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INTRODUCTION

Given the many hats women wear every day, it is often difficult to carve out a little quiet time for meditation and prayer. We do so much for others that we often forget to take time for ourselves. 365 Spirit-Lifting Devotions for Women can help. This life-changing book is a collection of devotions by and for and about women. All women. Young and old, mothers and daughters (and grandmothers, too), wives and widows and brides-to-be, homemakers and career women, neighbors from far and wide. All bound together by faith and by the unique perspective women bring to life.

Unlike other collections of devotionals, 365 Spirit-Lifting Devotions for Women is a book for any year and for every year, even Leap Year. Start reading today and you will keep reading day after day and year after year. You will be inspired by devotionals on special religious and commemorative days and smile at the occasions that are just plain fun. Go ahead. Take a peek at your birthday or one of your own special days.

Each day’s reading begins with a Scripture to help you focus your meditations for the day. Next comes a real-life story by one of the best loved inspirational writers of our time. Each woman shares her experience and ends with a personal prayer for the day and the message. It doesn’t stop there, however, since each of these authors prays for their readers—and asks that you keep them in your prayers, too.

365 Spirit-Lifting Devotions for Women will draw you into this very special prayer chain of women praying for each other. This caring and nurturing is typical of the strength with which we approach life’s challenges. It is in all women. Tap into it and let your spirit soar.

—MARIE GANGEMI
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JANUARY 1

“See, I am sending an angel ahead of you to guard you along the way and to bring you to the place I have prepared.”

—EXODUS 23:20

I sometimes think New Year’s Day comes at the wrong time of year. I’m usually facing a bunch of tasks left over from the old year, such as taking down the Christmas tree and putting away all the decorations, writing thank-you notes, and dealing with decisions about what to do with the stack of Christmas cards. Throw them away? Save the ones with pictures? Check the addresses? Then there’s the thought of trying to catch up with all the work I put off during the holidays. I’m behind before the New Year even starts.

“Who can think about new beginnings or inspirational goals in the midst of old concerns?” I asked my husband Lynn as he came in the door after a quick trip to the office to complete a couple of year-end responsibilities.

“Let me show you a gift I just received,” he said, pulling out an attractively wrapped package from his briefcase. On it was a card: “To Lynn. May this gift encourage you in the coming year.” It was signed by a friend in his Bible study group.

Lynn tore off the paper and lifted out a beautifully framed message, penned by a professional calligrapher. The message read:

Lynn, Trust Me. I have everything under control. Jesus

He set down the frame amidst the clutter on the kitchen counter so I could see the simple message as I went about my tasks. Slowly those words began to change my frame of mind. If I needed something to help me carry my old concerns into the New Year, I’d just found it...the determination to face each day’s concerns, trusting in the words of this promise from the Source of all comfort and strength.

Father, each day in this new year, please help me remember that You are in control of everything.

—CAROL KUYKENDALL



 

JANUARY 2

Jesus...departed again into a mountain himself alone.

—JOHN 6:15 (KJV)

In this small mountain village where my husband Robert and I live, many of the residents are summer people. Our good friends the Kramers left for California at the end of September, the Actons left for Arizona a couple of weeks ago, and one by one many of our other neighbors are disappearing, their summer places tightly closed for the winter. The village lake is dotted with skaters now, while in summer its banks were lined with people fishing, families picnicking, and frequent weddings held in the gazebo on an island at its center. The main street looks practically deserted, with only two small businesses still open.

Though we miss our friends and the neighborhood get-togethers that are part of summer life here, we’re not lonely. We keep in touch with our families and close friends by phone or e-mail, and God’s beautiful creations keep us company. This morning, I can gaze out at Mount Dewey through the window by my desk and enjoy its snow-covered, Christmas-card pines. Large, fluffy snowflakes are slowly, gently falling, as I sit inside our cozy house. Robert is baking bread, and the scent surrounds me like a hug. Tonight we’ll sit by the fire and read to each other. Then we’ll end the day with our nightly prayer time by candlelight.

When I’m lonely, O God, I’ll find gratitude in simple things, reach out to distant loved ones, and spend time with You in prayer.

—MARILYN MORGAN KING



 

JANUARY 3

In the world ye shall have tribulation: but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world.

—JOHN 16:33 (KJV)

Each year in early January we invite all our godchildren and extended church family over for a potluck meal and one last singing of Christmas carols. Last year we included our ninety-four-year-old adopted grandma, whom we fondly call “Baba Draga.” She bubbled with joy to be with all us “young people.” (We middle agers were pleased to be considered young.)

At one point my husband Alex was at the piano taking requests for everyone’s favorite carols. Baba Draga astonished us all by requesting “Home on the Range.” As we searched for the music, Baba Draga explained it was her very favorite song because of the line, “Where seldom is heard a discouraging word, and the skies are not cloudy all day.” She said, “I taught this to my boys, and when they would get into scraps or start complaining, we would sing this song.” Chuckling, we sang “Home on the Range,” while Baba Draga beamed and waved her arms conducting us.

A few months later Baba Draga asked me to take her to the eye doctor. Her eyesight had been diminishing, and she was anxious to get some test results. To our disappointment, the doctor confirmed the diagnosis of macular degeneration. It was getting worse, and nothing could be done to stop her loss of vision.

Baba Draga insisted on taking me out to lunch afterward and surprised me by her good humor. When I commented on her happy mood despite the doctor’s grim prognosis, she peered across the booth at me. “You know,” she said, “everyone at my age has some loss or pain to bear. But I memorized something years ago that I tell myself every day: ‘When cheerfulness is kept up against all odds, it is the finest form of courage.’”

Dear God, thank You for Baba Draga and her example of courage. Today, and all year long, please help me refrain from discouraging words or thoughts.

—MARY BROWN



 

JANUARY 4

Mine arm also shall strengthen him.

—PSALM 89:21 (KJV)

It wasn’t working. In spite of the fact that my daughter Joanna was wearing ankle braces and high-topped basketball shoes, every few games she’d hurt one ankle or the other again.

We took Joanna to a physical therapist, who suggested ankle strengthening. He told us something odd: Joanna’s ankles needed to be “retrained” to land correctly when she jumped. Each ankle had been sprained so often that her foot came down off center, making the foot roll and thus reinjuring the ankle. To our amazement, Joanna’s exercises strengthened and “retrained” her ankles, and she was injury-free the entire season.

Since then, I’ve begun noticing in how many ways I “brace” my life instead of strengthening and retraining my character. So in this new year, I’ve begun spiritual therapy. Rather than just apologizing for the hurtful things I’ve said, I’m determined to exercise the discipline of tongue control. Instead of occasional spurts of organizing closets and drawers, I’ve resolved to keep them tidy. Along with my emergency support of quick prayers, I’ll work on the daily exercise of Bible reading and quiet time. With my thoughts centered on God, I’m bound to land right!

Father, help me in this new year to dispose of braces that weaken me, and strengthen and retrain my spirit instead.

—MARJORIE PARKER



 

JANUARY 5

To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven.

—ECCLESIASTES 3:1 (KJV)

As a child in Pennsylvania, I loved winter. So when the time came to move to Southern California, where the weather might occasionally include rain but would never permit that rain to solidify, I decided I had to take some snow with me. The winter before I moved, I filled an empty jelly jar with snow from our backyard, the home of numerous snow angels and snowmen over the years of my growing up. I closed the jar tightly and sealed the lid with duct tape to be sure not to lose a drop. I wanted to keep my winter memories intact.

Southern California lived up to my expectations. I found a good job, a wonderful husband, and lots of sunshine. Still, I made sure my jar and the memories of my childhood winters were never far from reach.

One year Keith suggested we go to the Grand Canyon for Thanksgiving, and I agreed enthusiastically. On Thanksgiving Day, it snowed. For the first time in years, real snow and I were in the same place at the same time. I danced around like a kid, and sometime during the dance, I realized that my time for memorymaking was far from over. The snow hadn’t gone from my life!

Back in Los Angeles, I peeled the duct tape off the jelly jar, unscrewed the lid, and poured out the melted snow from Pennsylvania. If I kept my winter memories sealed up so tightly, how would I slip in the new ones?

God of childhood and maturity, You are with me in all the stages of my life, ready to surprise me in every one.

—RHODA BLECKER



 

JANUARY 6

The Gentiles shall come to thy light, and kings to the brightness of thy rising.

—ISAIAH 60:3 (KJV)

We Southerners joke about the fact that our seasons are not reflected in changing leaves but rather in the food we eat. We have crawfish season, strawberry season, Creole tomato season, Vidalia onion season, and—my favorite—king cake season.

Only available during the Mardi Gras holidays, king cake is made in an oval shape from braided strands of cinnamon dough, topped with icing and sprinkled with purple, green, and gold sugar. There’s a small plastic baby baked inside, and whoever finds it must bring a king cake to the next gathering.

My daughter loves king cake as much as I. She called from New York City to ask me to send her one.

“Sure!” I replied.

The next day I stopped at the bakery to order one. On the way out I picked up a brochure on the counter titled The History of the King Cake.

“The Mardi Gras season officially begins on the Twelfth Night of Christmas, January 6, also known as Epiphany,” it said. “It marks the day the wise men brought gifts to the Christ Child. By doing so they ‘revealed’ or ‘made known’ Jesus to the world as Lord and King.

“The New Orleans custom, begun in the late 1800s, celebrates Epiphany with cakes that are baked to honor the three kings. The oval shape signifies their circular journey to confuse King Herod. The plastic baby represents Jesus. And the search for the baby is represented by the mystery of who will get the slice with the plastic baby in it.”

So even if you’ve never been to Mardi Gras, why not share in a beloved New Orleans custom? Bake a king cake or have one shipped to you, and celebrate one of the biggest Aha! moments in history.

Wise Father, on this Epiphany, thank You for revealing Yourself to us in Jesus Christ.

—MELODY BONNETTE



 

JANUARY 7

May grace and peace be multiplied to you in the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord.

—2 PETER 1:2 (RSV)

By January 7, Christmas seemed a dim memory. My husband Alex had left for a conference overseas. I dreaded the lonely week ahead and the dark months of winter. But it’s a family tradition to join our friends Bill and Melanie, Serbian Orthodox Christians who observe Christmas today, so I bundled up the children and headed to their Victorian farmhouse in rural Williamston, Michigan.

Driving there, I remembered our evening together last year. Alex, as the first male guest to arrive, represented the Christ Child and scattered wheat, nuts, and coins in the four corners of the room, wishing the family good health and prosperity. Later we talked by the fire, sipping hot spiced cider.

This year the house bustled with people I didn’t know—farmer neighbors and university students from former Yugoslavia. After helping in the kitchen, supervising the kids sliding down the banister of the grand staircase, and catching snatches of conversations, I felt frazzled by the time dinner was served.

As we gathered around the “manger”—the long mahogany dining-room table with straw scattered underneath—quiet descended. Melanie lit a candle, symbolizing the coming of the light of the world. We sang a beautiful old hymn, first in Serbian, then in English, proclaiming the glory of Christ’s Nativity. Listening to the young man next to me heartily singing, I no longer heard a thick-accented immigrant, but my brother in Christ.

Passing around a common cup, each person said to the next, “Peace from God. Christ is born.” As we gently spoke those words, the Prince of Peace Himself seemed present with us.

Later, as I drove slowly home, I no longer dreaded the days ahead. The message echoed softly in my heart: “Peace from God. Christ is born.”

O Lord, how quickly I forget You! Please help me continue to rejoice in Your coming, to see You among us and find Your peace within me each day this year.

—MARY BROWN



 

JANUARY 8

“You are my lamp, O Lord; the Lord turns my darkness into light.”

—2 SAMUEL 22:29

Last year I worked hard to rid myself of a bad habit—gossip. I decided that I’d try to measure my speech by the old rule of “Is it true? Is it necessary? Is it kind?” Although it took a lot of prayer to keep my lips clamped together, I discovered a certain peace in my relationships that wasn’t there before.

Then one cold winter morning I felt a chill in the office that had nothing to do with the weather. Maybe I’m imagining it, I thought. I ignored it for a week, but by the eighth day I knew that I had to approach my coworker Mary. God, I prayed, give me the guts to talk with her directly. “Is something wrong?” I ventured. “I noticed you’ve been chilly toward me.”

“I heard that you said I wouldn’t be a good manager because I had no brains,” she said.

“What?” I couldn’t believe that such an ugly rumor had gone around, especially since I’d been so good about not gossiping. “I never said anything of the sort—” and then I stopped, remembering. “I said promoting you to management would be a no-brainer!”

Mary and I both had a good laugh over that one, and I realized that eight days of coldness, hurt feelings, and worry could have been avoided with one straightforward discussion. But at least I had my new personal resolution for the new year cut out for me: Don’t let things fester. If something seems wrong, speak up.

God, with Your help, let me courageously face whatever I’m afraid of.

—LINDA NEUKRUG



 

JANUARY 9

To every thing there is a season...a time to keep, and a time to cast away.

—ECCLESIASTES 3:1, 6 (KJV)

The day that I always wish would never come has arrived. I am “downloading” the Christmas tree. I love putting the decorations on, and I loathe taking them off. But the sanitation service will only collect trees through this week. That means I have a deadline.

An empty box sits on the floor, waiting to hold the ornaments until next season. First, there’s my angel collection. One perches on a red ceramic heart that bears my name. My friend Mary sent it the year I moved away. The handblown indigo glass angel with translucent wings came from our daughter Kelly on the last Christmas before she married. My friend Cathy from Montana sent the felt cowgirl angel. The frowning, yellow-painted wooden one was purchased by another friend Mary, who saw me admiring it in an airport gift shop. Mary died just two months ago.

Then there is a cheerful alpine fellow whom Mom brought back from a trip to Germany. The white-threaded alpaca wearing a woven blanket is from Janet, who owns an alpaca farm. A smiling, rosy-cheeked boy wrapped in a knitted muffler and cap stood on our son Phil’s twelfth birthday cake. It has a trace of frosting still stuck to its foot. Our daughter Brenda gave me the pink porcelain fairy rising from a flower after competing at Disney World with her high-school cheerleading team.

Each ornament tells a story; many bring to mind someone dear to us who is no longer nearby. Maybe that’s why I’m sad when it’s time to take down the tree: I feel like I’m packing away my family and friends. I’m a lingerer, but even a lingerer must move ahead. If I don’t, I’ll have no new ornaments to add to my tree, no new stories, no new friends.

Okay, Lord, now that I’m done talking about taking down the Christmas tree, help me to quit dawdling and go do it! New possibilities await!

—CAROL KNAPP



 

JANUARY 10

Listen! The Lord is calling to the city.

—MICAH 6:9 (NIV)

I’ve never considered the incessant ringing of bells throughout my day a blessing, but I’ve recently learned otherwise. Not long ago I was having lunch with friends at a family-style restaurant when the phone—mounted on a post right behind my head—rang. It rang again. And again. Then, across the room, a cell phone rang. Then a beeper sounded at the next table.

“Would you ever have thought we’d have to live with so much ringing?” my friend Kathy asked.

“And that bells ringing could be so annoying?” I said. Just then Kathy’s watch alarm began beeping. We all burst out laughing.

The next day, when our bell choir played in church, the bulletin carried a brief history of church bells. Centuries ago, monks attracted a gathering by ringing bells, calling the people to worship. By the eighteenth century, some clergy referred to bells as “messengers of God,” and inscribed on them Vox Domini, Voice of the Lord, as though their glorious sound were God’s own voice calling the people to Him.

Though I wouldn’t go so far as to call the ringing of a cell phone glorious (although I do like the ones that play Mozart), all that ringing carries a different message for me now. When I hear a bell ring, I pause for a moment and think of Vox Domini, the Voice of the Lord, calling me to remember Him throughout the day.

While it’s good to silence the phone when I need to be alone with God, much of the day I can’t escape the ringing. So now I’ve made it a reminder that no day is so busy that I can’t stop to praise God and thank Him for His daily blessings upon me.

Dear God, fill my day with small reminders that You are the Lord of all things.

—GINA BRIDGEMAN



 

JANUARY 11

The Lord was my support. He brought me out into a spacious place.

—PSALM 18:18–19 (NIV)

It seemed to be taking a while for my son to take his first steps. A fast crawler, Solomon had turned into a leaner, walking in endless circles around the coffee table, holding my hand, and keeping a pinky on the table. It was obvious that he could carry his own weight; the only thing holding him back was uncertainty about his footing. He still needed someone to lean on.

We were at my mom’s for brunch one cold January morning when Solomon leaned on a chair and picked up his boots. A small snow boot in each hand, he stood up, and in a moment took his first solo step toward me. “One, two, three,” a roomful of my relatives whispered along with me as Solomon made it across the living room rug. In eight steps, he reached me and put his boot in my lap, unaware that he had let go of the chair. For the next few days, Solomon walked—but only with his hands full and outstretched, as if the things he held gave him grounding.

Solomon had found his balance, but I know he still had Someone to lean on, holding those boots, leading him step by step.

Lord, thank You for being there to lean on when I launch out into the unknown.

—SABRA CIANCANELLI



 

JANUARY 12

“Let them construct a sanctuary for Me, that I may dwell among them.”

—EXODUS 25:8 (NASBB)

Years ago, a newcomer arrived at our church in Stone Mountain, Georgia. Dawn smiled a lot and was more excited about prayer than anyone I’d ever known. One day she told my friend Joann and me, “I believe God wants the three of us—with help—to erect a small prayer chapel here at the church. Let’s pray about it.” A few weeks later, Dawn said, “I believe God’s spoken to me. The prayer chapel is to be an old log cabin. He’ll show it to us, and then we’ll move it here.”

The three of us looked everywhere for a log cabin. Then one day Dawn drove Joann and me down a red dirt road we’d traveled countless times before in our search. Suddenly, she stopped in front of an old two-story pink-shingled house that leaned to the left and was nearly covered in vines. She ran to the house as though it were an old friend. Joann and I followed politely. Dawn pulled off a few shingles and exclaimed, through laughter and tears, “Look! Here’s our log cabin!”

Dawn located the owners—a huge company in another state—and they decided to donate the building to our church. “We’ll haul it log by log and reconstruct it at the church,” Dawn explained. She prayed some more, and found an expert in reconstructing log buildings. He lived out of state, but he accepted Dawn’s enthusiastic invitation to donate his time.

It took months, of course, to reconstruct the house. But the three of us were so eager to pray in this new shelter—an answer to prayer—that we met there one wintry Wednesday morning. The roof wasn’t on yet, and it snowed on us as we prayed together, huddled close to one another for warmth.

Father, teach me again how to seek Your will in prayer.

—MARION BOND WEST



 

JANUARY 13

I will restore health unto thee.

—JEREMIAH 30:17 (KJV)

Last year my agency began a staff wellness program. Each participant agreed to do three things: increase the daily number of footsteps walked by five hundred to one thousand; eat four to six fruits and vegetables per day; and meet one personal health goal. My personal goal was to take forty-five thousand footsteps per week.

I ate a healthy diet and walked on my treadmill nearly every day. So I was shocked (and embarrassed) when I reviewed my first two weeks on the program: I hadn’t met my steps goal. And one day the only vegetable I ate was french fries.

Fortunately, our wellness coordinator, Pilar, helped me spot the problem: travel habits. At home I was fine, but when I traveled I ate mainly fast food and walked less than a third of my target amount. Pilar shared three tips that helped me establish and maintain good health habits at home and on the road:

1. Give the program thirty days of real effort. According to experts, that’s the minimum time required to change eating and exercise patterns.

2. Write it down. Writing down what I ate and the number of steps according to my pedometer provided argument-proof data—and an incentive to walk into a restaurant and eat a salad instead of gobbling a burger while I drove.

3. Keep on keeping on. I still travel a lot, and there are days when I don’t meet my goals. But I’ve learned to forgive myself and get right back on the program.

At year’s end I’d met my goals more than 90 percent of the time. My physical and mental health improved. This year I’ve set a higher goal: ten thousand steps per day, the surgeon general’s recommendation for healthy men and women.

Divine Teacher and Healer, guide me as I seek wholeness and wellness in every area of my life.

—PENNEY SCHWAB



 

JANUARY 14

“You are the God who sees me.”

—GENESIS 16:13

Our college-age son Jeff received a new gadget for Christmas, a small camera to attach to his computer so he could broadcast live shots of his dorm room on his web site. One January evening my husband Gordon beckoned me to the computer to see this new technological marvel—a live look at Jeff’s room nearly three hundred miles away. The first shot showed Jeff’s head in the foreground. In the background, a pair of legs extended from the top bunk and rested on a chest of drawers nearby. In the second shot, the legs were standing on the chest of drawers.

Gordon immediately telephoned Jeff. His roommate Paul answered. “This is the World Wide Web furniture police,” Gordon teased. “We’ve seen you standing on the furniture.”

There was a long, startled silence, followed by a meek, “Yes, sir?”

“Just kidding,” Gordon replied. “This is Jeff’s dad.”

Apparently Paul didn’t remember the new webcam. “Oh. Are you here looking in our window?”

The next time we visited Jeff’s dorm room, I noticed a piece of tape on the carpet that said, “Now entering webcam zone. Be careful!”

It’s easy to forget that, wherever I am, Someone is watching me. No matter how careful I am to keep up appearances, God always sees deep down inside my heart. And even in my darkest, loneliest moments, God is there, watching me with loving eyes. Sometimes it takes a newfangled gadget to remind me of an age-old truth.

Dear God, help me always to remember that You see me better than I can see myself.

—KAREN BARBER



 

JANUARY 15

Here there is no...slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all.

—COLOSSIANS 3:11

My nine-year-old John ordered a paperback from the school book club titled I Have a Dream—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. I was quite surprised when the book arrived to find that it was not a book about Dr. King, but an illustrated edition of the actual text of his most famous speech. I had been John’s age myself when this historic speech was delivered.

As John and I looked through the book together, we came to a picture of a white mob pouring ketchup on the heads of African-Americans seated at a lunch counter. John had many questions, and I had to admit the sad truth about our society’s history of race relations. What faith Dr. King must have had to believe that such monumental changes were possible, I thought.

Then I read aloud a simple yet moving paragraph from the speech: “I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood.”

A shiver went down my spine as the words hit me like a prophecy fulfilled in my own life. We lived in the red clay hills of Georgia, and as difficult as it was to admit it, some of my ancestors had owned slaves. Yet Dr. King’s dream had become a reality every time my family had sat down around our turn-of-the-century mahogany dining room table to share a meal with African-American friends, coworkers, and neighbors.

Finally I understood something of Dr. King’s faith. Yes, he worked hard for new laws to bring about justice and change, but he also knew that the laws of the heart are the ones that revolutionize the world. Even monumental changes start small—one dining room table at a time.

Father, remake our life together in the image of Your love for us, one heart at a time—beginning with mine.

—KAREN BARBER



 

JANUARY 16

In returning and rest shall ye be saved; in quietness and in confidence shall be your strength.

—ISAIAH 30:15 (KJV)

I had been away from the office for some weeks due to illness, and when I returned to work I was full of the anxieties typical of editors. Did those proofs get sent out in time? Was this freelancer doing a good job on the art for that project? Is editor X on top of project Y? In and out of different offices I trotted, asking questions, worrying about the answers, feeling that I would never catch up with all that I had missed, feeling sure we were headed for some kind of corporate train wreck.

Finally, on my third day back, I flopped down exhausted in the office of my colleague Elizabeth and asked, “What am I missing? I’ll never get this all straight. What do I need to make sure all this gets done on schedule? How can I get that report for the board done by Friday?”

She was silent for a moment, looking as though she were reluctant to answer my barrage of questions. Finally, she said slowly, “Well, there are two things that would help.”

“Great,” I said. “What are they? I’ll get right on it.” I stood up, almost ready to run out of her office before I had the magic recipe.

“Patience and trust,” said Elizabeth quietly. “I think they are what you need right now.”

I gulped and sat down again. As her words sank in, I realized that all the staff had been working hard and conscientiously in my absence. My questions were just taking up their valuable time, making them feel second-guessed. And I realized, too, that impatience, my old enemy, had crept up on me as I lay unable to work and now was busy upsetting everybody, including me.

“Thanks,” I said, and I went to sit in my own office repeating to myself silently, Patience and trust. Patience and trust.

Lord, teach me to trust others and to approach every situation with patience.

—BRIGITTE WEEKS



 

JANUARY 17

Now He was telling them a parable to show that at all times they ought to pray and not to lose heart.

—LUKE 18:1 (NASBB)

Time to give up praying,” I told myself sadly. My prayers were for someone I loved very much. But after ten years, they were still unanswered.

Later that afternoon, a letter to the editor in the local paper caught my eye. “Time to take down the ‘Annie Lost Dog’ posters. Annie is back home!” Overjoyed, I could hardly believe the amazing news. I’d prayed for Annie for nearly a year because her stubborn owner refused to take his ad out of the paper. The ad explained that Annie was very shy and lost in unfamiliar surroundings. The owner seemed quite desperate. He’d been visiting his daughter in Athens, Georgia, when Annie ran away.

A few days later a full-length story ran in the Athens Banner-Herald with a picture of the black Labrador-retriever mix and her happy owner, who said he simply refused to believe his dog wouldn’t be found. He’d returned to Athens on weekends, walking the streets calling “Annie” late into the night and sitting outside his daughter’s home in thirteen-degree weather hoping to get a glimpse of his pet. When the daughter begged her father to relinquish his hope of finding the dog and begin the grieving process, he intensified his prayers.

Ten full months after her disappearance, Annie was discovered, still wearing her identification tags, twenty-five miles from Athens.

“I especially want to encourage others who have lost pets not to give up hope,” Annie’s ecstatic owner said.

The last five words seemed to leap off the newspaper and land right in my heart. Laying the paper aside, I resumed my ten-year prayer.

Father, I praise You for caring about fallen sparrows, lost dogs, and sons who’ve gone astray.

—MARION BOND WEST



 

JANUARY 18

Give unto the Lord the glory due unto his name; worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness.

—PSALM 29:2 (KJV)

Remember,” our pastor said as he concluded the sermon, “worship is every bit as important to your spiritual well-being as breathing is to your physical health.”

While he gave the closing prayer, I checked to see that the music for the postlude was in place and mentally reviewed the introduction to the last hymn. As I played the organ, a familiar feeling of guilt accompanied every note. I had a secret: Although I attended church every Sunday, I didn’t worship. I was too busy concentrating on the details of the service.

I hope no one remembers I played the same prelude last month. Will the offertory be long enough? Should I slow down on the last verse of the hymn? I enjoyed the Christian fellowship with my friends and neighbors, was inspired and challenged by the sermons, and missing church left a hole in my week. But I didn’t worship while I was there.

Finally, I confessed my feelings to an older friend who was a professional musician as well as a church organist. Her response was not what I expected. “Why do you think it’s called the worship service?” she asked. “Because for many of us—the pastor, the acolytes, the musicians—it’s definitely a time to serve. We worship through our work, too, you know. Still, it’s important to find times when you’re free of responsibility and can give your whole heart to worship.”

Her advice helped me relax and let go of the guilt. I began to seek a few nontraditional opportunities for worship: an evangelism event, musical presentations, even an occasional TV service. And a strange thing happened—although most Sunday mornings still find me on the organ bench, and sometimes every head is bowed and every eye closed except mine, there are plenty of times now when heart-worship happens.

Dear Lord, thank You for pastors, musicians, ushers, nursery workers, and all who worship through service on Sunday.

—PENNEY SCHWAB



 

JANUARY 19

He calleth his own sheep by name.

—JOHN 10:3 (KJV)

I found a gift in a grocery sack today. I was putting away the food I’d brought in from the car, checking the items against the cash register receipt. Skim milk, orange juice, Earl Grey tea, carrots... How could three bags of groceries come to $62.07?

That’s when I came to my gift—on that white strip of figures from the register. At the bottom of the long column, just below the dismaying total, I read: “Valued Customer 43220884464.”

I gaped at the 11-digit figure. Was I really valued customer 43,220,884,464? Truly valued, as the receipt claimed, among so many?

It’s a question I remember asking, many years ago, of God. In a universe with billions of galaxies, on a planet with billions of people, could He possibly care about me?

Staring at the register receipt, I recalled His answer. I do not count My children, He seemed to say, I name them. It was a new thought to me—the importance of names, all through the Bible. How genuinely valued a name makes us! To my heavenly Father I am not a number, but an individual. Not Valued Child 873972491, but Elizabeth. Known by name, called by name, written by His own hand in the Book of Life.

I’m so grateful, Father, that You count not in billions, but one by one.

—ELIZABETH SHERRILL



 

JANUARY 20

He hath made every thing beautiful in his time.

—ECCLESIASTES 3:11 (KJV)

The scale didn’t lie. Holiday indiscretions—the Christmas cookies, the fudge, a candy cane or two (or ten)—piled upon years of self-indulgence had pushed my weight well over what the optimistic height/weight charts recommended. Time and gravity had also begun their dirty work: wrinkles and ripples surfaced where there had been none five years before.

My gray mood matched that January morning as I set off to cover my beat as a reporter for the Wyoming State Journal. Today I was scheduled to cover an appearance of Miss Wyoming at a local elementary school. From the press release, I knew that she would perform on the piano and speak to the children about resisting drugs. I would be sure to recognize her by her slim figure, brunette curls, and trademark tiara.

Arriving at the school a little early, I snapped the top fastener on my bulky parka and pulled my woolly hat low over my ears for better protection from the bitter chill. The kindergartners were lined up by the front door. I hesitated for a moment, trying to determine whether the children formed a welcoming committee for the beauty queen or were simply waiting to go inside. Suddenly a little girl broke rank, clasped me around my legs, and arched her back, the better to smile into my startled face.

“Are you Miss Wyoming?” she inquired sweetly. I nearly dropped my camera bag.

“No, honey, I’m from the newspaper.”

“Oh.” She continued hugging me and smiling until her teacher shepherded her back into line.

That afternoon, I couldn’t help but smile—and I walked a little taller as I completed my assignment.

Lord, thank You for the people who see past the physical wear and tear and help me to rejoice in my true beauty.

—GAIL THORELL SCHILLING



 

JANUARY 21

So God created man in his own image.

—GENESIS 1:27 (KJV)

The snow started Wednesday afternoon and didn’t stop for fortyeight hours.

The storm was widespread. On Thursday my husband phoned from Chicago to say O’Hare International was closed and he wouldn’t try to get back before going on to Phoenix. Snowbound and alone, I reminded myself how much I had to be grateful for: plenty of food on hand; phone and electrical lines intact; warmth and dryness while a blizzard raged outside.

Sunday morning dawned dazzlingly bright on a pristine white world. And oddly, this was the hardest day of all. Church services were canceled—I couldn’t have gotten out of my driveway anyway—and the feeling of isolation was like an ache. Where are You, God? I prayed. I told myself not to be silly. God was just as near to me here at home as He is when I’m in church. Why did He seem so far away?

The road crews were slow to reach our street. It was already dark on Monday afternoon when our plow service got through and cleared the driveway. Cabin fever propelled me into the car and through streets tunneled between six-foot white walls. The grocery store parking lot was jammed, the lines at the check-out counters twenty carts long.

I pushed my own cart down a crowded aisle; I didn’t care which one. I wasn’t looking at the shelves; I was looking at people. A woman’s face framed in a blue scarf. A man’s face, ruddy beneath his woolen cap. I was listening to voices: “....shovel a path to the bird feeder.” I was watching gestures. A mother lifting a child from a cart, a teenage clerk loading shelves.

I was seeing God.

God in every face, every voice, every action. God in the people I so seldom really look at, whose glory it had taken a snowstorm and five housebound days to show me.

Show me Yourself, Lord, in Your human likeness.

—ELIZABETH SHERRILL



 

JANUARY 22

King David said...“I will not take for the Lord what is yours, nor offer burnt offerings which cost me nothing.”

—1 CHRONICLES 21:24 (RSV)

Recently I brought several casseroles over to church to be stored in the refrigerator for that evening’s fellowship dinner. When I opened the appliance’s door, I recognized “The Church Refrigerator.” No matter what the denomination, it’s always the same.

Every church refrigerator contains a bottle of Welch’s grape juice, five bottles of partially used salad dressing (three without labels), two nearly empty jugs of Kool-Aid, a jar half-full of pickle juice with a couple of slices swimming in it, a dried piece of cake, and several plastic containers of something no longer identifiable. In the freezer section, there are three ice trays (two empty) and a carton of Neapolitan ice cream, sagging because the appliance had already seen its best days before it was donated, probably as a tax deduction.

When I turned to a nearby closet to store the cardboard box I’d carried the casseroles in, I recognized “The Church Missionary Barrel.” I didn’t paw through it, but I assumed that it contained items that their previous owners claimed “still have some good in them.”

It was then that I recalled the Old Testament verse in which King David refused to offer something that cost him nothing to give to a holy, loving God.

Father, help me always to remember that what I give in Your name is being given to You, not merely to “someone less fortunate.”

—ISABEL WOLSELEY



 

JANUARY 23

Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.

—PROVERBS 16:18 (RSV)

I was still in college when I married a serviceman. I hadn’t yet met his family, and because I’d heard stories about the in-law problems of other army wives, I was plenty apprehensive about meeting mine.

After my husband’s discharge, we’d settled into our own home for a month or so when my mother-in-law phoned. “I’ve invited the relatives to Sunday dinner so you can meet them all,” she said.

“How nice,” I politely answered, then stunned myself by adding, “I’ll bake a cake to bring for dessert.”

I say stunned because my kitchen experience was nil—we’d lived in room-and-board army quarters all our married life. But I’d spotted a recipe on a sugar sack that said, “Impress guests with this elegant cake.” How hard can it be to measure ingredients? I thought.

Well, I was so busy concentrating on how impressed my mother-in-law and all the guests would be with my cake that I unknowingly turned the sack and finished the second half of the recipe before I had finished the first half, printed in a comparable spot on its opposite side.

When I pulled the cake from the oven an hour later, its top looked like a mini-mountain range. What’ll I do now? Then I had an idea: frosting will cover the flaws.

It worked. At least it did until dessert time, when we discovered the cake’s center had collapsed. There was stunned silence at the table...until someone giggled, precipitating a chain reaction, with me joining in.

True enough, pride goes before a fall, but laughter is the best medicine. And laughter was the surest sign that I was an accepted member of my in-laws’ clan.

Give me the ability, Lord, always to laugh at myself.

—ISABEL WOLSELEY



 

JANUARY 24

The people read it and were glad for its encouraging message.

—ACTS 15:31

I was waiting anxiously at the repair shop while a mechanic checked out my car. The estimate for repairs I’d received from another mechanic was more than nine hundred dollars. It was more than I could afford, so I was getting a second opinion.

But how would I know this mechanic was telling the truth? I was clueless when it came to cars. God, please guide me, I prayed.

I tossed aside the magazine I’d been reading and scanned the bulletin board directly in front of me. One small note caught my attention. “Dear manager,” it read, “thanks to your mechanic Jim, my 1978 Nova is in excellent running order once more.” My heart did a double take. Jim was at this very moment looking at my car! With peaked interest, I continued to read. “I appreciate that Jim is not interested in involving me in needless repairs. He does only what’s essential for the efficient operation of my car.” It was signed, “Ed, a grateful customer.” I had seen Ed’s signature in our local newspaper at the end of many letters to the editor. He was an octogenarian whose judgment I respected.

When Jim returned to give me his verdict on my ailing car, I met him with a confident smile. Thanks to Ed’s note, I knew I could count on Jim to tell me the truth and to give me a fair price.

What a beautiful service Ed did for me, I mused. I must tell him. At home I wrote a thank-you for his thank-you note. In a few days his wife phoned me. “You have no idea how your note encouraged my husband,” she said. “He so often feels that his days of service are over.”

As long as we’re here, there’s always something we can do.

Father, help me to be alert to people who need a word of encouragement today.

—HELEN GRACE LESCHEID



 

JANUARY 25

Let the children come to me...because the Kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.

—MATTHEW 19:14 (GNT)

All New England was prepared for the “Blizzard of the Century.” Technically, so was I. I’d bought groceries, waxed the shovel, gassed the car, posted mail, and taken out the garbage. I was safely ensconced like everyone else in the region, fortified against the onslaught.

My emotions were a different story. There are no pre-blizzard grocery runs to stock up on faith and cheer. The snow this season had started before Thanksgiving and continued through Christmas. It seemed appropriate during the holidays. With Christmas two weeks past, this storm was different. Starting on Sunday, the snow continued falling through the night and into the next day. When it finally ended Monday night, snow filled the streets, sidewalks, and yards, transforming even the darkness with an eerie glow. And it filled me as well, numbing my mind and quenching my spirit.

Sleepless, I wandered to my window. It faced a parking lot, uncharacteristically empty for the past forty-eight hours except for maintenance trucks. At 4:00 a.m., they’d been plowing now for nearly two full days. Two trucks plowed endless rows in a seemingly impossible task. The monotony was hypnotizing, further deadening already paralyzed senses as I continued watching.

Suddenly, both vehicles swung dramatically around to face each other. Simultaneously, their bright lights beamed on. In one concerted movement, they began to whirl around like dervishes in tight, wild circles in the snow. I felt an incredulous spark that grew into delight, until I heard myself laughing aloud at their antics. The two weary, dispirited drivers had become children on a joyous ride. For ten minutes they kept it up, until I was dizzy with laughter.

I finally fell asleep, knowing that God had been there all the time, smiling, and just waiting for me to notice Him and smile back.

Lord, help me to gaze on Your world with childlike delight.

—MARCI ALBORGHETTI



 

JANUARY 26

And God saw every thing that he had made, and, behold, it was very good.

—GENESIS 1:31 (KJV)

My husband David and I were nervous as we set up our easels and laid out our supplies for our first-ever painting class. “How can someone who can’t draw a straight line or a round circle expect to paint something like this?” I whispered to him as we studied the paintings our teacher, John Knox, had brought to share with us.

“Now, I want you all to cover your entire canvas with a thin coating of red paint,” John said.

Red paint! Paint my lovely new canvas red? I don’t even like red.

“This will be the undercoating of your first work,” John explained to the class.

Soon David’s canvas was a bright red, and my canvas was a deep pink. “Great,” John said as he walked by.

“John, I just don’t get it,” I shot back. “How in the world does this mess of hotpink paint have anything at all to do with the pear we’re supposed to be painting?”

“I was just getting around to that, Pam,” he said. John went on to explain that these varying shades of red would underpin the rest of our painting. It would strengthen lines, creep out of cracks, show through thinner paints and bring energy to our finished work. “When your painting’s done, you might forget about this red undercoating, but it will be there, breathing underneath everything you put on the canvas.”

The background of my painting turned out to be yellow, but John’s predictions were true. Somehow the red really did give life to all that came after.

Not so different, I thought to myself, from God’s plan for us. In the beginning, He undercoated His creation with good. No matter what gets brushed or poured or splattered across the canvas of our life, God’s good is always there, ready to shine through. Reason enough to live our lives in bright joy!

Father, everything You make is good. Let me look for the pattern of Your goodness in all the happenings of my life.

—PAM KIDD



 

JANUARY 27

Is not my word like as a fire? saith the Lord.

—JEREMIAH 23:29 (KJV)

One blustery, icy day, unable to escape the piles of paper on my desk any longer, I sat down to work—sorting mail, paying bills, catching up on correspondence. Next to me was a warm crackling fire. Several times I felt like quitting, but as I stirred the coals, my mind cleared and I tackled the next pile. Halfway into the afternoon, the fire appeared to be completely out. I added kindling, then blew till the ash-covered coals flamed again. When I brought in a couple of logs from outdoors, I was rewarded with a roaring fire for my last batch of letters.

The next morning I picked up the stack of envelopes to take to the post office. Seeing the empty fireplace, I fondly remembered the warmth it had provided, as constant and comforting as God’s love. I wish I could experience God’s presence with me today like that warm fire, I thought, but I would be in and out of the car, running errands, going to work.

An idea came. I sat down, still clutching the pile of envelopes, and before I headed out I took a little time to read Scripture. My spiritual fire was built. Then in order to have some “fuel” with me, I grabbed an index card and jotted down a few verses from the day’s reading: Rejoice always, pray constantly, give thanks in all circumstances (1 Thessalonians 5:16–18, RSV). I set that card on the dashboard. At the post office a man hobbled by with a cane, and the card inspired me to pray for him and for other people I encountered during the day. As I dealt with the demands of work and family, God’s Word kept me aglow.

Dear God, thank You for the comforting fire of Your presence. During my tasks today, rekindle my awareness of You.

—MARY BROWN



 

JANUARY 28

This is the Lord’s doing; it is marvellous in our eyes.

—PSALM 118:23 (KJV)

As I write this, a soft, white snow is falling on eastern North Carolina. Here along the coast in Richlands, we seldom see snow. It’s an unusual event, one we are ill-equipped to handle. We have no plows to clear the roads and no chains for our tires—and we Southerners are notoriously poor drivers in the snow. So the area schools close, and most of the businesses, too, and we find ourselves with the unexpected gift of a day at home.

In my excitement over this unusual turn of events, I’ll keep the phone lines busy, calling friends and neighbors, sharing my joy and amazement at having been caught unaware by the beauty of it all. I don’t have boots or proper clothes for snow, but that won’t keep me indoors. With old socks on my hands and plastic bags over my sneakers, I’ll take advantage of the chance to build a snowman in the yard. Later, as the gray day fades into darkness, I’ll scoop clean snow from the tops of cars, stir it together with eggs, sugar, and cream, and eat it by the warmth of the fire. I’ll savor every mouthful of the special homemade concoction, even though my head will throb with the chill of it.

It won’t last long, this snow. It will probably melt by morning, and we’ll go back to business as usual. But today, this unexpected gift of a day, I’ll play—and give thanks. Maybe that’s what God had in mind when He sent it.

My heart overflows with gratitude, Father, when I remember all the unexpected gifts You’ve sent my way. May I never take them for granted.

—LIBBIE ADAMS



 

JANUARY 29

That our daughters may be as corner stones, polished after the similitude of a palace.

—PSALM 144:12 (KJV)

Seasonal affective disorder: SAD. Every year I think I’ll escape it, yet every autumn it ambushes me. My energy level drops as the days shorten. After work I slink home to flop on the couch, snooze, and nibble snacks I don’t need until the trees bud once again.

Last year I felt more discouraged than ever, facing SAD along with an empty nest—my first autumn alone in thirty-three years. By January I had moved out of the woods to a town twenty times larger, with dozens of opportunities to motivate me. But the first week in my quaint but drafty and echoing one-hundred-year-old apartment, the temperature plunged to twenty-five degrees below zero. With no rugs or drapes to insulate against the cold, gasping radiators made little difference. Alone, cold, and new to town, I spent my first few evenings in my new home wrapped in a blanket, weeping. It was only January. How could I last until spring?

My daughter Tess noticed that I needed a lift and arrived with five-year-old Hannah for a weekend. Tess rearranged the living room furniture and added brick-red pillows and a small bright rug to match. After cooking grilled cheese sandwiches and soup, she popped in a silly Muppets video as all three of us snuggled under a blanket on the sofa. Once Hannah was asleep, Tess and I shared tea and confidences. That night I slept soundly and woke cheerfully, knowing that I had precious company in my chilly new home.

Later, as Tess and I hugged good-bye, I thanked her for taking care of me. “Mom,” she assured me, “you know I always will.” Winter would last another three months, but my daughter’s love would last forever.

Thank You, Lord, for the blessing of children.

—GAIL THORELL SCHILLING



 

JANUARY 30

[Jesus] gave them power...to heal all manner of sickness and all manner of disease.

—MATTHEW 10:1 (KJV)

The feeble line etched by the fetal monitor told the grim story: the baby wasn’t doing well. As first-time childbirth coach for my daughter Tess, in labor with her first child, I sensed a growing uneasiness in the hospital room.

Normally chipper Nurse Leah wasn’t smiling. “We’d like to see more baby activity,” she explained. Every few minutes she would check the monitor, then slip out to the nurses’ station to phone the doctor.

We had met Dr. Culwell, the obstetrician on call, only once. Trim, whitehaired, slow-talking, he had seemed pleasant enough during our brief office visit. But could he handle what was fast becoming an emergency?

The doctor strode into Tess’s room, chatted calmly, checked the fetal monitor, and quickly made his decision. “We need to do a Caesarean section so we don’t compromise this baby. She might have trouble with ten or twelve more hours of labor.”

Major surgery and we don’t even know this guy!

As the nurses began to prepare Tess for the operating room, Dr. Culwell confided to me on his way out the door, “I started praying about this at home.”

“You’re the man for us!” I said. My tension melted away.

A few minutes later, I held Tess’s hand in the operating room. Suddenly, our praying doctor whisked a tiny baby the color of cement through the air to the warming table. As the pediatrician deftly suctioned her, she began to turn pink as a sunrise. Her throaty wail assured us all was well.

The next day as Tess snuggled her tiny Hannah, I met Dr. Culwell in the hall. “I don’t know how to thank you,” I said haltingly.

“Oh, it wasn’t just me,” he drawled, looking heavenward with a grin. “I had a lot of help.”

Merciful Father, thank You for skilled professionals who humbly put their trust in You.

—GAIL THORELL SCHILLING



 

JANUARY 31

Will what is molded say to its molder, “Why have you made me thus?”

—ROMANS 9:20 (RSV)

While waiting for my son Ross at the library, I picked up a book and started reading about James Naismith. In the 1880s, he spent three years in a seminary but never became a pastor. He earned a medical degree but never practiced. As a teacher at the YMCA Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts, he invented a game he hoped would hold his students’ interest in the gym during the long winter months. With a soccer ball and a couple of peach baskets nailed to the balcony above the hardwood floor, Dr. Naismith invented basketball and changed the world of sports.

I’m intrigued by his story for a couple of reasons. One, he didn’t become what he set out to be. His life moved in an entirely different direction from what he had planned. I can’t help but think of the direction my own life has taken. I’m not starring in a Broadway musical or hosting a morning talk show. Those were dreams of mine at one time as I studied singing and then later began a career in TV news. But God led me in other directions. Some days I wonder what might have been, but I can’t say I’m disappointed. God knew that marriage and children were in my dreams, too, and those have come true beautifully. Now my stage is the church’s fellowship hall, and I host some lively Cub Scout meetings.

Still, as I’m midway along life’s adventure, I’m trying to imagine where God’s plan for me is headed. That’s where the second and even more intriguing aspect of Dr. Naismith’s story comes to mind. When “The Father of Basketball” died in 1939 at age seventy-eight, he had no idea what he had created. The game’s phenomenal appeal was still decades away. Like Dr. Naismith, I may never know how what I’ve done on earth reaches into the future, but God does. On days when I can’t see beyond the end of my driveway, I’m comforted by this: God knows well the road I’m on because He set me on it, and He knows where I’m heading because He’s leading me there.

God, light my way along Your path so that all I do leads me toward the destination You have in mind.

—GINA BRIDGEMAN
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