrated it before me, she talked to me about the importance of responsibility before she ever entrusted me with it. By the time she gave me something to be responsible for, I knew I had better not mess up! I can well remember her sending me downtown in the city where we lived with the instruction to mail a letter, deliver a message, or pay a bill. She taught me to do business with various merchants in town, and even gave me checks to write once I was old enough to do that.
In addition, I was responsible for several household chores and, of course, for my schoolwork. But the most serious responsibility of all involved my ailing father. He became ill when I was about eleven years old, and his health deteriorated for five agonizing years before his once-strapping body slowly succumbed to the daily death of kidney disease. While he was sick, he needed to be fed; he needed to be shaved; he needed to be kept clean; and he needed someone to meet some basic medical needs. After school, while other boys were riding bicycles, shooting basketballs, and roaming in the West Virginia hills, I was cleaning up a sick room. I was trying to put a smile on a dying man’s face. Other boys were, for the most part, carefree. I was responsible.
Lest you think I begrudge my young friends and neighbors, let me hasten to say that I do not, not in the least. I am simply reporting the realities and the differences between our lives in those days. Looking back now, I am glad I had to learn to be responsible. It has served me well all of my life—and it will do the same for you. It has made me honest and trustworthy, hardworking and confident. It has offered me the courage to embrace visions that seemed too much to handle. It has taught me to take seriously my role and visibility as a public figure and to balance the many demands of my life. It has enabled me to guard the trust that has been placed in me by God, by the people in my family, my congregation, and my broader audience. It has given me experience I might not have otherwise had and enabled me to achieve goals I might not have otherwise attained. I can enjoy many fruits of life today because I learned to be responsible at an early age.
The importance of this lesson does not emerge simply from the rewards that being responsible affords. This lesson is doubly important because refusing to wear the mantle of responsibility—a garment that I believe fits us better each year as we practice this virtue—leaves us and those around us naked and cold. You see, I simply cannot just extol the benefits of being responsible; I must also warn you of the dangers of not being responsible.
Irresponsible people—be they men or women—do not keep their word; they cannot be trusted. They are as elusive as the proverbial greased pig in a room full of butter, always slipping and sliding away from commitments and relationships that require them to stand firm. They will not be where they say they will be when they say they will be there, if they ever show up at all. They will laugh, cry, scream, or pout at inappropriate times in order to make themselves the center of attention, even if it means disrespecting others and ignoring their needs. Irresponsible people will have a long list of excuses for any need that might arise. They will always blame somebody else. They seek shortcuts wherever possible. They do not respect authority. They are masters of the “spin,” often beginning sentences with, “Well, it wasn’t really like that . . .” or “What really happened was . . .” or, “No, baby, you don’t understand . . .”
Simply put, irresponsibility leads to low living. It spirals into short-sightedness and immediate gratification and often ends in drunk driving and debt and unemployment. It keeps people from developing the God-given potential that is within them and locks them in a prison of self-doubt and self-hatred. It produces children who are not loved. It brings heartache in countless ways—for the irresponsible person and for others. It ruins a person’s health and renders a bright future impossible.
On the other hand, being responsible positions a person for increase. To those who are faithful in small things, much more will be given. For example, a person who is responsible in financial matters can be trusted with more money. A person who manages his time well can handle more opportunities. Someone who is responsible in his profession will be in line for promotion.
The more you learn to accept responsibility, the more success, enjoyment, and confidence you will have in life. I believe that there is a world of potential within you. I believe that there are dreams waiting to be fulfilled, personal and professional goals waiting to be reached, adventures waiting to be embarked upon. In order to make and maintain progress in any of these areas, you will have to take responsibility for some things—and I know you can.
Let me encourage you once more to embrace the responsibilities that are yours. Do not shy away from responsibility, for it is a key to your growth. If you have not taken responsibility for your life, your thoughts, your words, your actions, and your future, I am asking you to start today. If you do, the quality of your life and the depth of your faith will only increase.
Furthermore, I challenge you to help develop the ability to handle responsibility in your children. You do this by starting small—telling them to make their beds every morning or to put their shoes in the closet when they take them off. You move on to telling them that they need to set their own alarm clocks and be responsible for getting up on time to be at school by the time the bell rings. When they begin to drive or to go out with friends on the weekends, you set a curfew by which they must be home.
As your children grow from infancy into adulthood, you will naturally give them different types of responsibilities, appropriate to their age and season of life. A five-year-old cannot be expected to handle the same responsibilities as a teenager. What is important is that responsibilities increase as the child grows and that you are consistent in your expectations and in doling out consequences for irresponsibility. If these things sound harsh to you, I need to tell you that they are not; they are simply the means by which you help a person learn to be responsible. A five-year-old who has to skip her favorite cartoon because she did not make her bed one week will learn to make that bed before her show airs again the following week. A fifteen-year-old who must relinquish her iPod for a week because she “forgot” to study for the big science exam might well remember the date of her next important test. Better yet, when she is twenty-five, she will have learned that irresponsibility has a price, and her history of learning to manage responsibility will position her for the ever-increasing responsibilities that accompany adulthood.
Perhaps you feel challenged to teach your children how to be responsible when you’re still learning yourself. Don’t worry—remaining humble and admitting our mistakes is part of being responsible! You see, there is no ignoring it. Responsibility will either build a person’s muscles or illuminate his weaknesses. Embracing responsibility will produce a great leader, while dodging it will result in a person who lags far behind others and may not even be a good follower.
Accept—no, own—the responsibilities that belong to you. Do not run from them, for being responsible is a pathway to becoming successful. It prepares us to do more, handle more, overcome more, experience more, and succeed more than those who are not willing to accept responsibility. Opportunities to be responsible present themselves to all of us, often in the form of adversity. When trouble knocks on your door, stand up to it. We often have to be the caretakers of difficulty—and that will develop our ability to handle responsibility like nothing else. Learning to take responsibility will bring maturity and integrity to your life and in the lives of your children in ways nothing else will, while maturity and integrity will pave the way for a life of fulfilled dreams, peace of mind, and great success.

Homework for the heart: Would you describe yourself as a responsible person? Why or why not? What did you learn about being responsible from the way your mother conducted herself and her duties? In what ways do you wish your mother had been more responsible? Why? How can you improve on yourself in these areas?
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A mother’s secret prayer: Oh, God, thank You for the gift of free will that You have entrusted to us, Your children. I ask that I take full responsibility for all that You have entrusted to me and that I pass along a similar sense of stewardship to my children and all that You entrust to them. Allow us to work hard as Your loving servants and to trust the rest to You and Your sovereignty. Amen.



Substitute Teacher


LEARNING FROM CORETTA SCOTT KING
In the early 1960s, the Kings’ name was in the mouth of every then-called Negro in America. My family was no different. I can recall my father listening intently as Dr. King delivered his address in the profound style of oratorical grandeur that is classic to his name alone. My mother, who had stopped doing what she was doing to join my father at the family black-and-white TV set, mentioned with resonating pride, “I went to school with Mrs. King.”
All of us children asked excitedly, “What?” My mother’s comment meant that she was semi-famous—almost, sort of, and in a way.
She continued, “We sang in the choir together at Lincoln High School.”
I later learned that Mrs. King had a beautiful voice, so I was not surprised that she had been a chorister in her younger days. Years later, I would meet Bernice, daughter of Dr. and Mrs. King, and strike up a conversation in which I mentioned that our mothers attended school together. After swapping stories about Marion, Alabama, and childhood experiences, we left with a deep and abiding mutual respect for each other, bound by the continued legacy of our parents’ emphasis on excellence, pride, and inner strength. My parents were far less notable than Bernice’s, but equally as committed, and had instilled in me a deep respect for the King family that continues to this day.
I will never forget several years ago when we dedicated our new sanctuary at The Potter’s House. The Dallas Symphony Orchestra served us that day and the crowd was arrayed in the regalia typical of a church congregation on such a celebratory occasion. Our then governor, George W. Bush, was invited but unable to attend, and he sent greetings and congratulations. Among those who were able to attend were notable names like the then vice president Al Gore, Rev. Pat Robertson, Rev. James Robinson, and many others whose names brought great applause from the crowd. But when I presented Mrs. King to the crowd with her daughters, Yolanda and Bernice, in tow beside her, the crowd went wild! The beautiful piece of artwork that was presented to me that day remains on my desk even now, years later, and captures a memorable moment that is irreplaceable to me. On various occasions thereafter, Martin III, Yolanda, and Bernice have all been guests at our church.
Down through the years, I entertained both Mrs. King and most of her family. I was also a guest at her birthday party a few years ago and, more recently, was privileged to be in her home for lunch while visiting in Atlanta. This woman, who traveled with presidents and yet had the grace to understand paupers, embodied in her persona a distinct reality of an era of black pride and courage that we will likely not see in the same way again. She was the guest of countless groups of all colors and classes. She traveled throughout Africa and was well respected by people like former president Nelson Mandela and a host of other distinguished people. I was so impressed with her that she was the recipient of our Women of Purpose Award during MegaFest 2005.
While waiting on lunch to be prepared the day I visited her at home, Mrs. King shared many interesting stories about her life with Dr. King, stories that will inspire me and enrich me all of my life.
As African Americans, we shared Mrs. King with her family, in a sense, but I know from raising my own children that healthy and understandable proprietary feeling the children of highly visible people have about their own families. There is nothing as rich as the inner circle of a family whose huddle has been the necessary shield to protect them from the harsh winds of public scrutiny and the bright glare of overexposure. I will cautiously avoid the temptation to take the liberty and say that Mrs. King was my mama too. Instead, I will yield to her daughter, the Reverend Bernice King.
In the following pages, she speaks to us not so much as a woman of God or public figure herself, but as a daughter who can help us understand how her mother did what she did and give us clues as to how she held her family together when life tried to pull them apart. Eavesdrop with me as Bernice shares her perspectives on the great influence of her mother and the impact she felt from being up close and personal with a woman whose class and social grace made her the queen of the black community.
MY MOTHER, CORETTA SCOTT KING
Bernice King
“How is Daddy going to eat now?” I wondered aloud as my five-year-old mind pondered the difficult reality that my father had been killed. Actually, I was told that he had “gone to live with God,” and was concerned about how he would be fed, since he was no longer living with us. My mother answered by saying something like, “God will take care of that.” She then wrapped her arms around me, pulled me close to her, and told me, “Mommy loves you.” With the profound wisdom of a mother who can discern her child’s true curiosities and fears, she was addressing a need I didn’t even know I had. In those three words, she let me know that I was safe, that I was deeply cared for, and that I would somehow be okay in the wake of my father’s assassination.
My mother, Coretta Scott King, never wanted the kind of life that would leave her a widow at the age of forty-one. She would not have chosen the path she walked—the path of a pioneer, the path of a true change agent, the path of freedom and justice for all. Nevertheless, she was destined and divinely prepared for it. She gave dignity to a difficult situation and showed amazing strength of soul when the soul of our nation was torn apart; she demonstrated unspeakable courage when fear threatened to paralyze so many people; and she never wavered in her convictions, despite fierce criticism, rejection, tragedy, and loss.
What makes a woman as brave, as steadfast, as committed to a cause as my mother was for more than half a century? What makes a woman willing to suffer and even to die for an ideal? What compelled her all those years? What enabled this mama to make a difference not only in my life, but in the life and values of an entire nation and the world? I suppose we need to begin answering these questions by looking back to a small town called Marion, Alabama, and take a peek at my mother’s beginnings.
She made her appearance in the world on April 27, 1927, and spent her childhood amid the grief and horror of America’s Great Depression. Like many youngsters of her day, she was acquainted with hard work from an early age. Where she lived, “hard work” often took the form of picking cotton—and by any standards, it was hard work indeed! Sometimes people do not realize what grueling labor it is—how the sharp ends of the bolls can rip the skin on a person’s fingertips, how heavy a sack of cotton can get on a person’s back, how stifling and filthy cotton fields can be. But under the enormous weight of her task in the field, amid the swelter and the sweat, my mother’s character was crafted, her spiritual and emotional strength forged, her discipline developed, and her perseverance produced. She learned in the cotton fields not only to endure through tough situations, but also to overcome. She was known to pick more cotton than her male cousins!
Even though the Depression robbed many people of their dreams and caused many to compromise their values, my mother had been born into a family in which education was important to women—even though the women in her family had to overcome the two towering obstacles of being black and being female—and they were not willing to sacrifice that, even though money was scarce. As a young girl, she and other African American students walked several miles each way to her school—while the white children rode the school bus. When she was older, she studied at a boarding school, called Lincoln High School. Even though a boarding-school education was expensive, her mother insisted upon this type of education, even if she (my grandmother) only had one dress! She knew the power of education to make a difference in a person’s life and in the world, so my grandmother prioritized schooling even over something to wear! After high school graduation, my mother continued defying cultural norms and the odds that were against her by virtue of her race and gender. She attended and was graduated from Antioch College in Yellow Springs, Ohio, just as her mother and sister had. The words of the college’s first president, Horace Mann, resonated within her: “Be ashamed to die until you have won some victory for humanity.” My mother’s intellectual path was not typical, but it was necessary for her. It was part of God’s will for her, part of His destiny for her life—even though she had no idea how that destiny would unfold.
After college graduation, my mother moved to Boston to attend the New England Conservatory of Music and fulfill her dreams of becoming a classical concert singer and a music teacher. One day in 1952, she was introduced to a man named Martin Luther King, Jr., who was pursuing his Ph.D. at Boston University. Two destinies linked arms, two destinies that would later converge to change a nation—but my mother did not know it at the time. Although Martin was intelligent and had a charismatic personality, my mother was not romantically interested in him at all. He was too short, she thought, and she certainly did not want to marry a preacher! She knew that her calling in life was to make a difference in the world, and she felt destined to change the condition of blacks in the South, but she felt that her contribution would be through music, not through ministry.
As my parents became acquainted with each other, they discovered that they shared similar concerns about the plight of African Americans in the South. They saw how differently their people were treated in the North, and they longed for the South to migrate north when it came to the opinions and treatment of African Americans. My mother was always a champion of hope, dignity, and freedom; she was never one to tolerate violence or injustice. She was involved in the peace movement prior to meeting my father. As such, she was one of the first to persuade him to speak out against the Vietnam war.
Even though my mother was not initially attracted to my father, she did sense that there was something different about him. She may not have imagined or understood the magnitude of his influence, but she knew in her heart that he had what it took to rise above ordinary men, to lead others and to make the world a better place by his thoughts, words, and actions. The call to destiny that she heard in her soul became louder and clearer when she connected with the vision, the zeal, and the convictions in my father. Ultimately, I believe it was her deep internal recognition of his greatness that enabled her to put aside her dreams of changing the world through music in order to join him and adjust to his way of advancing the cause of a better life for every African American in the United States. However, she did use her training in voice and music education through Freedom Concerts that were designed to educate people about the movement, as well as to raise funds for the movement.
Of course, God knew all along that these two revolutionaries would end up together, and they were perfect for each other. My mother was tailor-made for her situation and when God created her, He put within her everything she would need for the life she was called to live. She is a real-life example of Jeremiah 1:5, which says: “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you; before you were born I sanctified you.”
God helped my mother along in His plans for her life by giving her a dream that confirmed to her she was to marry my father. She became his wife in June 1953 and they chose to return to the South for my father to begin his pastoral career. Though he had job offers in the North, they both felt a pull to that region of the United States where slavery had once been the societal norm and where their own people were still treated as less significant, less valuable, indeed less human than their white counterparts. My parents were change agents, and the South was where change was needed. Their passion was to make a difference, to have a lasting positive impact on a society that was so unjust—and he knew that the pulpit would provide an excellent platform from which to champion God’s ideals—equality, Christian love, liberation from social and economic oppression, and peaceful resolution to conflict.
My mother was not naive. She knew that a life dedicated to societal reformation would not be easy—that it would be full of conflict and controversy; that it would be lonely; that it could be dangerous or even tragic. She had seen glimpses of the opposition to change that existed in the South, especially where blacks were concerned. Perhaps she got her pioneering spirit and courage from her father, who had been viciously threatened because he was the first black person in the community to own his own business. But he was tenacious and unafraid, even when forced to look down the barrel of a white man’s gun. He always said to my mother: “Look a white man dead in his eyes and he cannot do anything to you.” That’s what my parents did; they looked the disgrace of inequality square in the face.
Aware of the difficult road that lay before them, my parents did return to the South in 1954, after my father completed his doctoral dissertation and agreed to serve as pastor of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama. Little did my parents know, when they moved there, how significant this city would become in their lives and in the life of our country.
My mother was a wife of uncommon maturity and strength. She was never one to nag my father, to want or cause him to worry about her well-being, to call his attention to things at home, or to say to him, “But what about us?” Instead, she was extremely encouraging to him and submitted to the destiny and call that was upon their lives. She did everything she possibly could to be supportive of the cause and to make sure that she was okay so that she would not be a distraction to my father. She always knew something could happen to her, but never said, “Martin, back off.” She never allowed fear to dictate her commitment to the movement, and she was willing to make personal sacrifices for it. She knew that she and my father were doing God’s will and she was totally yielded to that.
My father received threats too numerous to mention and through them all, my mother just kept right on living. She didn’t bow to a single one. A specific threat did become reality one day after a particular group informed my father that they would blow up his house (my parents lived in a parsonage at that time) if he did not leave town in three days. Unintimidated, of course my parents did not leave—and the house was bombed, with my mother and infant sister inside. They survived.
When the bombing occurred, my father was preaching at a nearby church. He rushed home when he received the news and found an angry mob of black citizens surrounding the house. After he learned that my mother was safe and amazingly calm, he walked onto the porch to address the enraged crowd. He instructed them to compose themselves, to put down their weapons and to fight with Christian love instead of with guns, knives, sticks, and words that worsen a situation instead of defusing it.
As you might expect, my mother’s father was alarmed when he heard about the bombing. The night of the bombing, my parents stayed at the home of some friends, where they heard a knock on the door in the early hours of the following morning. It was my grandfather, who had driven from Marion, Alabama, to get my mother. He told her, “I’ve come to take you and the baby back to Marion.” She responded with incredible bravery: “No, Dad, I’m going to stay here with Martin.” And stay she did—through the sit-ins, the boycotts, the jailings, the marches, the speeches, the media frenzy, the heartbreak, the anger, the persecution, the violence, and the ultimate sacrifice of the man she loved.
After John F. Kennedy was assassinated in November 1963, my father often said that he would die the same way. He was always willing to die for his beliefs and he knew that his earthly life would most likely come to a violent end because of his convictions and someone else’s intolerance. Several weeks before my father was killed, he had sent my mother some artificial roses so that she would always have flowers from him.
Likewise, my mother also knew in her heart that he could be killed someday. She lived every day fully aware of the cost of the cause—and fully aware that she might one day have to go on without her husband and to raise my brothers, my sister, and me alone. My father had always wanted to identify as much as possible with “the people” and to sacrifice all he could for the movement, so it was never important to him for us to own a home. My mother, however, knew intuitively that she and her children would need a place to live after my father’s inevitable death, so she wisely convinced him in 1966 to buy the house we were renting at the time. That was the house I grew up in and the house where she lived until August 2004.
Until her death, my mother was strong, steadfast, and courageous. She was a woman of extraordinary character and, as I have already written, extreme maturity. She was a woman of honesty and integrity, of forgiveness and grace and love for others—and she imparted these values to me. She did not have a public persona and a private persona because she “walked her talk.” She did not speak of her convictions publicly while failing to honor them privately, but displayed them when she was in the spotlight and when she was not. Looking back on all she endured, I marvel at the way she lived her life, a life of true godliness, which is so rare. One of the things she said—and I saw her live it—was: “I don’t hold grudges.” So true. My mother obeyed the biblical command to forgive. She could have easily become a very bitter, angry woman, but she did not. Instead, she seldom spoke about her critics and refused to seek revenge or engage in “tit-for-tat” situations. She did have human feelings, but she didn’t reside in them. She went on.
And so, my mother’s legacy will also go on. Part of her legacy, of course, was to secure my father’s legacy in the world. There were people who hoped she would disappear from the public scene after his death and stay home to take care of us children. But I like to say that she raised four children while she helped to raise a nation. She became more visible than ever as she sought and fought to open the King Center, which is the official living memorial to my father, and to work for my father’s birthday to be observed as a federal holiday. Each January, the holiday not only causes us to honor my father, it also focuses the collective conscience of our nation on the ideals—especially the Christian ideal of nonviolence—for which he stood. The holiday also reminds us that, without those ideals, we would be no different than any other war-torn, blood-soaked nation on earth. Her efforts have called a country to remember that a peaceful approach to conflict is forever embedded in our history and woven through the fabric of our national life.
My mother made an incalculable difference in my life, in our family, in the United States, and around the world. Chances are, whether you realize it or not, she made a difference in your life too. If you love freedom and fairness, if you appreciate the value of other people, if you believe in peace and in the potential of every human being—then my inheritance is your inheritance. You have received what my mother most dearly loved to give.
Lesson Six


MAMAS TEACH US TO PRAY
My mother was a woman of faith and conviction. She definitely helped to secure my belief in God. But she was not a sweet, sappy, superspiritual saint who carried her Bible everywhere she went and greeted people with “Praise the Lord.” No, she was a real person with real challenges—and she had a real faith in a real God. She had a relationship with Him in the deepest part of her being. It was like bedrock beneath every obstacle she ever faced, every emotion she ever felt, every decision she ever made, and every victory she ever gained. She did not flaunt it, she did not spiritualize it, she simply lived it.
In teaching me to pray, my mother never sat me down at the kitchen table and said, “Now, son, this is how you pray. First you say this and then you say that . . .” No, she taught me through exposure. Now, many of us may have been exposed to prayer in various contexts throughout our lives. We have heard people pray in our churches, and in our schools if we are of a certain age. We may have grown up in a family that paused before mealtimes to thank God for our food. We may have seen people pray on television as we watched state funerals or events such as a presidential inauguration. We may have found ourselves in situations so desperate that we have uttered almost a primal cry to God for help or relief. Then again, we may be people who live by prayer, having plumbed the depths of relationship with God through the communion of prayer. Nevertheless, like a first kiss from a secret crush, we never forget our first awareness of what it means to converse with God.
My own exposure began around the table. I suppose that is where I first became aware that people talk to God. Of course, growing up in church, I heard people pray in my Sunday school classes and in church services. At times those prayers stirred my soul and at times I did not really understand them. I did, though, believe God was listening and I knew that He could answer. But there came a point when my exposure to prayer solidified into a concrete commitment to heavenly communication.
My sister became sick. In her early twenties, she was diagnosed with a brain tumor. It was a gut-wrenching, heartbreaking situation, one our family could do nothing about. Of course, we could feed her and take care of her and ensure that she received the best medical care we could find, but at the core of the matter, we were powerless to heal her. We were helpless when it came to being able to ease her pain or relieve her symptoms. All we could do was pray. My family’s prayers became urgent, fervent, passionate, desperate, and unceasing, as they went forth from our house with the speed, focus, and force of a steady stream of bullets aimed at the throne of God. My mother led the charge.
And let me tell you, nobody can pray like a mama whose baby is deathly ill—even when her baby is an adult. I had never heard anybody pray the way my mother prayed when my sister was sick. I had heard plenty of people pray, but never like that. She would not back down, she would not let down, she would not calm down. She would not get up and she would not shut up as she literally bombarded heaven on my sister’s behalf. She became a warrior far superior to any epic hero. She became a giant on her knees. With a sword in one hand she battled the enemies of death and disease, and with her other hand stretched toward heaven she kept beseeching God’s help and His mercy.
Have you ever heard the sound of desperation in another person’s voice? I heard it during those days. I am sure the halls of heaven shook with the force of her intercession. She meant business—and she knew how to do business—with God. Though my mother’s prayers were intense and emotional at times, they were not based on emotion; they were based on faith. Her passionate pleas were built on her deep and intimate acquaintance with God, her years of relationship with Him, her knowledge of His Word. She knew who He was, she knew what He could do, she knew what He had promised—and she went to war for those things to come to pass in my sister’s life.
“What happened?” you ask. Let me just say that today my sister is a strong, healthy, beautiful mother and grandmother. She had an excellent education and a distinguished career in her profession. She has authored books, she is a public speaker, she is a delight to our family, and she is a trophy and a testimony to the power of prayer.
The Bible says in James 5:16, “The effectual, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much.” My mother was a righteous woman and she prayed “effectual, fervent” prayers. God heard and answered her, just as He will hear and answer you. Lest you be discouraged, let me hasten to say that being a righteous man or woman is not difficult. It is not earned; it is received. And it comes to all who embrace Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Your prayers can be effective if you will pray them fervently and out of the sincerity of your heart.
God loves prayer that comes from the heart; He treasures and honors real prayer. He wants to hear from real people who are fully aware of their deep and desperate need for Him. He does not have much regard for prayers prayed to impress other people or for pray-ers who are more concerned about the rhythm or the eloquence of their words than about the content of their plea. In fact, Jesus Christ had some choice words for such people and some clear instructions about the attitude we should have when we pray:
And when you pray, you shall not be like the hypocrites. For they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the corners of the streets, that they may be seen by men. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. But you, when you pray, go into your room, and when you have shut your door, pray to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you openly. And when you pray, do not use vain repetitions as the heathen do. For they think that they will be heard for their many words. Therefore do not be like them. For your Father knows the things you have need of before you ask Him. (Matthew 6:5–8)


My life, like yours, has included its thrills and its chills, its sweet victories and its bitter defeats, its overwhelming challenges and its experiences that seemed greased with grace to accomplish. I have been told things that put a smile on my face and a laugh in my belly, and I have been told things that were so painful I had to remind myself to breathe. I have had moments when nothing seemed to fit and moments when everything has come together. I have pastored a church with only seven members and a church with more than thirty thousand. Through everything—I mean, through it all—I have prayed. I pray publicly, of course (preachers do that), but I pray like a madman in private.
I know that it is not the eloquence of my words or the volume of my voice that catches God’s attention. It is the fact that I know I need Him. His ears perk up at the passion and sincerity of my heart, not at the poetic quality of my prayers. The same is true for you.
You see, prayer serves as a rudder by which we steer our life’s course. It often works just beneath the surface of our lives. We need not desire for anybody to know it is there or to prove that we are doing it; we simply need to make sure that it rides along with us as an integral part of our lives.
The seas on which you sail may be stormy at times. There will likely be days when the chilly winds of life blow so hard that you will surely veer off course if you cannot pray. Your voyage, at times, may be lonely, but through prayer you will find a Companion, an ever-present Help, a Captain who always has the time and great desire to listen to you and respond with wisdom far beyond what mere men possess.
Like so many other lessons, I believe prayer is best taught by example, and I encourage you to begin passing along a prayer legacy to your children if you have not already started. A child who sees and hears you pray will learn to pray in his or her own way. You can provide guidance by encouraging children to pray before meals, when they have a test to take at school, when someone is sick, or when their feelings are hurt. You can remind them to thank God when prayers are answered. The point is to help them realize that they are not alone in life and that they can appeal to a source of help beyond their parents or any other human being. They need to know that God loves them, cares about them, wants to be involved in their lives, is cheering for them, has a great plan for their future, knows best, can be trusted, and loves to hear their voices. Teach them to talk to Him often. Tell them that they need not bow their heads, close their eyes, and fold their hands in order to be heard, but that they can commune with the Maker of the universe in the privacy of their own souls. Let them know that if they will only turn their thoughts toward God, He will listen and respond.
There will always be situations and circumstances that you cannot change for yourself or for your children. There will always be something over which you are utterly powerless—and it may be something potentially devastating. In such moments of crisis, there is no substitute for prayer and there is no source of strength and comfort like prayer. I am reminded of a line from an old song I have known for years: “King Jesus is a-listening when you pray.” Let your voice be heard in heaven—and let me assure you that God is listening when you pray.

Homework for the heart: When did you hear your mother pray? On what occasion would she talk to God? What did she teach you about prayer and communicating with Him? How does this affect the way you pray today? What would you like to tell God that you’ve been reluctant to say to Him? I encourage you to open your heart to Him and listen for His voice.
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A mother’s secret prayer: King Jesus, thank You for always listening when I pray. Thank You for speaking to my heart and to the hearts and ears of my children. May we be attuned to the voice of Your Spirit and committed to the chorus of honest communication that You, our Master, modeled with Your Father. Help us to know that God is never too busy to listen and respond to us, His children. Amen.



Lesson Seven


MAMAS TEACH US TO LET GOD BE GOD
Now you’ve already seen that two of my mother’s most important life lessons center on God (although all her lessons come back to Him in some way, which is not surprising, considering her vibrant faith). Yes, believing in Him is important and learning to pray without ceasing is crucial. Without these two cornerstones in place, it truly is impossible to know the peace and joy of fulfilling the destiny for which you were created. However, there’s another lesson my mother taught me related to God that was one of the hardest to learn. Simply put, I had to learn to let God be God.
One of the first occasions where this lesson emerged was in the aftermath of a winter snowstorm. Walking down the hill below our house, I became annoyed at the way my mother held my hand so firmly, restraining me from romping in the glorious white powder layered around us like blankets of spun cotton. I strained and pulled, tugged and tossed until finally my mother gently released her firm clasp of my hand. Turned loose, I proceeded to bound toward an especially high snow drift when I fell flat on my butt! The cold stung my body with its penetrating icy power infiltrating my prone body. Mama smiled in a knowing way, making it unnecessary for her to say, “I told you so!”
I thought I did not need to hold my mother’s hand, thought that I knew more than she did about how much freedom I could handle. But what I learned is that I was not as adept at walking through the storm as I thought I was. I needed the security of an anchor, a mainstay in the slippery terrain beneath my feet. Similarly, in adulthood I’ve learned that so often I think I know what I should do and how I should do it. I tell God where I’m going and what I’ll be doing when I get there. He must smile to Himself, much the same way my mother grinned that day in the snowy hills of West Virginia. He knows that I don’t hold on to Him; He holds on to me.
And He holds on to you as well. It’s so tempting to become arrogant as we grow and mature, to directly or covertly believe “we can do it my way, God.” Instead of waiting out the storm, allowing the ice to thaw and reveal His path, we trudge ahead in our headstrong freedom until we fall flat on our faces and wonder what hit us. Usually, it’s our own pride and arrogant nature that’s chilled us with our fragility and fallibility.
There’s another mother who also teaches us this lesson of letting God be God. She was barely more than a baby herself, a young teenager, perhaps. In her ancient culture girls embarked upon their journeys of marriage and motherhood much earlier than many do today, and she was already engaged. She definitely had marriage on her mind, but motherhood? Eventually, yes, I am sure, but not before the wedding. It has been said that the best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry. Young Mary was neither mouse nor man, but her plans were nonetheless challenged by a God who has a way of intervening at the least—or at times, I think, interfering—with what we have planned. Such was the case for her.
We know her as Mary, the mother of Jesus. The mention of her name makes us think of purity, holiness, dedication to God, surrender, and much later, the greatest agony a mother’s heart can endure. What can today’s mothers learn from her? I think that the greatest lesson a woman can gain from everything the Bible teaches about Mary’s life is this: let God be God. Of course, I realize that God is God and that no person on earth has the power or ability to “allow” God to be God. But, when it comes to His working in and through a human life, a person can cooperate or resist. God has to be Lord and not just Savior to each of us. He needs the uncontested, irrevocable right to alter the course of our lives to accomplish His will in and through us. This is not about Christ the dictator, who forces His will on unsuspecting, defenseless victims. No, he is a gentle God, who allows us to choose whether we will comply with His plan or seek our own. I have done both. I kid you not. I have done it His way and I have done it my way. I humbly confess that His way is far superior to my own. Let me ask you today: Do you submit or are you in a state of conscious or unconscious rebellion?
Mary chose to cooperate with God, and in this chapter, I want us to explore together her humble response to His big surprise in her life. Consider what happened to her. I suspect she was in many ways an ordinary girl in Nazareth. She had given her heart to the young carpenter, Joseph, and looked forward to becoming his wife. Preparations were under way for a Jewish wedding and, if she was like many other brides-to-be, she went about her daily work with a song on her lips and a spring in her step.
Then one day, an angel appeared to her. He was not an ordinary angel, but an archangel, the angel Gabriel—one who stood in the very presence of God in heaven and came to earth on special assignment from the King of kings. One might think such a mighty heavenly being would visit a ruler of nations or a wealthy, prominent landowner. But no, Gabriel came to see Mary, the unassuming young woman who had no idea that she was destined to give birth to the Son of God. Gabriel’s visit certainly changed Mary’s plans and brought a divine interruption that would change not only her life, but the lives of untold millions throughout human history.
Gabriel’s greeting was perfect: “Rejoice, highly favored one, the Lord is with you; blessed are you among women!” (Luke 1:28). Of course, Mary was startled, even “troubled,” the Bible says. But the angel quickly sought to put her at ease in His holy presence. “Do not be afraid, Mary,” he said, “for you have found favor with God” (Luke 1:30).
I want to stop here for a moment and make sure that you know something today: you have found favor with God. You are not much different from Mary; you are highly favored of God. I have come to learn that favor does not always seem favorable at the time. Mary had received favor at one of the most difficult times in her life. She was being discussed all over Bethlehem and it was not favorable. Her beau was praying feverishly about whether to divorce her. Now, that was not favorable. In her day, separating once a couple had announced their engagement required divorce. Can you imagine, the groom wants a divorce because the bride is mysteriously pregnant? Now, that does not sound like favor either. Sometimes favor looks and sounds more like trouble and disparity. But be not deceived, there is often a great deal of favor hidden in unfavorable events, events that cause the soul to grimace and the heart to ache.
Knowing that God has chosen us for a blessing is not difficult to accept. It is when we realize that favor often shows up in unfavorable moments of life that we are afraid to proceed with that unalterable “yes” that God longs to hear us say to Him. Have you ever been afraid to be in the will of God? I know about being afraid to be out of the will, but sometimes it is frightening to do what God says do even when you know it was He who told you to do it.
Even with Gabriel’s declaration of God’s favor to Mary, she still found herself afraid, as I suppose any young lady would. I would imagine that a supernatural gentleness and peace were infused in the angel’s words when he told her not to be afraid. You see, when we are afraid, we cannot perceive God’s plans clearly. Fear causes us to run from His purposes instead of embracing them. Our fears must be dealt with if we are going to fulfill the destiny God has placed upon our lives. If the grip of fear is holding you back right now, hindering you from enjoying your life and from doing what God created you to do, then hear the words of the angel: “Do not be afraid.”
Easier said than done, I know. I do not think I have ever met anyone with enough strength to evict fear from his or her heart. But God is able to do it in an instant. Tell Him that you do not want to be afraid another minute, and ask Him to make you strong and courageous. He will delight to do that for you. Most of my life, I have been afraid of what He had in mind for my life. Even the great blessings were intimidating. Sometimes trusting God is horrifying, especially when you realize that God is not given to discussing details or getting your permission before He gets you in a compromising situation. Mary was just walking along and here came God into her life with a life-changing, plan-altering revelation. Ever been there? I have. I am not a woman and I certainly know nothing about carrying a child, but I do know what it is like to carry a ministry, a business, a family, and many other things that disfigured me, often got me into a rough test, and threatened to destroy me or my name along the way. What do you do? I say you feel the fear and do it anyway. The way to ensure ultimate success is to resist the fear and pray against it, but get busy doing what you have been directed to do.
Once Gabriel had acknowledged and addressed Mary’s fear, he began to speak God’s message to her, the best news ever announced on earth at that point: “And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bring forth a Son, and shall call His name JESUS. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Highest; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David. And He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of His kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1:31–33).
Apparently, Mary adjusted quickly to the destiny that had been proclaimed. She did not accuse the angel of being crazy, she did not challenge his words, she simply said, essentially, “Okay. Great. I can accept that all of this is going to happen, but I just have one question. You see, I am a virgin, so how is this going to work?” It was a reasonable query, given the biological requirements of human reproduction.
Gabriel explained: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Highest will overshadow you; therefore, also, that Holy One who is to be born will be called the Son of God” (Luke 1:35). In other words, “Mary, this is not normal. This is of God. It’s going to happen supernaturally. God Himself will place His seed within you by the power of the Holy Spirit.” Is it not strange that sometimes God’s plans sound so unusual that you cannot find anyone in whom you can confide? You know that if you were to tell people that God wants you to open the business, start the church, or undertake some other endeavor with no means of supporting your dream, they would be skeptical, to say the least. God’s plan to bless you may not come with a support system. It may be controversial, and the only way to sustain yourself may be to find someone who has been there too.
No wonder Mary walked in Elizabeth’s house and gave her a big salutation. When no one believes what God has told you and you finally find someone with whom you can relate, you will naturally be thankful for the fellowship in the struggle. Have you ever wished you had someone to talk to, someone who has been through what you are facing right now? I have good news. For every Mary, there is an Elizabeth somewhere, waiting on the doorbell to ring. Get up and find your Elizabeth and ring her bell. She has things to tell you that will strengthen you on your journey. Mary would not have to walk her miracle path alone. How compassionate of the Lord.
Then, Gabriel utters the words that have echoed in human hearts throughout history, words that have strengthened the weak and emboldened the fearful, words that have been light in the darkest of situations, words people have clung to when they had nothing else: “For with God nothing will be impossible.”
I want us to pause again here before we proceed with Mary’s story. Read these words again: “For with God nothing will be impossible.” Whatever you are facing today is not impossible. Healing is not impossible. Deliverance is not impossible. Getting the job you need is not impossible. Seeing your child drug-free is not impossible. Graduating from college when you are fifty years old is not impossible. Paying off that debt is not impossible. A happy marriage is not impossible. No matter what you are up against or how difficult it appears, it is not impossible with God.
Years after Gabriel proclaimed that nothing is impossible with God, Jesus Himself spoke similar words to a father who had almost given up hope for his son’s deliverance. He said: “If you can believe, all things are possible to him who believes” (Mark 9:23). Notice that Jesus said, “If you can believe.” Is anything in your life holding back your ability to believe? Have you become discouraged, disappointed, or depressed about a circumstance or situation? Has a series of events siphoned the faith out of you?
I have come to speak an encouraging word through this printed page to you today. I have come to fan the embers of faith that may be smoldering in your heart. I have come to blow a fresh wind upon those coals that want to burst into a flame of faith, but need a little help. I have come to declare to you with the living and active word of God which says that all things are possible to him who believes, that nothing is impossible with God. I am asking God to give you a fresh impartation of faith for what seems impossible, and I want you to ask Him too. He will not let you down!
Once you really grasp the truth that nothing is impossible with God, I hope that you will respond as Mary did: “Behold the maidservant of the Lord! Let it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). Once we believe that nothing is impossible with God, we can relax. That’s really what Mary did; her response might be phrased in modern language like this: “Okay. I’m yours, Lord. Do whatever you want with me.”
Mary’s willingness to cooperate with God’s plan for her life meant having to tell Joseph she was pregnant, knowing he would know that her baby was not his. She risked losing this man she loved, her friends, and her reputation as a devout Jewish girl. She made herself the subject of whispers and gasps all over Nazareth. All of these things, and the countless other hardships and embarrassments she certainly endured, took immense courage. Maybe she thought through the ramifications of saying, “Let it be to me according to your word,” and maybe she did not. We do not know whether she was one to weigh the consequences of her decisions or whether she was a more spontaneous type of girl who simply said yes to God on impulse. We do know that she submitted herself to His will. Why? Probably because she believed that nothing is impossible with Him and that the rewards that come from Him are far greater than anything her obedience could cost her.
Do you have the courage to walk through a season of disfavor, knowing that it will lead to a greater manifestation of God’s favor in your life? I hope your heart will echo Mary’s and that you will say to the Lord, as Mary said to Gabriel, “Let it be to me according to your word.” I know that God has an amazing plan for your life, but He will not force it on you. You, like Mary, must trust Him enough to say, “Let it be.” And then, as He did for her, He will do something through you so fulfilling and so astounding that you can hardly wait to say, “Do it again, God!”
We need to understand that it is one thing—a wonderful thing—to submit to God’s plan; it is quite another to walk out that plan one step at a time. That is where we find the grace that follows obedience. Mary’s journey was not easy. We have already considered the public shame she must have felt as an unwed expectant mother in her culture. Thankfully, God informed Joseph about the matter through a dream, so he did not abandon Mary in her time of need. No, he was faithful and caring as they awaited the arrival of God’s Son.
The only problem was that Joseph had to travel—right when Mary’s baby was due—from Nazareth to Bethlehem for the rough equivalent of a census. The two of them made the trip, and while they were there, Jesus was born.
She did not give birth in a palace or a military hospital, as mothers of kings often do, but in somebody’s smelly stable. She did not place Him in a golden cradle, but in a manger lined with straw. She did not wrap Him in royal robes, but in ordinary swaddling clothes. I wonder sometimes if the simplicity of it all surprised her. After all, she knew He was the Son of God. You are not the first mother who did not have what she felt she needed. But God sends the Messiah in a manger to remind us that conditions do not have to be favorable for us to produce effective and favorable results.
Mary’s journey into motherhood began, I believe, the moment “the power of the Highest” overshadowed her. It took a quantum leap forward in Bethlehem’s humble stable. Scripture does not allow us to see the details of Mary’s mothering. We do not know how she related to the Son of God as a screaming infant or a curious toddler, aside from the fact that Jesus and his parents were separated in a crowd in Jerusalem when He was twelve years old and that Mary and Joseph found Him three days later, sitting among the teachers in the temple, listening to them and asking them questions (see Luke 2:46).
We do know that Mary’s son, Jesus, fulfilled the great purpose for which He was born—the redemption of the entire human race. Because His mother submitted to God’s call, embraced the interruption of her own plans, and allowed God to be God in her life, salvation is available to us today. Had Mary refused, God would have found someone else, for He was determined to save His people. But she did not—and that has given her a unique place of honor in human hearts and in human history for centuries.

Homework for the heart: Recall a time when your mother allowed you to do something on your own when she really wanted to help you. What did you learn from the experience? How often do you allow God to be God in your life presently?
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A mother’s secret prayer: Dear God, please help me to yield myself to You just as Mary so willingly served You. You know so much better than I do the paths that I should follow and the turns along the way. Especially along this journey of mothering, I pray that I would trust You and demonstrate to my children that You alone are the only One who can be God. Amen.



Part Two
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Biology Lab: Lessons on Love from Our Greatest Teachers

 
So many women discover that the man they marry often sees qualities of his mother in his wife. And it certainly makes sense that we men look for women who model the positive attributes of our mothers, since Mama was the first one to hold us, comfort us, nurture us, encourage us, and demonstrate what it means to love someone.
Interestingly enough, many men often meet and marry a woman “just like Mom,” only to find that they feel pulled in different directions more than a wishbone at Thanksgiving dinner! They want to “leave and cleave” and be united with their wives. But they also want to honor the woman who loves them more unconditionally than any other. Perhaps a certain amount of this triangulated tension is only natural. For instance, a mother naturally wants to see her children and their families at the holidays. A wife may naturally want to spend it with her parents or staying home and making distinct family memories of her own.
It’s the wise mother who knows when to step back or when to step forward in her children’s lives, especially after they become adults. It takes a wise mother indeed to teach her children how to love over a lifetime, to learn the give and take, the tightrope of relationships and responsibilities, commitments and communication. According to some mothers with whom I’ve been privileged to speak, teaching your children how to give—and receive—love may be a mother’s most important job.
This lesson came to the forefront of my relationship with my wife when we were still dating and not yet engaged. I brought her home to meet Mama, nervous and desperately praying that they would both at least respond favorably to each other, this one woman who had given me life and the other with whom I was just beginning a new life. The meeting went well, with each woman liking the other as they embarked on this new journey of relationship bound by their mutual love for me, the man whose heart they shared. Afterward, when I returned from taking Serita home, I asked my mother what she thought and told her that I was going to marry this young woman that she had just met. Mama said, “That’s good, son, really good. She loves you.” I paused for a moment and said, “I love her.” My mother looked at me and said, “You may love her—in fact, I know you wouldn’t be thinking about marrying someone unless you did—but she loves you. It’s important to know that you’re going to receive love as well as give it to the person with whom you’re going to spend your life. Remember that God first loved us.”
Mama’s words have stayed with me and become a tool of wisdom that I pass along to my children as they venture out into the laboratory of love known as dating, that place where hearts are laid bare and dissected by dedication. With my daughters in particular, I have told them repeatedly to never go first! It’s hard to resist being captivated by someone who loves you and risks giving you their heart before you have given them your own. Falling in love is relatively easy. But catching the love offered by another is much more difficult.
This is but one of the lessons learned by looking at the intricacies of the heart in this unique laboratory of human relationships, risk, and romance. Join me now as we venture forward with a variety of mothers as our teachers and learn more of what it truly means to love and to be loved, not just with those we date or marry, but in the variety of relationships we are privileged to experience.
Lesson Eight


MAMAS TEACH US TO HIDE THEM IN THE HOUSE
I grew up on a dead-end street at the top of a mountain in rural West Virginia. Our little yard comprised a ten-by-twelve-foot area and included some sparse patches of grass and one lone tree that stood like a sentinel guarding our modest castle. While I liked our little yard and could use my imagination to turn it into a pirate ship or the Wild West, I longed for the greener pastures of the local recreation center, where I knew all the other kids my age seemed to congregate, playing basketball in the gym or chasing each other in impromptu games of freeze tag. Yet no matter how many times I asked or how desperately I pleaded, my mother insisted that I remain in our little yard within her eyesight. She wanted me in the yard or in the house, not out in the world.
I didn’t understand her rationale at the time, and looking back later in life as a young adult, I felt confused. For you see, after the age of twelve or so, my mother was very generous in granting me the freedom to come and go as I pleased. In fact, she often sent me on errands for her into town. How could she have gone from being the jail warden to the great emancipator in such a short period of time?
It wasn’t until later in my adulthood that I realized how she came to trust releasing me out into the world because she had supervised and nurtured me throughout my childhood. She made sure that I learned what it meant to be obedient and responsible, to be innocent and intentional, before she turned me loose.
There’s something about loving someone, particularly our children, that compels us to hide them in our hearts, to safeguard them against the brutal realities of the world for as long as we can. But we know that no matter how much we love someone, we cannot protect them and shelter them forever, for clinging too tightly only hinders their growth. Still, we can prepare them, can give them time to grow in strength and stature so that when the time comes for them to venture forth, they will have a confidence and a firm foundation upon which to build. Mothers in particular seem to have a special sense about how long to allow their children to be children and when to push them gently from the nest so that they may fly on their own wings.
While I certainly experienced such a process, I am by no means the best example. No, to find the perfect poster boy for this lesson of love we need to examine the life of one of the greatest historical figures of all time, a man named Moses. This Old Testament hero’s life began under the threat of death. He made plenty of mistakes as he grew and matured, but he evolved into a strong and wise leader of the nation of Israel. When God declared that His people, the Hebrew children, had had enough of the bondage and oppression of their slavery in Egypt, Moses was the man appointed to stand up to the mighty Pharaoh and lead the people out of captivity toward a land of freedom and blessing.
Lest you be tempted to think that Moses’ job was easy or glorious, let me remind you that the people he led, even though they were called God’s special ones, were prone to murmur and complain, to be greedy, to be impatient, and to give up on God when they grew tired and weary. Yes, those Israelites were a handful, to say the least, but Moses proved equal to the challenge of being their leader. Though he himself was not allowed to enter the Promised Land, he managed to position an entire nation to take possession of it and to get them through formidable challenges to the point that they were ready to fight for it. He trained his successor to lead the battle charge into that place of milk and honey, and died knowing that a new generation would possess the promises he had heard from God decades earlier. When he passed away, God Himself reached down from heaven and buried him. I cannot imagine a greater honor.
You know as well as I do that successful leaders do not just emerge on the scene of a nation. Men and women of Moses’ ilk are not overnight wonders. No, they are the result of a lifetime of preparation, wise counsel, good decisions, and hard work. Most of the time, too, they had someone in their lives who recognized the greatness inside of them, someone who knew that, with the right training, these people could arise to positions of influence and excellence.
Being able to recognize the future voice of authority in an infant’s whimper requires a special gift. Being able to see that the toddler who waddles across the living-room floor will one day stand before kings and princes takes an unusual amount of discernment and vision. Realizing that the little girl who follows you around everywhere you go has what it takes to lead a nation demands an eye that can look at what is and see what can be. Then, once parents accept that their children are destined for great things, they must know how to guard and guide those young lives so that the seeds of greatness will burst into full bloom in the right way at precisely the right time.
I believe that Moses’ mother, Jochebed, knew her baby son was born to accomplish a mighty task. She certainly wanted him to have the opportunity, or she would not have gone to the trouble of waterproofing a basket and floating him in the river. The Bible tells the story this way:
And a man of the house of Levi went and took as wife a daughter of Levi. So the woman conceived and bore a son. And when she saw that he was a beautiful child, she hid him three months. But when she could no longer hide him, she took an ark of bulrushes for him, daubed it with asphalt and pitch, put the child in it, and laid it in the reeds by the river’s bank. (Exodus 2:1–3)


Why did Jochebed need to hide little Moses? Well, Moses was born in Egypt, while the Israelites were working as slaves. Pharaoh had ordered the midwives to kill all baby boys born to Hebrew families. He had noticed that the more the Hebrews were afflicted, “the more they multiplied and grew” (Exodus 1:12). He was afraid that the sons of this ever-strengthening people would grow up to form a mighty army against him and that they would overtake his government. The way to avoid and evade that, he reasoned, was to kill them as soon as they were born.
Against this threatening backdrop, Moses entered the world. How did his mother manage to birth him safely into such horrific hostility? We cannot say whether she was attended by merciful midwives who let her baby live or whether she had no midwife at all. We simply know that Moses survived and that Jochebed was determined for him to live a long, full life.
I want you to notice that Jochebed “hid him three months.” This one woman defied an edict of the king and outsmarted the government soldiers by keeping Moses hidden. We can only imagine how frightened she must have been, how fervently she must have prayed that he would not cry or need a diaper change at an inappropriate moment, how she must have had to put away his tiny clothes or little playthings every time she heard a knock at her door.
No, hiding her baby could not have been easy. But something inside Jochebed knew that the challenges, the inconveniences, and constant fear were worth it. She knew that she had given birth to a life worth saving—and in order to save him, she had to hide him. By hiding him, she ensured the eventual deliverance of her nation from slavery. She hid, as a baby, the man who would hear God speak from a burning bush, who would command the Red Sea to part, who would receive the Ten Commandments, who would write the first five books of the Bible, and be called God’s friend.
After three months, hiding Moses in the house became either impossible or unwise. At that point, still bent on protecting and preserving his life, she put him in a basket daubed with asphalt and pitch to keep the water out and laid him among the reeds along the riverbank. She could not have known what would happen to him. She did what had to be done, even though it must have broken her heart, in order to keep him alive. I can almost hear the words that must have darted through her mind that day: “There’s greatness in this baby boy. He’s got a purpose to fulfill. Don’t let him die. There’s greatness in this baby boy . . .”
You know the rest of the story. Pharaoh’s daughter rescued Moses from his tiny ark and raised him as her own son. When he was older, he killed an Egyptian man and then hid himself for years in a place called Midian for fear of retribution. But when God called him out of hiding to rise up and become a great deliverer, he answered. He did not always display great courage, he did not handle every situation well, but he accomplished the task he was destined to perform.
The wise and courageous Jochebed knew a secret that would serve today’s mothers well. She knew how to recognize greatness and she knew that greatness needs to be hidden at certain times. She knew that a child of destiny cannot be treated as ordinary, cannot go along with the demands of culture—otherwise, Moses would have been dead before he was a day old.
You realize, of course, that when I write about greatness and destiny, I really believe that such seeds are in every child. I believe your children are living, breathing bundles of incredible potential and that their potential is enormous. And, when I write about “hiding them in the house” I do not mean literally confining children to the four walls of your home. I do not mean sheltering them to the point that they are not able to function as smart, reasonable human beings in a complex world. (That is called “dysfunction.”)
Hiding them simply means that you do not allow them to be exposed to everything that others may encounter. Now I know this is not easy to do, as they have access to much adverse information. Hiding normally is something that is born out of fear, but in this case we are talking about hiding them out of faith in God, faith that He has some higher purpose that will require them to be uncontaminated. That means that when you know God is going to use your child, you must teach him or her that fitting in is not as important as remaining conscious of your destiny and purpose. It means saying to your child, “You don’t get to do what the others are doing,” not out of fear or cruelty, but out of wisdom and courage and an interest in that child’s future. My mother would say that being a good mother is not always about being friends with your children! You have a job to do as a parent and your goal is to get them ready for greatness with as few distractions and deterrents as possible.
Sometimes that means that a child has to stay home and study when others are at a rock concert. Sometimes it may mean visiting a grandparent in a nursing home when friends are watching a movie. It may mean practicing a musical instrument or an athletic move while others are playing video games. It may mean getting up early on Saturday morning to go to work while others are sleeping. All of these exercises in diligence—and others—do pay off. Your children may complain, but they may not see in themselves what you see in them. While they are under your care, the burden of responsibility is on you to help them develop their potential. You must do this wisely, careful to discipline them without breaking them and to build their self-esteem without giving them reason to be arrogant.
It takes courage to hide your child when every other mother you know is putting her children on display. It takes discipline to keep the hope-filled secrets you know in your heart about your child. I assure you, though, your difficult choices will be rewarded. There are rewards for good mothering. When you see the results of your courage, your wisdom, and your stewardship of the greatness that was entrusted to you in your children, your heart will soar. Hang in there, my sister, because payday is coming!
You remember that Jochebed hid Moses in the house for three months and then had to put him in the river. Along your journey as a mother, you will reach various points where you cannot continue to do things the way you have always done them. Your heart will remain constant, but your methods will have to change. This may include the way you speak to your children, the way you discipline them, your expectations of them, the “rules of the house,” the way you express your love, or the way you show support. There will be times when you must change your strategy, when you must turn your thoughts from how to keep the baby quiet in the house to how to keep him dry in a floating basket.
There will also come a day when the best thing you can do is release your grip and let your child go. A mother needs to know when it is time for a transition. You will have to walk to the water’s edge, trudge through the mud, kiss your baby on the face, and let the river carry him to his next appointed place. This needs to happen when the time is right, and it is rarely easy. It takes courage and grace, but it is necessary. Otherwise, all the hiding and all the protecting and all the wise strategies you have employed as a mother will fail to accomplish their ultimate purpose.
Let me encourage you to love your children enough to let go. You may want to protest at this thought. You may even want to accuse me of not understanding since I am not a mother. But let me tell you that a father must let go as well—and sometimes I think it’s harder on us! Seriously, though, we parents must release our children. It is not that we turn them loose on the world or that we kick them out of our lives, it is that we realize that they must have experiences beyond our own backyards in order to fully develop their potential. They must eat from other tables and drink from other wells if they are going to be people of depth and versatility. God did not design a family to give all of its members everything they need for every experience in their lives. Love allows each one to explore, to learn, and to excel in a variety of venues, with all kinds of people.
Just consider the alternative to letting your children go: You would still be wiping chocolate off their faces when they were fifty! Just think of what a shame it would be for a forty-year-old to still live at home with his mother and play in a sandbox all day if he were destined to be the president of the United States or the researcher who renders Alzheimer’s a disease of the past!
I know the road can be rocky at first. Many a mother has made the tough but necessary decision to let her children go, only to discover that they made foolish choices or bad friends. This is the risk a mother must take. She must shift from shielding them with her hands to surrounding them with the protection of her prayers. She must allow her sons and daughters to travel from mother’s loving arms to God’s watchful care. And then she must trust Him.
One of the wonderful twists in Jochebed’s story is that she got her baby back. Exodus, chapter two, tells us that Moses’ older sister “stood afar off” watching his little basket float down the river. When she saw that Pharaoh’s daughter had picked him up, she ran to the princess and asked, “Shall I go and call a nurse for you from among the Hebrew women, that she may nurse the child for you?” (Exodus 2:7). When the princess responded affirmatively, Moses’ sister ran and called her mother to nurse him. God returned the child that Jochebed had released and entrusted to Him!
To every mother who thinks her children have strayed and are never to return, be encouraged. If you are mourning the loss of a personal prodigal, remember that your son or daughter will eventually long to come home. I believe that God will also restore the children you thought you lost. Good-bye does not mean they are gone forever. You keep praying. No matter how long and how hard you have prayed, keep it up. God is able to bring them back. I want you to remember that.
As we conclude this lesson, I urge you to look for the greatness in your children, remembering always that greatness takes many different forms. Whether your children are two or twenty-two or fifty-two, begin to speak to the potential that is inside of them. Nourish their dreams. Help them develop their natural gifts. Teach them how to be wise as they mature in their strengths. Keep them hidden in your house, under your nurturing wing, until the time comes for them to begin to face the world. As they take their places upon the stage of life, savor the moments, knowing that it was worth everything.

Homework for the heart: Describe a time when your mother “hid you in the house” as a child. How did you feel about such containment at the time? How do you feel now, looking back on it? What are some ways you need to hide your own children in your house? What are some ways you need to let them go?
[image: chapter-art.jpg]
A mother’s secret prayer: Dear God, I ask that You help me to know how long to keep my children in the yard, how long to keep them hidden in my house. And, perhaps more important, let me know when to let them go and be released into the calling of their own greatness. Give me courage and strength, Lord, that I might never give up on them, but know that You are at work in their lives, bringing into fruition the seeds that I was blessed to nurture. Amen.



Lesson Nine


MAMAS TEACH US THE VALUE OF SUPPORT
Being raised in a house with a father who was infirm and unable to do so many things meant that Mom and I carried the sofa into the house. It meant that we moved the china cabinet and hauled the firewood in the snow. I tell you, I was a little boy but I had to get with the program and learn to carry loads that seemed too big for me. But when I was faced with something I could not do alone, my mother was always there to help.
To this day, I am still learning how to carry loads that I feel ill-suited to bear. I regularly find myself faced with tasks far bigger than I am, whether it is putting on our annual MegaFest conference (which is a megajob!) or walking through Louisiana in the wake of Hurricane Katrina, seeing the most enormous display of human need I have ever laid eyes on, and racking my brain to figure out what I could do to help. In daunting situations such as these, I thank God that I can cast my cares on Him because He cares for me.
He cares for you too. In His caring, He does not just reach down from heaven and lift every burden from us. If He did, we would never mature or be strengthened. I understand the need to allow people to carry burdens they think are too heavy. As a pastor, I have had to learn to support people through their tough times, not to try to erase the challenges and obstacles from their lives. I cannot do the work for the parishioner—whether it is the work of forgiveness, the work of enduring suffering until a brighter day dawns, or the work of picking up pieces after a relationship has been shattered. No, my job is to provide spiritual and emotional support to people who are in times of testing and trial. Over the years, I have had to resist the temptation to do the heavy lifting for people. My compassion makes me want to lighten their loads, but that would not help them. It might provide a temporary reprieve from their burdens, but it would leave them incapacitated and weak, dependent and depleted. It would leave their mental, spiritual, and emotional muscles without the strength they need to develop.
The idea in pastoring is to show them which posture to use as they pick up the loads they must carry, to support them through their battles, not fight their battles for them. It is to help them understand how to balance the burden so that it will not knock them off their feet. It is to remind them to rest along the way, so that they can stay strong for the duration. As they walk through their hard times, my job is to cheer them on, to pat them on the back, to offer loving correction when needed, and then to celebrate with them when the journey is complete.
Maybe I learned how to support people because I had a mother who supported me. During her lifetime, I never knew what a tremendous support she was as a mother to me. It was not until her pew was empty and her phone was off that I began to feel the absence of the support I had known all of my life. I had always known she was always there—quietly, in the shadows of the spotlight that was often on me. But I never knew how her sheer presence gave me courage until it was missing. That is the thing about supporting people, and I really want you to understand this because it will help you support those who love and need you. It is not how loudly you speak or what you say, support is just being there in the corner, standing quietly, giving a nod of encouragement in moments that matter.
No one walks into a house and says, “My goodness, Mrs. Johnson, you certainly have beautiful floor joists,” or “Good heavens, this house is well insulated!” Items like floor joists and insulation are silent strengths that make a house stronger and more comfortable. They are rarely seen or thought about; people do not even realize that they are part of the house, but everyone would know it if they were not.
You may be spending much of your time and energy supporting people who do not acknowledge or appreciate the great gift you are giving them. It’s okay; you are like a floor joist—strong, stable, and essential, but not very obvious. Do not be sad if your value as a supporter is not recognized. Most people simply do not realize how valuable it is, especially if you have always been there. Someday, your support will be not only recognized but greatly missed.
Let me encourage you to look at ways you currently provide support to people and how you might improve. I know that you are someone’s silent strength and that you can make a difference in that person’s life by simply being there. Being there is enough, but being there and offering a few encouraging words, a pat on the back, or a twinkle in your eye that says, “I knew you could do it” is even better.
Everybody needs a cheerleader. Oh, I have known a few people of uncommon resolve who have made it on their own, but most people who achieve a measure of success in life have had someone who stood with them and supported them. Most likely, the soaring soprano of operatic fame had someone to say, “Come on. Stretch a little farther. You can hit that high note.” The scientist on the cutting edge of research that may someday cure the illnesses that rob us of the ones we love had someone who gave him a toy microscope for Christmas when he was very young. The lean, mean athletic machine who can hit the three-pointer every time had someone who said, “Just keep practicing. Practice makes perfect.”
No doubt there are budding athletes, singers, dancers, doctors, preachers, firefighters, civic leaders, pilots, and homemakers in your life, maybe even under your roof. I believe you may be surrounded with heroes who simply need some support in order to fulfill their destinies.
Take the time to go to the ball game, to attend the play, to oversee practice sessions at home. Invest in the best coaching and training opportunities available to those who need to know that you are interested in them and on their side. Ask people what they dream of doing, what they would love to do, what they long to accomplish. Engage them in conversations on those topics, and sprinkle words of affirmation and encouragement throughout the discussion.
Children and teenagers desperately need the support of an adult who is willing to invest in potential greatness, but they are not the only ones who need support. We all need it as we go through the various ages and stages of our lives. The newlyweds, the first-time parents, the young man or woman embarking on a professional journey, the middle-aged singles who do not feel they “fit” in a married world, the ill and the displaced, the man in midlife crisis, the mother whose nest is finally empty, the retired people who lose their sense of purpose when they no longer report to work, the widows and widowers—all of these people need support. They need to be loved and affirmed and given grace when they do not do everything exactly right. Every transition in life can be unnerving. Age and experience do not necessarily make the changes easier to embrace, but having someone there to support you through them does.
Not long before my mother died, I celebrated a birthday. I was scheduled to make a television appearance that evening. I wanted my mother to be there, but knew that she probably would not be able to come. She slept all day so that she would have the energy to attend my celebration at the television studio and wish me a happy birthday on TV. Now that is support.
Everything my mother started, she got to finish through me. Every time I have walked out onto a stage, she has shared—and she still does. That, of course, is a great blessing to me.
And so, the lesson I would pass along to you about the value of support is: appreciate the people who support you; do not let them be invisible. Though they are probably mature enough to be willing to strengthen you silently, take time to let them know how much their support means to you. Realize what a gift they are and take time to say “thank you.” And then, in every possible way, every chance you get, make an effort to support someone else.

A mother’s secret prayer: Lord, You are my comforter, a very real help in times of trouble. Thank You for the many ways You encourage and support me, especially through the many people who cheer me on and lift me up. I pray that I many elevate my children and those I love with the same support, that they may know their gifts and exercise them for greatnesss. Amen.
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Homework for the heart: Recall a time when your mother supported and encouraged you when you were a child. Now think of a time when she has cheered you up or been uplifting for you as an adult. What do the two experiences have in common? How have you learned to support others based on what you’ve experienced?



Substitute Teacher


LEARNING FROM MAUD POWELL
It was a bright, crisp fall morning in Washington, D.C. All around me was the undercurrent that comes only from busy people who know that today is Friday and tomorrow is the blessed and sacred weekend, long awaited and deeply appreciated by working people. I moved briskly from security checkpoint to security checkpoint, armed with my son, my tape recorder, and my all-weather trench coat. I was in Washington on my way to meet with a five-star general who had surprisingly allowed me to reach him with very little preplanning. It was virtually impossible not to be awed by the idea of meeting with this man, who had taken the nation by storm.
My oldest son was walking briskly beside me, and I tried to hide the pride that I had as a father. Proud of my son, proud of my country, and proud that we were going to see an African American who was so revered and so respected in a nation where my ancestors were once slaves. I’ll bet if the old slave workers who helped to build the capital could see us, they would be shocked, I thought.
My son and I continued walking toward the office of a man who was so influential that many in the nation kept asking him to run for president of the United States—and he continually, and perhaps wisely, declined. That’s right, I was going to see the then secretary of state, Mr. Colin Powell. Mr. Powell, whose leadership had been a beacon that shed light and beamed promise through the troubled times we were facing, and had withstood all of the political land mines associated with such positions, was just down the hall.
Proudly, I walked through one clearance after another, emptying out my pockets, being scanned by magnetometers multiple times, and feeling a slight bit guilty that I would dare to take up a busy man’s time with a question about his mother when I knew that the leaders of the world wanted an audience with him about dangerous global affairs, toxic international conditions, and troubling domestic issues here in our own country. Still, I was proud that he had allowed me to spend a moment reminiscing about his life, his childhood, and perhaps studying the roots of what makes great men great! I wondered what type of woman had poured her soul into making him strong enough that, even when she was gone, he would still stand, erect and proud, fastened to the principles she so carefully placed within his soul.
After a brief wait on the seventh floor of an area decorated with memorabilia and several mementos of national, patriotic, and historical significance, I passed through a corridor laden with aged portraits of historic leaders. Soon we were escorted into a room filled with chandeliers and draped windows, tapestry-clad floors, and ornate antique furniture. But all decorum receded as Mr. Powell, whose presence had no competition, greeted me with the warmth of a long-lost relative who had not been seen in years. My son and I sat with him and listened as he shared with us the personal memories that traced the path leading him where he was that day. All I had to do was start the conversation and then catch the honey as it leaked from his lips, smiling occasionally. Glancing into the distant window of his past and then returning to the meeting in the room, he told us about ancestors who made their way across chilling waters, leaving Jamaica on fruit boats to land wearily on the shore of America, where they experienced their first taste of land of the free and the home of the brave.
His mother and father were the kind of people who did not allow where they started to determine where they ended and, at the risk of life-threatening peril, made it safely to the shores of this country to give their descendants the hope of a better life. He said that his mother would often remind him, when he was tempted to be slothful or to deviate from the path of success that they had charted for him and his three siblings, “We didn’t come across on the boat to raise a bum!”
As he shared these words of matriarchal wisdom with me, I could almost hear her Jamaican accent bouncing against the national archives and through the hallways of this museum of history and colorful canvas. Undoubtedly, her strong reprimand was all it took to remind the then little boy of his responsibility and the unfathomable price she and his father had paid to implement an opportunity for him. I could not help but wonder whether she had any idea that she was raising a giant, a superhero and a national diplomat whose fierce career and valiant service would reach so far beyond the impoverished, meager beginnings of rural Jamaica.
As we visited that day, it was clear that the dark, chilly waters of the Atlantic could not put out the light from the torch his mother had lit in his soul. I could still see the embers of passion burn in his middle-aged eyes as he sat and talked with me, displaying a warmth that few get to see, given that his normal public demeanor is often the more staid, stoic posture of a great American military leader.
He is a great American indeed, but he is also a grateful son, and I am honored that he would take the time and energy to allow you and me to peer through the window of his past and catch a vibrant glimpse of his extraordinary mother, who raised an extraordinary man.
MY MOTHER, MAUD ARIEL McKOY POWELL
Colin Powell
“My son, the general!” Those words passed my mother’s lips with pride more times than I can count. I well remember seeing my mother as she watched me during the ceremony that crowned my rise through the ranks of the United States Army. Her Jamaican face grinning from ear to ear; her mama’s heart bursting with pride; every inch of her short, round frame radiating delight; and her soul more than satisfied with my accomplishments. I suspect, though, that she was also greatly relieved that day because, in my early years, I had given her more than one reason to doubt that she would ever be able to call me successful.
You see, my success was her success. My achievements were her achievements. And for me to make it in America, well, that meant that she had made it in America too. She was born and raised amid the balmy breezes and laid-back culture of Jamaica. She was the oldest of nine children, and she ended up in the United States after her mother had immigrated here to find work. My grandmother, whom we called Gram, separated from her husband while some of her children were still young enough to be fully dependent on her. Determined to provide for them, she left Jamaica to work in Panama, then in Cuba, and eventually in America. After she was settled, she sent for my mother, who willingly left the palm trees and fresh air of the islands for the bricks and mortar of New York City, and arrived at Ellis Island to assist Gram in her work and to help provide for the younger children.
In addition to her work as a maid and as a pieceworker in the garment district, Gram also made a little money by providing room and board for some of our Jamaican relatives and other immigrants. That’s where my father showed up. Luther Powell started his American journey in Philadelphia after arriving on a fruit boat from Jamaica. He then moved to New York and stayed for a time at Gram’s boardinghouse in Harlem. There, he met my mother. They then fell in love, married, had my sister and me, and did everything they could to raise us well.
My sister and I were both born in Harlem, but our family moved to the South Bronx when I was six years old. My parents both worked in the garment industry—Daddy as a shipping clerk and my mother as one of the women who sewed little tags or labels in pieces of clothing. Although my mother worked full-time, I was never without a motherly influence in my life because the neighborhood was filled with “aunts.” Some of these ladies were blood relatives, “real” aunts, and others were aunts by virtue of their close friendship with my mother.
I don’t know exactly how to explain the significance of aunts in my upbringing except to say that all of these women lived by the same standards and their moral compasses all pointed in the same direction. They all knew what was expected of one another’s children, because it was no different from what they expected of their own. In this “tribe,” this group to which my family belonged, we all lived by the same code. What that means in simplest terms is that I could not get away with anything! I wasn’t born a general or a soldier; I didn’t possess the discipline or decorum as a boy that I now practice as a man. If I had, my aunts would not have had as much to talk about, and they would not have had to keep such a keen eye out for me in the neighborhood!
From our third-floor apartment, I had to walk five blocks to school, and I had at least one aunt on every block. All along my route to school I could look up and see an aunt hanging out her window, watching me, making sure I was doing exactly what I was supposed to be doing. If I didn’t behave, then the whole network of people would know about my mischief in record time!
Yes, I guess a mother’s instinct (and an aunt’s, of course) was to see children behave, but my mother and my aunts were after something greater than that. They were after dignity, they were after quality, they were after success. The message from my parents and from the adults in our loose extended group was the same: “We did not leave our homeland and ride boats across the ocean to mess up our lives in America. We did not come here to fail.” And because children were a reflection of the family, no one was allowed to fail.
Success and failure were not determined solely by a person’s educational achievements or professional position. Our definition of success was more basic than that, and if I had to boil it down to four tenets of success, they would be these: grow up to provide for your family, contribute to society, do something worthy, never shame the family.
The first time I can remember shaming the family in a significant way took place when I was a teenager and got kicked out of church camp for drinking beer. This was especially embarrassing for my parents because they were both known as pillars in our church, St. Margaret’s Episcopal. My father was the senior warden, my mother was in charge of the altar guild, my sister played the piano for the children, and I was an acolyte. We were visible and active in the church and we were good, God-fearing, religious people. I was not a disrespectful or rebellious young man, and I didn’t intend to offend the church or church people with my beer drinking. Nevertheless, the escapade positively horrified my mother, and she heard about it, of course, before I arrived home. She didn’t lay a hand on me, but she didn’t have to. She had a look. I saw the look as though her face were ten feet tall and I felt as though I were standing in front of the judgment seat of God Himself. She did have some choice words for me that day, but they really were not necessary. The look said it all. I got the message: I had disgraced the family, I had brought shame upon our clan, I had made us the center of neighborhood gossip, I had woefully embarrassed my mother.
Despite that incident, I was basically a good guy. My mother didn’t have cause to worry about my straying off the path of decency, but she was concerned about the lack of drive and direction that was evident in my life. I was not exactly the best student in school—not for lack of smarts, but because nothing really captured my attention. I had plenty of inborn intelligence, I just was not disciplined enough to use it. I went to college because I thought I was supposed to, not because I wanted to. During my first year at City College of New York, I finally found something I liked very much and turned out to be good at—the army. The college’s ROTC (Reserve Officers’ Training Corps) appealed to me and I discovered as part of that group that I had what it took not only to serve well as a soldier, but also to lead. When my mother questioned my ROTC involvement, all I could say to her was, “But Ma, I like it. And I’m good at it.” It was the first time I had ever been able to talk about something that way—and the first time I had ever been able to embrace the discipline I needed.
My mother was glad to know I had found a place to excel during my studies while I prepared for a career in something besides the military (at least that’s what she thought). Actually, she wanted me to go into engineering as some of my cousins had because “that was where the money was.” I tried, but soon realized I was not cut out to be an engineer! I then decided to pursue a degree in geology, which I enjoyed—but not as much as the ROTC. I truly believe that everyone can find a way up in life, and the ROTC just happened to be mine.
Upon college graduation, I was infinitely more excited about my ROTC commission than I was about my geology degree. My mother understood that I had a commitment to fulfill to the army, but continued to ask, basically, when I was going to get a real job. It wasn’t until I told her that I would have a pension from the army that she began to look upon my military service as perhaps a positive endeavor after all—at least until I went to Vietnam.
After Vietnam, my mother began asking about my future plans again, saying things like: “Okay, now you’ve done your job. When are you getting out?” No one in our family had ever made a career in the military, and now that I had served in combat, most of the family, including my mother, thought it was time for me to move on. I had to follow my heart, though, and the longer I stayed in the army and the higher I rose through its ranks, the better my mother could accept my serving my country in that way. By the time she took her place at the ceremony in which I was promoted to general, she thought it was a great idea!
My mother has been gone for more than twenty years, but I can still see her in my mind’s eye. I can still hear her voice, especially when she uttered an old Jamaican expression, a vigorous “Chuh!” which meant, “Boy, get out of here!” or “You’re kidding me!” or whatever else it needed to mean at any given moment.
Other than that one-word exclamation, I don’t remember any particular phrases she used often, I don’t remember any family conferences, I don’t remember any specific lectures she gave me. What I remember most is that a way of life—a way of living—was instilled in my sister and me through our parents. My mother didn’t sit me down and counsel me, nor did she really punish me; she simply lived with the standards that were inbred in her and as I watched her, I knew what I was supposed to do. She was my standard; I could look at her and determine what was right and what was wrong, what was good and what was bad, what was noble, what was acceptable, what was questionable. She was not constantly talking “at” me, but her life spoke clearly.
The same was true for my aunts. Neither my cousins nor I could tell you exactly how we knew what we were supposed to do; we just knew, so we just did it.
My heart breaks when I realize that young people today do not have the example of mothers and fathers, grandparents, aunts (whether they are blood relatives or not!), and uncles that I had growing up. I am extremely concerned about the disintegration of the family in our modern society, and I am grieved to see that, in many areas, we are not raising children anymore. We are feeding them fast food and allowing them to be babysat by televisions—instead of wrapping our arms around them, instead of reading to them, instead of passing down the truths that we know contribute to success. As a culture, we are not giving young people the experiences they need in order to be adults; we are not transmitting the value systems and the standards of a good life. I suppose the state of the next generation in America and around the world troubles me so because I was raised so differently and I know how priceless family is. how important standards are, and how necessary proper childhood training is to effective adulthood. I suppose I learned those things from my mother.
If my mother were here today, she would not only be talking about her son the general, but also about her son the former secretary of state. Like most mothers, she would not only be bragging on me, she would also be concerned about the challenges, the responsibilities, and the controversies that accompany the lives of public servants. She would also be talking now about her son the retired general, who is doing everything he can to improve the lives of children. There’s a part of her heart in me, that piece of her that longed to see people become better than their circumstances seemingly allow, that passion for people to succeed. That’s what her dream was when she left Jamaica all those years ago—and, through me, that dream lives on for children everywhere.
Lesson Ten


MAMAS TEACH US TO LOVE OURSELVES
Throughout the course of my life and ministry, particularly with my Woman, Thou Art Loosed! conferences, I often encounter women wounded by their pasts, crippled by the pain of abuse or betrayal. Many of them aren’t even sure why they feel as embittered as they feel. As I’ve mentioned before in these pages, I feel compelled to minister to these women because of the love and support I received from my mother, because of my own hurts and brokenness and the ways that God has loved me through my parents and others throughout my life.
Sometimes, however, learning to love ourselves seems impossible. Stop for a moment and ask yourself: When was the last time you felt unloved or worthless for no apparent reason? Do you ever feel that you simply do not belong? Have you secretly felt like a misfit all of your life and never really known why? I think most of us have in one way or another, at some season of our lives along the way. Like believing in ourselves, loving ourselves can be a daunting lesson to learn, a lifelong process of growing into accepting and embracing all of who we are and were meant to be.
Numerous obstacles to our growth throw themselves in front of us like storm-tossed tree trunks blocking a roadway. Perhaps one of the largest trunks, if you will, stems from what I call a “Leah complex,” the powerful impact of rejection reverberating within your soul. Let’s revisit the story of Leah and her sister and the devastating experience that continues, metaphorically, to create a major stumbling block to our ability to love ourselves.
You remember the story. Two sisters, Leah and Rachel, were the daughters of a man named Laban, who was a bit of a scoundrel. One day, Jacob, the son of Isaac and the grandson of Abraham, traveled to the city of Haran, where Laban lived. Laban was his uncle, though it appears the two men had never met. When Jacob stopped to draw water from a well near Haran, he saw Rachel for the first time, and apparently she took his breath away. He ended up at Laban’s house and offered to work for Laban for seven years in exchange for the privilege of marrying Rachel.
I can only imagine how excited Jacob must have been when his wedding day finally dawned. He had labored seven years for his bride, but the Bible says that “they seemed only a few days to him because of the love he had for her” (Genesis 29:20). She was a rich reward indeed, and I am sure that Jacob felt she was well worth every long, backbreaking day he had worked for her. Amazing, isn’t it, in this time when it is hard to find a young man who appreciates the importance of a job? This young man Jacob worked like a mule, like a pack horse, for love. His amazing stamina was fueled by the intoxicating feeling he had upon every remembrance of his beloved Rachel.
In those days, a bride was heavily veiled for her wedding. There was, of course, no electricity indoors, so a man and his new wife were completely in the dark on their wedding night. Perhaps it was her veiling or perhaps it was his inability to see her beyond a sexual object. Whatever it was, he had spent the night with a woman he did not know. How many of you have been handled by a man who did not see who you really were? Jacob spent the entire night with her and never saw her face, the light in her eyes, her fears, her needs. Her voice never told him; there was no communication to help him recognize her. She was invisible in a way that no woman wants to be invisible.
The next morning, Jacob awoke to find Leah lying next to him, and needless to say, he was furious. I can see him now, throwing back the blankets on the bed and stomping off to find Laban. When he did, he demanded, “What is this you have done to me? Was it not for Rachel that I served you? Why then have you deceived me?” (Genesis 29:25).
In response, that rascal Laban replied, “It must not be done so in our country, to give the younger before the firstborn” (Genesis 29:26). Laban then proceeded to tell Jacob that he could marry Rachel if he would work an additional seven years for her, and Jacob, of course, agreed.
For years, Christians have wanted to say, “No fair!” when they read about what happened to Jacob. After all, seven years is a long time, and Laban did execute a mean and dirty scheme against him. But before we bemoan the injustice that Jacob suffered, let us remember his own past and the fact that, in league with his mother, he deceived his sick, blind, elderly father and stole his brother’s birthright. He cheated his brother out of the better portion of his inheritance, so when Jacob wanted “the better portion” in the form of Rachel, he got cheated into taking someone he considered much less desirable. Hmm—sound familiar, Jacob? I have read somewhere along my journey—yes, in Galatians—that we reap what we sow. Jacob sowed deception and he reaped deception. It’s that simple.
I think the true injustice in this story has to do with Leah rather than with Jacob. How must she have felt the morning after her wedding, knowing that she had been used as a trick? What must her heart have suffered when she realized that the sweet words Jacob had whispered to her and the passion he had expressed the previous evening had been intended for someone else? What must she have thought about herself as she saw Jacob’s disgust when he realized he had been in bed with her all night? Only Leah could truly answer these questions, but anyone who has ever known the sting of rejection can well imagine how worthless, how utterly ashamed and totally degraded, she felt. Her self-image probably was not good to begin with, but no doubt it suffered a death blow in that moment.
We know nothing about Leah as a child or a teenager. The Bible simply provides us with this information: “Leah’s eyes were delicate, but Rachel was beautiful of form and appearance” (Genesis 29:17). In other words, Rachel was more than just a pretty face—she had quite a figure too! On the other hand, Leah’s eyes were not delicate in the sense of being dainty and beautiful; they were delicate in the sense of being weak, not strong; they were “dull,” the Amplified Bible says. We can usually tell what is in a woman’s heart by looking in her eyes. When her eyes sparkle and dance, she is a happy lady. When her eyes look like there is a bonfire blazing within them, she tends to be a passionate and determined person. When a woman’s eyes are weak, her soul is usually low on strength as well.
There is a good chance that Leah had felt inferior to Rachel since her little sister was born. Leah probably grew up feeling rejected and devalued, listening to people talk about Rachel’s exquisite beauty for as long as she could remember. Oh, you know the kind of conversations I am referring to. A family shows up at a church or school function or a social event. Someone walks up and says to one child: “Oh, aren’t you a beautiful little girl?” and to the other, “and I’ll bet you are very sweet.” Or, perhaps it goes like this: “Have you met the Jones family yet? They are the ones with the tall, slender daughter who is so pretty—and then they have another daughter too.”
Yes, Leah was always “the other daughter” and she knew it—“other daughters” always do. Her father knew it too, and though we can give him the benefit of the doubt and say that he sent her to Jacob as a way of ensuring marriage for her, I believe that his actions sealed her low self-esteem for the rest of her life. His job as a father in those days was to arrange the best possible marriage for his daughters, but instead, he arranged the worst for Leah. Why? Because he knew that Jacob’s heart belonged to Rachel; he knew that Jacob’s affections would never turn toward Leah. In making her marry Jacob, he forever took away any opportunity for her to be loved. Perhaps there was a young man in Haran who would have found her attractive. Perhaps someone would have wanted her. Perhaps someone would have fallen in love with her, if only Laban had given her a chance.
Leah’s marriage to Jacob must have been unbearable for her. There she was, knowing that he awakened every morning with the thought that he was one day closer to marrying Rachel and that he went to bed at night sick with desire for her. By the time Jacob did finally marry Rachel, Leah had been with him for seven long years. Perhaps she hoped he would get over Rachel. Maybe she spent those years wearing herself out trying to be such a good wife that he would decide to do without Rachel after all. In the pit of her heart, though, she knew better. The voice of rejection played over and over in her mind, reminding her that she was not her husband’s first choice.
Nevertheless, she was Jacob’s wife and they lived together as married people do. Leah became pregnant and began to bear sons. When her first child, Reuben, was born, she said, “The Lord has surely looked on my affliction. Now therefore, my husband will love me” (Genesis 29:32). When her second son, Simeon, came along, she said, “Because the Lord has heard that I am unloved, He has therefore given me this son also” (Genesis 29:33). When her third son was born, she named him Levi, believing, “This time my husband will become attached to me, because I have borne him three sons” (Genesis 29:34). No joy accompanied the birth of these boys. With comments such as Leah’s, we cannot believe that she was an excited new mother; we can only have compassion for this tragic, wretched figure—this desperate, desperate woman.
I want to pause here and write for a moment to every woman who has ever felt the need to earn her husband’s love, to every woman who has ever felt that, even when his body was in bed with her, his heart was somewhere else. Let me ask you to look deep within your heart and examine the motives behind your actions toward your man. Have you felt unloved and tried to evoke his affections with certain behaviors? Have you been trying to do things—to “perform”—in order to be loved or even to feel loved (and there is a difference) or attempted to solicit compliments, comments, or positive feedback because you simply need to hear him voice his approval of you? If you, like Leah, have labored in vain to produce results you thought would surely cause him to love you, then it is time to take a rest. It is time to stop straining, striving, and trying to earn what can only be given.
I need to tell you that you cannot force a man to love you. Leah could not do it with three fine sons, and you cannot do it with anything you could dream up. You can, however, drive him farther away with your desperation. Attempting to get a man to do or say things that are not in his heart to do or say, especially to meet your own emotional need, is called manipulation. Women who struggle with rejection tend to be quite skilled at this controlling type of talk and behavior. They have had years of practice, because they have a history of needing affirmation and have learned how to get it. But manipulation leads to trouble. Many times, a woman who struggles with rejection attracts a man who wrestles with it too. Instead of finding true acceptance in each other, they end up pushing each other farther and farther away. Oh, they may soar on the gusts of passion for a while, but when the winds die down and real life demands to be lived, they find that passion did not heal their feelings of rejection, it only did a good job of covering them up. At other times, a rejected woman will attract a man who is passive and peace-loving. He will cooperate with her manipulation, simply because he does not want to confront it. That does not heal her rejection, either; it only perpetuates it.
Whether you are married or single, if you are longing to be loved (and my single sisters, do not be deceived; there are married women who still long for love—just like Leah) and have suffered the pain of rejection, stop looking for another human being to fill the void in your heart. Your desire can only be satisfied in God. You need to know right now that no man’s love will ever be enough for you—and it is not supposed to be. There is only one who can hear the silent cries of your heart and meet your deepest needs. His name is Jesus. Whatever you have done or not done, He loves you just the same. Whether you succeed brilliantly or fail miserably, He loves you just the same. When everything is going your way, and when everything seems to go south, He loves you just the same. His love is not dependent upon your behavior. You cannot earn His acceptance. In fact, He is completely unimpressed with any effort to do so and graciously brushes off such attempts. He understands that the only reason we try to perform for Him is that we do not know any better; we have not yet received the revelation that He accepts us just exactly the way we are.
“What about my sin?” you ask. “How could He love me after the things I’ve done?” Oh, I have had women cry and say to me countless times in counseling sessions, “But, Bishop, you don’t know what I have done! You don’t know how awful I have been!” Hear me: I do not need to know what you have done, because I know what Jesus has done. And what Jesus Christ did on the cross at Calvary trumps anything you could ever do on earth. He is much more aware of the power of the blood than we are. He takes you seriously when you ask His forgiveness; He wipes your slate clean. If you are a believer in Jesus Christ, God sees you as righteous, radiant, and pure. You make His heart sing. You are totally accepted and extravagantly loved.
A woman who has found her place in the love of God is a strong, secure, confident woman indeed. She is able to love and accept herself and she walks through life with a wholeness that begins in her soul and spreads to every aspect of her being. She needs nothing from anyone, because she has found everything in God. This kind of woman puts no demands on her husband. Because she knows God’s love and acceptance, she does not try to pull out of her husband what he does not have to offer. She knows that he is not God, so she goes to God to get what only He can give. She knows that God has designed marriage in such a way that she will have needs her husband can and should meet, but she relieves him of any expectation to provide her with her sense of worth and value. She does not demand his love as her right or his duty; she receives it as his gift and it becomes her treasure.
My prayer is that the man you have deemed worthy enough to give your love to will love you back, that he will be every good thing God has ordained him to be for you, that his love for you will be strong and deep, tender and passionate and true. But more than that, I pray that you will know and experience the settled satisfaction of God’s unconditional love for you, the richness of the Lord’s unquenchable passion for you, the joy of knowing His unceasing delight in you—and that you will love yourself as He loves you. As you do, all of your relationships, including your marriage, will be set free to reach their greatest potential, fulfill their highest purpose, and bring maximum enjoyment to you and those you love.
If you have ever struggled as Leah did, I believe that your life will take a turn for the better as you keep reading her story and learning from her. You see, something happened to her between the time Levi was born and the birth of her next child. In that interval, a shift occurred in her heart. We do not know what happened or how it transpired, but we see its results when her fourth son is born: “Now I will praise the Lord,” she said—and she called the boy Judah, which means “praised.” By this time, Leah had made peace with herself and her situation, perhaps with Jacob too. She had accepted the realities of her life, even though she would have preferred them to be different. She had reached the place where she had to choose whether to keep living with the unfulfilled longings that made her miserable or whether to release all her disappointments, her past rejection, and her feelings of worthlessness to the Lord. She chose the release—and that enabled her to praise.
When a woman releases her pain to God, He moves in like a soft shower of healing rain and gives her a long, gentle soak. Letting go of the hurt is not always easy. Releasing rejection has its challenges. Sometimes a woman’s pain or difficulty provides her with her identity. She may not necessarily like being called “the one whose husband left her for his secretary” or “the one with all the health problems” or “the one whose son robbed the convenience store” or “the one who got laid off,” but strangely, she realizes that those descriptions do apply. Especially if she has been referred to in certain ways over a long period of time, she begins to believe them and starts to act in ways that reinforce them.
The thought of letting God heal her can be daunting because she has been known by her circumstances for so long that she wonders who she will be and what she will do if He does. Surrendering the wounds of your heart to the God who heals does require courage, but I promise you that it is a risk worth taking. He is a wise and compassionate God, skillfully mending your soul and putting your broken heart back together again. He will touch your tender places ever so gently; He will heal you in the deepest ways and restore you completely. All you have to do is ask—and let Him have your pain.
When God begins to heal your heart, you cannot help but praise Him. With healing comes wholeness, strength, boldness, new vision for your life, a fresh burst of energy, joy, confidence, and the ability to minister to others. The healing of the Lord eliminates your craving for love and affirmation from other people and enables you to value yourself because He values you. It will enable you to stop giving birth to the Reubens, the Simeons, and the Levis in your life and to bring forth in their place a steady stream of praise.
Even though Leah learned to praise, her struggles were not over. She had to deal with the fact that Rachel was barren and exceedingly envious of her fertility. We are going to look at jealousy in the next chapter, but for now, I simply want to encourage you to remember how much God loves you and how thoroughly He accepts you. As a way of honoring Him, learn to love yourself too. A woman who loves herself in a godly way makes for a strong mother and teaches her children by example how to value themselves too.
I also urge you to combat rejection in your children. Make sure you tell them often how much you love them and how much God loves them. Let them know that you may not approve of everything they do (and that you will have to enforce discipline at those times), but that you absolutely adore who they are.
Bless your children every chance you get. Do everything you can to make sure they grow up feeling valued and celebrated. From the time they are very young, tell your daughters often how beautiful they are. Tell them how smart and special they are.
And for yourself, if you have felt like Leah all of your life, then it is time to break those chains of rejection that have held you down for so long and begin to feel as Rachel did—desperately wanted, treasured, worth waiting for. To Jesus, you are a woman worth dying for; He has bought you with His blood and you belong to Him. He wants you to esteem yourself very highly. Ask Him to heal your heart and to reveal how mightily He loves you. Ask Him to let you see yourself in His mirror, as He sees you. Believe that you are beautiful and desirable—because God says you are.
As the father of my two daughters, I try to make sure they realize how much they are worth. My daughter Cora’s voice raises when she is happy. She can make you laugh until your sides hurt. She loves children. She will give you anything she has. Her heart is big—sometimes too big. My daughter Sarah is smart as a whip; she is domestic and sophisticated. We always tease her about the way she talks, faster and faster the more excited she becomes. I see my daughters as jewels, gifts from heaven, stars in the crown of my life. They are stunningly beautiful young women, both inside and out. That is why I tell them, “When you find a man who loves you like Daddy does, then he is the one.”
Maybe you never had a father to love you like that. But guess what? You have a heavenly Father who loves you in a way that is indescribable. Do you know what marriage is meant to be? It is meant to be a chance for God to love you through the arms of one of His sons. Treat your husband like he is a gift to you and expect to be treated like you are a gift to him. Together you will find that your relationship is simply your heavenly Father living in both of you through each other’s arms.
True love is a ministry given by God through His children to each other. It is a safe place for a wind-driven ship to dock and rest from the ill winds of life. True love is a deep-cleaning medicine that heals the infections of childhood and pains of adult rejections. It is worth the wait to get it right. No, you are not looking for a perfect man. There are none. What you are looking for is a perfect or mature love. A mature love can love even flaws and broken places. In order to get it, you have to give it.
And in order to get it and to give it, you have to experience it supernaturally from your Heavenly Father. In case you’ve forgotten, let me remind you that you are etched into the palm of God’s hand, that you are continually before Him and that He loves you with an everlasting love (see Isaiah 49:16; Jeremiah 31:3). Always remember that He is rejoicing over you with gladness and singing, bringing a hush to all the noise in your life with His love (see Zephaniah 3:17). Tell yourself again and again that nothing can separate you from the love of God that is yours in Christ Jesus—“neither death nor life, nor angels nor principalities nor powers, nor things present nor things to come, nor height nor depth,” as the Apostle Paul wrote in Romans 8:38, 39—and I would add that neither your past nor your pain, nor your broken heart nor your broken home, nor what others say about you nor what you say about yourself, nor any other force in all the universe can ever cause God to turn His love away from you. Fling open the doors of your heart and let His love rush in; receive His acceptance and revel in His affection for you.
You are lovable and worth loving because God created you and loves you, no matter what. No matter how many Jacobs reject you or how many Rachels slight you or how many Labans trade you, you are a pure and beautiful jewel, loved by God. Treat yourself as His and you will overcome any obstacle, from the tree limbs to the trunks of redwoods, that may litter your path. You are loved!

Homework for the heart: What did your mother teach you about loving yourself? In which ways did she disappoint you and create obstacles to loving yourself? What’s the greatest obstacle to loving yourself right now as you read this page? How can you accept the truth about who you are and how much God loves you and move forward?
[image: chapter-art.jpg]
A mother’s secret prayer: Dear God, I thank You for the way You love me no matter what has happened in my past or how unlovable I may feel. I pray that I will love my own children with Your divine unconditional and never-failing love, that this will offer balm for the painful rejections of life and love affairs gone wrong. Like Leah, I ask that I choose to praise You no matter how difficult life may feel. Thank You for loving me, Lord, and for making me worth loving. Amen.



Lesson Eleven


MAMAS TEACH US TO CELEBRATE OTHERS
Sisters! Lord, have mercy! We can’t live with them, and we can’t live without them. I have a sister, but being a man with a sister may not be as challenging as being a woman with one. Bickering and subtle rivalries plague the relationship of many female siblings. Maybe it is because we men put so much pressure on you; I don’t know. But what I do know is that it starts early and often doesn’t end from diapers to bedpans! Yes, I have seen this dynamic between sisters from playpens to nursing homes. I’m afraid that it’s a timeless trick that the enemy uses to keep us from discovering the power of agreement.
Now you know that if natural sisters have challenges, spiritual sisters can really be challenging too. A church sister can be a beast! Believe me, I have been a pastor for a long time; I know that even when sisters are trying to do something that they agree on doing, sometimes they disagree on how it should be done and who should do what.
I once thought this discord was exclusive to church sisters, wondering if it came from something they laced the communion cups with! But this problem is just as prevalent with corporate women. They will smile at the water fountain and then destroy each other on the computer. If e-mails ever go public, there will be war in many offices!
While I confess that such backstabbing and competition are just as rampant in men at times, I find that many women repeatedly ask me for help in getting along with their sisters as envy and rivalry rock their relationships.
My mother certainly demonstrated a spirit of peace and cooperation with her own sisters and other women with whom she worked. But perhaps I’ve learned the most about how women, and men for that matter, can overcome jealousy by looking at that pair of famous sisters we met just a few pages ago.
In our previous chapter, we focused on Leah and how she handled rejection, but now I want to shift our gaze to Rachel because even though she was the pretty one, the desired one, she was not perfect. For there came a point at which something so ugly developed inside her that her outer beauty hardly mattered anymore. Within the woman who had been described as “beautiful of form and appearance” arose the green-eyed monster.
With so much going for her, what did Rachel have to be envious of? Even though she had to wait fourteen years, she and Jacob were finally allowed to marry, right? Yes, and I’m sure they were ecstatic. However, Rachel, like many brides, could hardly wait to give Jacob children. But she could not. The Bible specifically tells us, “When the Lord saw that Leah was unloved, He opened her womb. But Rachel was barren” (Genesis 29:31, italics mine).
I believe that only a barren woman can understand the desperation and the devastation of being unable to have children. Even today, in a society that seems to devalue motherhood and prioritize other things like careers and affluence, I still have women of all ages coming up to me, asking for prayer, saying, “I want to have a child.” Some of them are newly married and in their twenties. Others are in their thirties and forties and are now ready for a family, but fear they may have missed their time. Proverbs 30:15–16 informs us that the barren womb is one of only four things on earth that are never satisfied. So not only did Rachel find herself in a state of frustration, anger, and grief month after month, she also saw that conceiving and bearing children seemed to be no problem at all for Leah. And there you have it: the stage was perfectly set for full-scale envy.
In fact, the stage is always set for envy or jealousy when one person has something another one wants. I once read a definition of jealousy that suggests that jealousy results when one person becomes hostile against another because of a perceived advantage. (Sometimes one person’s adoration of you can make another person cynical toward you.) The advantage does not have to be a tangible thing. And once they perceive success in your life, you are a candidate for jealousy and envy, which often manifest themselves in childish but dangerous behavior.
Truly, Leah had what Rachel wanted, what Rachel was desperate for. Leah did not have to say a word in order to break Rachel’s heart. All she had to do was rise from her seat at the sound of a baby’s cry. When a deep desire is denied for too long, it gets blown all out of proportion and becomes almost a person’s sole focus in life. When a deep desire is denied to one person and seems to come easily to another, especially if the two are in a close relationship, the one who wants and doesn’t get it can go through a horrific kind of emotional torture called “jealousy.” Whether a person is five years old or forty-five, jealousy is a destructive force in the heart of an individual and in relationships.
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