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Introduction
m O
deliever

by Janine Petry

've used the phrase for years: I'm a believer. I refer to
my brothers and sisters in Christ as believers. It's a
comfortable and easy way to refer to myself and other
Christians. After all, it's trendy to believe. But what
am I really saying when I call myself by that name?
What does it mean to me, and to the rest of the world?
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Believing God

I'm a Believer

Of late, I've come to the sad, yet liberating, realization that
my preferred title hasn't really matched up with my walk.
While I love to think of myself as a believer, I've done little
believing over the course of my life. I've done a lot of
studying, and I've gained a lot of knowledge. I've got a lot
of good intentions. But really acting out all of that by
trusting in God on a moment-by-moment, day-to-day basis?
That's a whole new game for me.

Isaiah 43:10 says this: "'You are my witnesses,' declares
the Lord, 'and my servant whom I have chosen, so that you
may know and believe me and understand that I am he.
Before me no god was formed, nor will there be one after
me." Scripture’'s clear: God intends for us to both know and
believe him. Without taking these crucial steps, we're
missing out on what it means to walk with and experience

our One and Only God.

If you've ever struggled with believing God, you're not
alone. This resource will help guide you as you seek to
better live out your faith and genuinely trust God from day
to day. The articles in this booklet will equip you by
providing biblical perspectives about what it means to
believe God. You'll also receive advice and encouragement
from the testimonies of those who understand what you're
going through. May you experience God more as you choose
to believe him.

Blessings,
Janine Petry

Contributing Editor, GiFTEDFORLEADERSHIP.COM
Christianity Today
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The Heart of the Issue

_earning to
Delieve Goo

What God teaches through
faith’s ups and downs.
by Ruth E. Van Reken

I_ife with Jesus hasn't turned out quite the way I thought
it would.

As a child, "testimony time" was my favorite feature of
Sunday evening church. Each week the white-haired ladies
and gentlemen around me would grab the pew ahead, pull
themselves to a slightly stooped stand, and proclaim, "I
accepted Jesus forty years ago, and it's been glory ever
since." I figured "glory” must be great, and couldn't wait to
follow in their steps. I expected to soar through life with
unswerving faith.
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Learning to Believe God

Instead of soaring, however, my faith journey has more
closely resembled the flight of my first homemade kite:
first rising, then dipping and crashing, so I'd have to start
over again. Why couldn’t I be more "spiritual” like those
saints I'd known as a child?

I decided to study the Old Testament heroes listed in as
members of the New Testament "hall of faith." At first,
their stories puzzled me. How could God possibly put Jacob
in that list? He'd stolen his brother's birthright through
treachery. What about Samson? He spent his life chasing
women such as Delilah. David had committed adultery

and murder. None were people I'd choose as an example of
faithful living. So why did God?

But as I read more carefully, I saw how those listed in
shared a common story: God worked through their lives
to shape them into individuals who trusted him despite
seemingly impossible situations. Each experienced the
same ups and downs of faith I knew so well, yet God used
those events to build strong faith in him.

Why does God often seem to take us back to square one in
our journey with him? What can we learn only when we
have nothing left but God himself and his promises? Here
are some answers.

Faith and feelings aren't the same. Throughout high school
I promised God I'd follow him fervently, no matter what.
God's presence seemed palpable as our school Bible club
grew from 15 to 115 members. We prayed. God answered. It
was great.
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Soon after beginning college, however, I found myself
seated alone in a dorm prayer room, wondering what had
happened to God. The same Bible that had been savory
meat for my soul now tasted like cold French fries. Prayers
seemed to bounce off the walls with mocking echoes: "God
isn't LISTENING ... listening ... listening.” How could this
be?

That's when I glanced up to see a plaque on the wall quoting
a verse from : "I do not see him ... but he knows the way that
I take." I opened my Bible to read the whole chapter, and

it described my situation perfectly. No matter where Job
looked, he couldn’t find God—yet God always knew where to
find him. Based on that, Job determined to continue trusting
God through the darkness.

That fact—that God knows where I am when I have no idea
where he is—has been one of the most stabilizing truths in
my life. I can pray, "God, I haven't a clue where you are in
this mess, but I thank you that you know where I am. Please
hold on to me when I can’t seem to hold on to you."

God isn't a system to be learned. Following my first year
in college, I went into a nursing program and worked with
people in life-and-death situations. Seeing many of them
face life's starkest moments without Jesus restored my
faith—I knew I'd never doubt again.

Wrong. A few years later my husband, Dave, began his
pediatric residency. We moved with our eight-month-old
daughter to a new city where I didn't know one person.
Dave took calls at the hospital every second or third night,
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and I became a stay-at-home mom. Depression set in. This
time God didn't merely disappear; it felt as though he'd died.

I did what I'd done before. I asked God to keep his eyes on
me when I didn't know how to find him. I read my Bible. I
prayed. I even followed the advice of a book that promised
if I'd praise God no matter what, all my problems would go
away. I still felt awful.

Finally I confessed my struggle to a friend. "I'm sure if I'd
only pray more or read my Bible more, I'd be okay, but I can't
seem to do it like I should.”

My friend gave me a strange look. "Did you hear what you just
said, Ruth? If you do this or that exactly right, then God must
perform according to your dictates. Why don't you ask God to
be God in your life, and stop trying to control him?”

With that simple question, I realized while I'd always
believed my salvation came by God's grace through faith in
Jesus rather than through anything I could do, that's not how
I lived. Instead, I'd started believing that if I just met certain
standards of performance such as Bible reading and prayer
(both good things in themselves), then God would essentially
become my fairy godparent and do my bidding. My friend was
right. I'd turned God's means for knowing him better into a
method to keep control of my life.

Childish or immature perceptions of God need replacing. As
a child I somehow picked up the skewed idea that really good
soldiers in God's army barely notice the wounds they suffer
while serving him, if they feel them at all.
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Years later, Dave and I moved to Liberia, Africa, as
missionaries. During our first year there, Uncle El, a fellow
missionary, and his daughter, Rhoda, were in a terrible
motorcycle accident. While Dave and I stayed with them

all night at the hospital, robbers completely ransacked our
home. Here we were, serving Jesus, and life had never
been so catastrophic.

I knew I should pray—but how? For what? I had no faith
that Uncle El would survive and Rhoda already had multiple
fractures. Finally, as I tried to pray, an amazing thing
happened. Somehow, in a way I can't explain, I saw Jesus
weeping in the Garden of Gethsemane the night before

he was crucified. What an incredible paradox. There, in
the midst of Christ's greatest act of faith, he suffered his
greatest moment of pain. Faith didn't prevent his pain, but
pain also didn't prevent his faith. By his Spirit, Jesus said
to me, "Ruth, I know what it's like not to want the Father's
will. Sometimes the Father's will is very hard. So I'm not
going to push you through this; I'm going to carry you."

I've learned as I've matured that true faith not only
acknowledges pain, but agrees to God's plan despite it.
After Uncle El's death, Aunt Lois told me, "No reason is
worth the price of my husband's life except one. Somehow
God has allowed this to happen for his glory, though I may
never understand why before heaven. With that, my heart
can rest."

God's character is trustworthy. After my encounter with

Jesus in the Garden, life continued to tumble from one
crisis to another. We were robbed nine more times. Five
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close friends or relatives, including my father, died in the
next two years. Just a few short years later, I had to face the
biggest question of my life so far: "Have I given my life to
God for a joke?”

My husband and I were living back in the States, but our

two adopted Liberian sons, William and James, had returned
to Liberia just before a civil war began there in 1990. For
months, we had no idea if our sons were alive or dead. No
matter how hard I prayed, the news got worse: "Cholera
Sweeps the City." "Six Hundred Killed in Church Massacre.”
Even if I'd known where William and James were, I had no
way to send help or rescue them. I felt numb inside. Each day
I waited for a breakthrough from God. Each day—silence.

After many weeks, God finally impressed one thought in my
heart: Ruth, you've come to trust what you know about me,
but you don't trust me.

That puzzled me. So I prayed, "God, I have no idea what that
means, but if it's true, would you teach me about yourself
from scratch, as if I've never known you at all?”

A few months later, still numb, I opened my Bible once
more to Hebrews 11. In verse 6 I read, "Without faith it is
impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him
must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who
earnestly seek him."

Do you really?! My mind began to rage at God as I compared

that verse to the circumstances around me. I've sought
you and sought you this year, but you remain silent, and
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everything I've prayed about has only gotten worse. You
haven't rewarded me with one thing!

Hadn't we given up family, country, and professional
opportunities to follow God? Now look. Because of the war in
Liberia, our mission buildings had been destroyed and our
two sons were likely dead and gone. Instead of a plentiful
harvest, we had a sun-scorched land. Had I, in fact, spent my
life for nothing?

As I stared at the passage again, the Shepherd's voice popped
up once more in my mind. Do you believe I'm faithful and
true and good, not for what you see me do, but for who I am?

The greatest wrestling match of my life followed. If I said,

"Yes, God is faithful, true, and good,” it meant I believed he
was keeping his promises in this awful situation—even if I
didn't understand why or how. It meant I had to trust him;

I had to leave all my unanswered questions with him. That

seemed like an impossible choice.

But if I decided, "No, God isn't faithful,” then I was saying
God was a liar and none of his promises were true—including
that Jesus is my Savior. In that case, my life was a joke and
there was no point in continuing the deception. That seemed
like a hopeless choice.

Thankfully, I finally bowed before God, trusting his
character, whether William and James lived or died. In
God's mercy, both of them survived the war, but many others
didn't. However, like the stories of early church mayrtrs,
where some people were rescued from the lion's den while
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others were martyred by being sawn in two, God is equally
faithful, true, and good in all cases.

I once heard George Verwer, head of Operation Mobilization,
say, "Christians have to relearn their faith from scratch at
every stage of life." How true. And how wonderful that as God
teaches us more about who he is within the circumstances

of our life, our relationship to him becomes deeper and
stronger. We can trust, no matter what we feel. Maybe that's
the "glory” part after all.

Ruth Van Reken is a speaker and author of several books and
Bible studies, including Who Is Jesus? (Shaw) and The Third
Culture Kid Experience: Growing Up Among Worlds with
David C. Pollock (Intercultural Press). She lives in Indiana.
This article first appeared in the May/June 1998 issue of
Topay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.

Reflect

The author writes, "Faith and feelings aren't the same."
How are these different? How do they tend to get confused?
What does it mean to truly believe God?

The author received encouragement through Job 23. Read
through this chapter. How does Job's example of believing
God despite hardship and silence encourage you?
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Getting Deeper

When Goc

Seems Sile

What to do when life is dark
and heaven'’s quiet.
by Verla Gillmor

N ot too long ago, it seemed as though God had packed
up, moved far away, and left me no forwarding address. I
was unable to sense his promptings and overall presence
as I searched for him during trying times. I felt
abandoned, confused, and terribly alone.

The year actually had started out on an opposite note. In
January, I'd realized a lifelong dream—the publication of
my first book. The spring months were jammed with talk
show interviews and a stepped-up speaking schedule.
Blessings were everywhere. In the midst of it all, God
gave me a vision to start a new ministry for Christians in
the workplace. I was on a roll.
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With great excitement, I raced through all the open doors.
My quiet times were rich, God's directions were clear, and
all the lights were green. As long as God kept guiding,
directing, leading, and blessing, I felt I could handle all the
pressure and change.

Then, a recession in the summer of 2001 slowed my small
consulting business. I was worried because I now had the
added expenses of launching a new ministry. I hoped that by
fall, everything would be back to normal. Little did I know
the events of September 11 were right around the corner.

After 9-11, "bad-to-worse"” took on a whole new meaning.
The economy reeled. Clients stopped paying their bills and
called off future projects. Speaking engagements were
canceled. The stress caused my fibromyalgia to flare and a
relentless cycle of pain, fatique, and depression followed.
To top it all off, my health insurance provider filed

for bankruptcy.

Daily I approached God with growing concern. "Okay, God,
I'm sure you've got a plan. Show me what I'm supposed to do
here. I need you now more than ever. I'm a middle-aged
woman on my own. I'm physically hurting, emotionally
spent. How should I deal with this?"

The silence was deafening.
My prayers became more strident: "God, this is not the time

to play hide-and-seek. I'm facing some serious anxiety here.
Now would be an especially good time to hear from you!”
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For more than two decades, the Holy Spirit had filled my
head and heart with comfort, encouragement, leadings,
inklings, instructions—even in the rockiest of times. But
for the next six months, God was totally mute.

What's going on when God's silence seems palpable? What
on earth is he up to? The hard reality is, some things are
best learned in the dark. Here's what God taught me
through that tough time of his silence.

Silence is Not Absence

I come from a long line of "talkers.” When I was growing
up, our house was quiet only when no one was home. I
recall one time chattering to God about my endless litany
of needs and wants, ending with, "Are you listening, God?"
As clearly as if he were sitting next to me in the flesh, I
heard him say in my spirit, Yes, child, I'm listening. Would
you like to listen for awhile?

I got the message. Over the years, I practiced listening
more to God's voice. But nothing prepared me for
his silence!

On more than one occasion, Old Testament King David felt
abandoned by God. But he knew that despite his feelings,
he was never out of God's sight: "Where can I go from
your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? ... If I
settle on the far side of the sea, even there your hand
will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast. If I say,
'‘Surely the darkness will hide me and the light become
night around me,’ even the darkness will not be dark

to you" (Psalm 139:7, 9-12).

©2012 Christianity Today www.GiftedForLeadership.com
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When God Seems Silent

David reassures us that we are not alone. God is
relentlessly faithful. So how do we convince our frightened
hearts when life crumbles around us and God becomes
silent? We enter into the silence with him.

The spiritual opportunity: SOLITUDE. You have to feel
totally accepted and comfortable with someone to sit with
a person in silence. It can be intimidating. Silence shifts
the emphasis of a relationship away from words and
transactions to intimacy where no words are necessary.
Are you that comfortable with God? Would you like to be?

Since I felt my many words were fruitless, I sat in my
favorite chair, read a brief portion of Scripture, or listened
to a worship tape to calm my heart. Then I'd simply say,
"Lord, I'm here and I'm scared. Please let me feel your
presence.” And I would sit ... in silence. Sometimes I cried.
Eventually my spirit calibrated to God's and peace settled
over me—enough peace to get me through another day.

When all the racket of life stops and God's presence fills
every molecule of space around us, our hearts grow calm
and strong. Fear seems pointless. Circumstances lose their
power over us. The silence becomes an opportunity to fall
in love with the person of Christ, rather than the things he
says or does for us.

Silence Checks Our Trust Level

There's not much trust required if someone stands beside
us coaching us every inch of the way. It's like a parent
running alongside a child who's learning to ride a bicycle.
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We want to know the parent is there because we have no
confidence we can ride the bike alone. But we'd look
pretty silly if we were 40 and mom or dad were still
running alongside our bike.

At some point in our journey with him, God may decide to
take his hand off the bike, so to speak, to see if we
remember what we've learned. It's preparation for the
road ahead, which may be bumpy or difficult. It's God
taking us to the next level, building our commitment and
perseverance. It's also a way to reveal those things we're
trusting in more than him.

For years my friend Esther prayed for a spouse, and God
seemed to ignore her. "My heart's desire always has been
to marry a preacher and to minister together,” she says.
"But when I hit 30 and there was no husband on the
horizon, I kept asking God, '"Why am I not married? Is
there something wrong with me?' There was no response.
It hurt."

Then one day Esther had an "aha!” moment. "I realized I
was trusting marriage and a husband to give my life
meaning more than I was trusting God to do it. I had made
marriage a litmus test of God's love for me."

The spiritual opportunity: SURRENDER. Esther
surrendered her marriage agenda to God and gave him
permission to do whatever he wanted with her life.
Suddenly a whole world of opportunity opened for her.
Today she travels the globe training pastors and children'’s
ministry leaders.
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"I'm doing exciting things now I couldn't have done if I were
married. And I learned I didn't have to marry to do ministry.
I haven't permanently said good-bye to marriage. God didn't
tell me I'd never marry. But I had to learn God's plan for my
life involved more than just marriage.” Esther's breakthrough
came as a result of God's silence.

Jesus understood this principle. The most significant events
in his life took place in the dark when all he saw was God's
back. Yet his instructions to his disciples were unwavering:
"Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in
me" (John 14:1).

Every day God calls us to keep trusting—to get out of bed and
spend another 24 hours washing dishes, doing laundry,
loving our family, believing he has everything under
control—even when he seems silent.

Silence Doesn’t Mean Nothing’s Happening

Ever try to watch a seed grow? The problem is, you can't. It
remains hidden under the dark garden soil until the
seedling's ready to break the surface and appear. Sometimes
things buried in us need to surface, but they'll only do so
after we sit still long enough to let them break through.
Perhaps they're deep issues that have undermined our lives
for years. Silence forces them to emerge.

One of the old issues that surfaced for me was a fear of
financial meltdown. When I was a child, my father had more
financial ups and downs than a roller-coaster ride. So my
precarious circumstances triggered my preoccupation with
feeling financially insecure. I was looking for quick answers

©2012 Christianity Today www.GiftedForLeadership.com
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to calm my fears, but God wanted me to wrestle with a much
bigger issue: Who, exactly, was my provider? Was it my
clients—or God? Of course God expected me to work hard and
do my part. But if I was doing the best I could, what could I
expect in return?

The spiritual opportunity: SCRIPTURE MEMORIZATION.
God's silence and my situation drove me deeper into his Word
to search for what I could expect of God in circumstances
such as my own. In spiritual desperation, I had to break a
sweat and dig. I selected comforting promises, recorded them
on 3x5-inch cards, and taped them everywhere—on my
bathroom mirror, on my dashboard, over the kitchen sink.
And I prayed the promises back to God: "I was young and now
I am old, yet I have never seen the righteous forsaken or
their children begging bread” (Psalm 37:25); and "Therefore
I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or
drink; or about your body, what you will wear. ... Look at the
birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store in barns,
and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much
more valuable than they?" (Matthew 6:25-26).

When I thought nothing was happening, God, in fact, had me
in training. You pay more attention when you're lost in a
wilderness. I'd only been interested in quick fixes. But God
was building my character and making me more effective for
the kingdom. He can do the same for you.

Silence Forces Us to Get Real with God

My friend Mikki had been married 13 years when she sensed
a growing chasm between her husband and her. "It was as

©2012 Christianity Today www.GiftedForLeadership.com
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though someone put a glass wall between us,” she says. "I
could see my husband and hear him, but I couldn't feel him."
Her husband denied there was a problem.

For eight years Mikki asked God to reveal what was going on
and to make her the wife her husband needed. While God
related to her deeply and intimately about every other thing
in her life, he was totally silent about her marriage.

"It was a torturous time,” Mikki says. "But it brought me to a
place of brokenness before the Lord. I couldn't make God tell
me what was happening to my marriage. I couldn't make him
fix it. I believe he was teaching me to give up control and
submit to his timing and plans."

Eventually her husband's eight-year-long affair came to light
and he filed for divorce. When the truth was revealed, Mikki
snapped in anger at God. "I thought if I was faithful, surely
God would restore my marriage,” she says. "I remember
throwing my Bible on the shelf and saying, 'I'm done with
you, God. Stay out of my life!' Sometimes you have to get raw
and real with God. If something hard has happened, it's okay
to be honest with him."

The spiritual opportunity: AUTHENTICITY AND COMMUNITY.
To my friend Mikki's surprise, getting real with God brought
her closer to him. Almost right away Mikki was able to
confess to God she was sorry for blaming him. After all, he
was the only one who had ever loved Mikki unconditionally.
Christian friends then came alongside to see her through the
hard part of rebuilding her life. They reminded her
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repeatedly of what was true and false about her and about
God. But mostly they loved her, listened to her, and gave
her the gift of their presence.

"I remember sitting on the floor crying at a friend's house.
I said, 'I'm trusting you to trust the Lord for me for now—
to have hope until I get mine back.' The verse I clung to
was Psalm 119:50: 'My comfort in my suffering is this:
Your promise preserves my life."”

When God falls silent, how long will the silence last? It
takes as long as it takes—and it will seem dark and lonely
the whole time. But in the same way dawn always follows
night, so, too, your darkness will end.

For me, the silence ended as unexpectedly as it began.
While waiting to hear from God, I noticed my prayers
became less about getting answers than about connecting
with God himself. I remember when I first realized I was
receiving a fresh word from God—the first word I'd heard
in a long time. One day as I was journaling, I felt the Holy
Spirit gently ask whether scaring myself about all the
"what ifs" had done any good other than to scare me. He
reminded me I'll have everything I need to live the life he's
called me to live. If a need isn't met, then maybe it wasn't
a real need, or something I wasn't supposed to be doing in
the first place.

The message was a precious sign God had been at work—
shaping me even when he seemed far away. And so the two
of us began again the daily conversations that would see
me into the future he had planned for me.

©2012 Christianity Today www.GiftedForLeadership.com
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If you let God's silence do its work, you will come out the
other side knowing that you're not alone, that God longs for
deeper intimacy with you, that he's worth trusting for the
journey, and that you're stronger than ever.

Verla Gillmor is a writer, speaker, business consultant, and
author of Reality Check: A Survival Manual for Christians in
the Workplace (Horizon Books). Contact her through her
website, www.lifechasers.org. This article first appeared in
the March/April 2003 issue of Topay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.

Reflect

Describe a time when you could not sense God's presence.
What were the circumstances and how did you feel toward
God? How have times of silence challenged you in believing
God?

Which of the author's "opportunities” is the most
challenging for you and why? How could God use this time of
silence and doubt to grow and strengthen you?

©2012 Christianity Today www.GiftedForLeadership.com
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Practically Speaking

s That You.
God?

Learning to recognize your
Father’s voice.

by Alicia Bruxvoort

was curled up on the corner of our plaid couch, seizing
the early-morning silence to talk with God, when my son's
warm body cuddling next to mine interrupted the
conversation. I opened my eyes to greet Lukas with a hug.

"Mommy?" he whispered. "Are you talking to God?"

"Yes, honey," I replied as I kissed his tousled hair, "I am.
I closed my eyes to continue my prayer.

Soon, a curious voice interrupted, "Mom?"
"Yes, Lukas?’

"Does God talk back?"
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Believing God
Is That You. God?

My heart responded long before my mouth formed the
words: "Yes, buddy, God talks back.”
Lukas's blue eyes grew wide as he stammered, "But how do

you know it's him?"

Help me, Lord, I prayed silently, attempting to formulate an
answer. How could I explain recognizing God's voice when I

was still discovering it for myself?

I've been a believer since I was ten, and I've always loved
the Bible stories that portray a relational God. I knew God
spoke to Mary through an angel and to the apostle Paul
through a blinding light; I believed he longed to speak to me
as well. But as I grew older, my childlike confidence
faltered. How could I discern God's gentle whispers from my
desires masquerading as godly guidance?

A Divine Progression

In his book The Pursuit of God, A.W. Tozer describes how
the average person learns to recognize God's voice: "First, a
sound as a presence walking in the garden. Then a voice,
more intelligible but still far from clear. Then the happy
moment when the Spirit begins to illuminate the Scriptures
and that which had only been a sound or at best a voice now
becomes an intelligible word, warm and intimate and as
clear as the word of a dear friend."

A few years ago, after moving to a new community, I
answered the phone and heard a vaguely familiar voice
invite my children and me to the park. Not wanting to
embarrass myself or the mystery caller, I asked for
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directions and hoped I'd recognize her face once I got to the
park. Sure enough, as my children tumbled out of the van, I
spotted a woman I'd met at church.

A-ha! I thought as I returned her friendly wave. So it was her!

My first encounters with God's voice were much like fielding
that phone call from a vaguely familiar friend. My heart felt
his "gentle nudge,” but I was unable to decipher specifics. I
proceeded in faith and hoped to recognize God more clearly in
the process.

While seeking our first jobs out of college, my husband and I
stumbled upon an opportunity to teach in Austria. We prayed
for wisdom and eventually felt God give us the go-ahead. We
accepted the job, moved overseas, and anticipated a romantic
European adventure.

Months later, isolated by language barriers and weary from
challenging job conditions, we questioned if we'd heard God
correctly. Only in retrospect did we recognize the ways God
used that experience to solidify our young marriage and
prepare us for the difficult years to come, as Rob's
commitment to medical school (which coincided with our
initiation into parenthood) required long hours. With
hindsight, we recognized God's purpose for our time in Austria
and finally said with confidence, "So it was him!"

The Right Question

One winter day, I met a friend for lunch at McDonald's. In the
midst of refreshing "grown-up talk,” I heard a familiar high-
pitched cry from the noisy crowd of preschoolers swarming
the play area.
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"That's Lizzy," I told my friend.

"How do you know?" she asked skeptically. "There's gotta
be two dozen kids over there.”

"But that's her," I said resolutely as I slipped off my shoes
and maneuvered through the tunnels from which my
daughter's cries had come. Following the desperate voice, I
found my two year old hovering at the top of the play
structure. With reassuring words, I coaxed her to safety.

While I wouldn't have recognized the cries of my best
friend's child, I quickly picked out my daughter's voice.
It's because I've listened to Lizzy since she squealed her
first sounds of life, strained to make sense of her happy
baby babble, and rejoiced at the first words that rolled off
her toddler tongue. Her voice is a reqular part of my days.

Similarly, the more I make Jesus a regular part of my days,
the more I recognize his voice. Jesus explained this
principle in John 10: "I am the good shepherd; I know my
sheep and my sheep know me ... My sheep listen to my
voice; I know them, and they follow me" (vv. 14, 27). As my
relationship with the Lord has grown, I've realized the real
question of recognizing his voice isn't "How do you know
it's him?" but rather, "How well do you know him?"

Going Deep

Recently I browsed some letters I wrote when I was
engaged to my husband, Rob. I chuckled at my attempts to
put into words what he meant to me after three years of
courtship. My definition of who Rob was then seems
shallow in contrast to who I know him to be now.
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My relationship with God is much the same. As a young
believer, I viewed God primarily as my Savior, but over time,
he's proven himself to be much more.

As a lonely young educator in a foreign country, God stepped
in as my Friend. During the times I handled our family's
finances and the money was short, God became my Provider.
Through years of sharing my life with God, I've gotten to
know greater depths of his character.

In Breaking Free, Bible teacher Beth Moore writes, "We can't
always know the mind of God, but we can always know the
heart of God." As I listen for his voice, I'm learning to
evaluate what I hear with who I know my Lord to be.

Listening Through Scripture

In The Power of a Praying Woman, Stormie Omartian writes,
"One of the most priceless gems you will find in God's Word is
his voice. That's because he speaks to us through his Word as
we read it or hear it. In fact, we can't really learn to
recognize God's voice to our soul if we are not hearing him
speak to us first in his Word."

Recently, my husband and I grappled with a possible
relocation. "God," I cried out one day while on a walk. "I want
our family to land exactly where you want us. But I can't
figure out where that is!” Then I reached into my pocket for
the memory verses I'd grabbed before heading out the door.
As soon as my eyes fell on the words, I began to cry. "If you
make the Most High your dwelling ... then no harm will befall
you ... For he will command his angels concerning you to
guard you in all your ways" (Psalm 91:9-11). God was talking
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directly to my restless heart that morning. It doesn't matter
where you move, he assured me. Just make me your home,
and I'll take care of you.

Meeting God daily on the pages of his Word enables me to
recognize him "off the pages” as well. When I keep my mind
fixed on Scripture as I go about my day, my heart remains still
before the Lord (Psalm 46:10) even amidst deadlines,
carpools, and screaming toddlers.

A Matter of Time

When my second child started preschool, I suddenly gained
two hours of free time. I immediately filled them with an
ambitious to-do list and Friday-morning coffee dates with
friends. One day as I squeezed in a quick prayer time before
racing my daughter off to preschool, I felt the Lord prompting,
Let me be your coffee date. At first I struggled over
exchanging some activity-filled mornings for prayer and Bible
reading, but I've found the rewards to be priceless.

Shortly after I started my coffee dates with God, he graciously
began to answer petitions I'd been praying for years. My six-
year-old son who had grappled with anger began to show
signs of a softening heart. My four-year-old daughter began
to tell me about her "special ears” that listened to Jesus. My
husband, who rarely showed interest in praying aloud
together, began to wake me in the middle of the night to pray
over our children. Needless to say, my coffee dates with God
are now a favorite part of my week!

The squeeze of a little hand reminded me my son was still
waiting for an answer.
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"So how do you know it's God?" Lukas persisted.

"Remember when we were at that playground filled with lots
of people and Daddy went to the parking lot to get the car?”
I asked.

"Uh-huh?”

"Could you see Daddy from where you sat on the swings?”

“NO."

"Well, how did you know it was Dad when he called your
name and said it was time to go?”

"Mo-om,"” he said with a giggle and a hint of exasperation,
"He's my daddy. I just know him!”

"You know what, buddy?” I replied. "That's how it is with

God, too!”

Alicia Bruxvoort is a writer and speaker who lives in Iowa.
This article first appeared in the May/June 2006 issue of
Topay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.
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Reflect
O What does knowing God and discerning his voice have to do
with believing God? What does Isaiah 43:10 teach us about

these things?

O The author admitted, "As I grew older, my childlike
confidence faltered. How could I discern God's gentle
whispers from my desires masquerading as godly quidance?”
How have you struggled with this question? How would you
answer the question?
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Biblically Speaking

Healthy Faith

How reaching out in faith made
all the difference.
by Liz Curtis Higgs

If I just touch his clothes, I will be healed (Mark
5:28). That's what she told herself, this nameless,
bleeding woman who'd traveled 30 miles, fueled by
nothing but faith.

It was a daring plan. According to Mosaic Law, women
who were ceremonially unclean weren't allowed to
touch anyone, let alone the Son of God. But desperate
women do desperate things. For 12 long years blood
had flowed from her body, making her physically sick
and socially unacceptable.

Desperation and Determination

The physicians of her time were unable to relieve
her suffering. She "spent all she had, yet instead of
getting better she grew worse" (Mark 5:26).
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Some of us have been there, dealing with a prolonged
illness or stubborn medical condition. It's frustrating, even
embarrassing, to keep going to the doctor, only to return
home with an expensive prescription, yet little hope.

The true miracle in this story is what remained healthy: her
faith. Her willingness to believe she could be well again,
despite all evidence to the contrary. When she heard about

a man who'd "healed many who had various diseases” (Mark
1:34), she made a beeline for Capernaum.

After a 30-mile journey, I would have thrown myself in his
path, begging him to help me. Instead our bleeding sister
quietly "came up behind him in the crowd and touched his
cloak” (Mark 5:27).

By law, her touch would have made him unclean. By grace,
just the opposite happened. "Immediately her bleeding
stopped” (Mark 5:29). Without a word, a look, or a touch from
Jesus, she was made whole simply by believing he could heal
her—and daring to act on that belief.

A Stolen Miracle

When her faith was rewarded, she wasn't the only one who
noticed. "He turned around in the crowd and asked, '"Who
touched my clothes?'" (Mark 5:30). How her heart must have
pounded. She'd just stolen a miracle!

When the disciples pointed out that many in the crowded
street were touching him, "Jesus kept looking around to see
who had done it" (Mark 5:32). He wasn't looking to accuse
but to affirm.
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The same faith that empowered her to stretch out her hand
now gave her the strength to step forward. She "fell at his
feet and, trembling with fear, told him the whole truth”
(Mark 5:33).

She risked everything—public humiliation, if not
punishment—to make her confession of faith, explaining to
the crowd "why she had touched him and how she had been
instantly healed” (Luke 8:47).

Restored

With a single word from Jesus, 12 years of pain and isolation
were swept away: "Daughter...” (Mark 5:34). In no other
gospel account does Jesus use this term of endearment and
respect. Daughter. She was a member of the family now,
restored to her community, setting an example for others who
"begged him to let them touch even the edge of his cloak, and
all who touched him were healed” (Mark 6:56).

This woman literally put feet to her faith: traveling to
Capernaum, reaching out to touch Jesus’' garment, and
walking forward at his invitation. By faith, we too can go
first in our families, in our workplaces, and in our circles of
influence, stepping forward to proclaim, "There is a balm in
Gilead to make the wounded whole."

Liz Curtis Higgs is the author of 24 books, including
Embrace Grace (WaterBrook Press). Visit her website:
www.LizCurtisHiggs.com. This article first appeared in the
January/February 2007 issue of Tobay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.
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Reflect
According to Romans 5:1-2, Ephesians 2:8-9, and
Philippians 3:8-9, how does faith in Jesus come through

Jesus? If our faith is flagging, where does Hebrews 12:2-3
urge us to turn for refreshment?

If instead of healing her, Jesus had given her sufficient
strength to bear the pain another dozen years, would that
also be a form of grace? What does 1 Peter 2:19 suggest?
According to 2 Corinthians 12:7-10, when the apostle Paul
pleaded with God to take away the "thorn in his flesh,"
how did God respond? And what was Paul's victorious
conclusion?
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Nurture your family’s faith by
journaling together.

by Rachel Goodchild

!

:

To an outsider, it looks like an ordinary school
notebook. But my friend Birdie McKenzie treasures
the journal she and her parents kept together while on
a missions trip when she was eight. "I can read how
our faith grew on that trip,” Birdie says today. "When

I see all the exciting things we did, it builds my faith
even now. I plan on sharing it with my daughter as she
grows, and starting our own journal.”
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A family spiritual journal like Birdie's is a great way to record
your journey as a family. Unlike conventional diaries that
chronicle individual ups and downs, this kind of diary charts
God's presence in your life together. It's where you can record

prayers you've prayed as a family, meaningful insights you've
uncovered, or answers you were given to situations you

worried over. As your family rereads the lessons you record
between its covers, you'll be encouraged to face each new
adventure God places before you.

A Simple Start

Our journal began with a single entry from me when my first
daughter was only weeks old. I wrote my prayers for her life
before I underwent a surgery I feared I might not survive.
Thankfully, I did—and after her baby dedication, I added to
that prayer the words people prayed over her and the verses
God led people to share with us.

As our daughter's grown and developed in her faith, we've
encouraged her to record her reflections on God. Her first
entries were little more than scribbles with my translations
below, but now they've grown into involved drawings and
simple sentence prayers of thanksgiving and petition.

While some of our entries may look unimportant to an
outsider's eye, all are special to our family. In it is my
daughter’'s first answered prayer—for a parking space for our
car on a busy shopping day. She really felt God's provision for
our family that day and wanted to record it.

Each entry is dated so we see our journey's progression.
There's an entry for her sister's birth, for prayers for her
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unsaved friends, and more recently, her favorite prayer
requests—for a pink bedroom and a horse. We've tucked in
evidence of special faith memories, such as our airplane
tickets to Taiwan when we felt God lead us there for work—
and our tickets home, when we left during the SARS crisis.

The Tough with the Tender

Not all our family entries are about victories. We've charted
our disappointments so we see the growth we experience
in the valleys. For instance, last fall my husband was laid
off his job. While he added prayers for God's guidance in
our little book, my children added prayers of thanksgiving!
Daddy losing his job meant he wouldn't have to travel away
from home so often. Our combined responses helped us
catch a glimpse of God's plan for all our family, and as a
result, my husband decided to become self-employed so he
could spend more time with us.

Sarah and Tim Holster find that keeping a family journal is a
great way to track their growth as a family of new believers.
Since coming to know God within weeks of each other two
years ago, they've faced a difficult relocation, loneliness,
and illness. Their journal chronicles their journey from a
family of new, tentative Christians to a family that's now
walking confidently in their faith. Their daughter, now ten,
has begun her own journal filled with pictures and stories
about her desire to serve God.

A Game Plan for Growth

The growth Sarah and Tim see in their daughter is what we
aim for in ours. Already I see how our family journal has
helped my children realize how incredibly interested God is
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in their thoughts, dreams, and passions, and that he listens
to their prayers—even if he doesn't always answer right
away or in the way they'd wanted.

By recording our family journey, we see more clearly how
he's directing us. And as we chronicle the ways each of us
is growing in faith, we're better grounded in the knowledge
that God loves us and that he's building an inheritance our
children can some day pass on to their children.

Getting Started

I. CHOOSE A BOOK in which you all can write. We use one
that alternates lined with unlined pages so toddlers can
draw their "stories.”

2. SET ASIDE A REGULAR TIME at least once a week

to record what God’s doing in your family. Encourage
honesty from everyone. Some of our biggest family
breakthroughs have been when we've prayed together for
God's provision.

3. LET YOUR CHILDREN WRITE their stories their way;
this isn't the time to teach spelling or correct grammar.
Besides, you can always add a translation at the bottom!

4. DATE ALL ENTRIES so you see your family’s spiritual
growth over weeks and years.

5. RECORD ANSWERED PRAYERS and celebrate them.
We celebrate in simple ways, by going to the park or
inviting a family over for a meal.
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6. ENCOURAGE YOUR KIDS to begin their own journals
when interested. Model this practice by having your own.

Rachel Goodchild, a freelance writer and parenting columnist,
lives in New Zealand. This article first appeared in the July/
August 2006 issue of Topay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.

Reflect

O How are you encouraging your family members to believe
God on a daily basis? What evidence do you see of their

belief?

O How could using a family journal help the members of your
family to grow in faith?
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Quiet Reflections

Moments

with Jesus

Learning to experience God one-on-one
by Mayo Mathers

Christmas at Grandma's was the highlight of my
childhood years. Seven sets of aunts and uncles and gobs
of cousins squeezed together under the roof of the old
ranch house where she lived. Grandma's living room
twinkled with the multicolored lights on her lopsided tree
and her scarred oak table swayed under a load of popcorn
balls, homemade candy, and other once-a-year treats.
Throughout the evening, neighboring ranchers and
townsfolk stopped in to partake of the merriment sure to
be found at the Moore ranch on Christmas Eve. Somehow
the old house expanded to hold the horde.
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Moments with Jesus

This treasured tradition continued even after my dad's
death, until Grandma died when I was fifteen. That year, as
the holiday season approached, Mom informed my brother,
sister, and me that we wouldn't be going to the ranch.

"It's time for us to form our own family traditions,” she

explained. I was devastated, unable to imagine celebrating
Christmas with only four people.

That first holiday was difficult. It took time to develop our
own wonderful traditions, but eventually the noisy, crowded
Christmases at Grandma's faded into a pleasant memory.

Years later, the familiar warmth of those chaotic
celebrations enveloped me again after attending a Christian
women's retreat—the same profusion of love and acceptance
I'd always felt at Grandma's.

Reflecting on it, I was surprised and chagrined to recognize
the similarity between my childhood memories and my
relationship with God. Just as Christmas had seemed more
fun with a crowd, so did God. He felt more exciting and
tangible at retreats or Bible study groups. Without realizing
it, I had depended on those gatherings for my spiritual
growth. I'd never learned to experience God one-on-one,
away from outside stimulations.

Perhaps it's time you did, came the thought. I recalled the
Christmases after Grandma's death. Although that first
quiet holiday had been difficult, each succeeding year grew
better. I began to prefer Christmas Eves alone with my
husband. In these simple celebrations, our communication
was most open, our love more easily expressed.
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I wondered if that's how it could be with God. Early the next
morning I sat down with my Bible and a notebook. After
reading, I waited quietly. At first, it seemed awkward, even
a little empty. But as I persevered, God responded. When
thoughts came to mind, I'd jot them down. I found this one-
on-one communication sparked a level of joy and peace I'd
never experienced in large groups.

I still enjoy crowd-sized celebrations—but it's when I spend
private time with God that I'm truly renewed and grounded.
And my most treasured part of Christmas has become those
moments sitting by the Christmas tree, alone with God.

Mayo Mathers is a conference and retreat speaker. This
article first appeared in the November/December 1997 issue of
Topay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.

Reflect

Mayo writes, "Without realizing it, I had depended
on those gatherings for my spiritual growth. I'd never
learned to experience God one-on-one, away from outside
stimulations." In what ways have you depended upon
"outside stimulations" in order to experience God? What
effect does this have on your relationship with him?

How can spending "private time" with God influence your
faith in him? Reflecting on the author's use of a journal,
what methods could you implement to encourage listening
during your private time?
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Leadership Tools

8 ideas for a vibrant
relationship with Jesus.

How Do You
Keep Your
—aith Fresh?

Look to the Heavens
I enjoy photographing spectacular sunrises and sunsets,
which I make into greeting cards for my loved ones. The
vibrant yellows and oranges that fade into pastel pinks in
the clouds are God's message of love to me. The beauty he
creates never fails to lift my spirits and restore my faith.

—Ann Schrag, Kansas
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Pass It On
There's no better way to keep your faith fresh than to
share it. Going the next step and teaching someone how to

become a bold witness and share her faith with others is

the most exhilarating of all.

—Shirley Beattie, Florida

Pray Through the Day
I pray short prayers as I go through my day, such as,

"Please help me do the right thing"; "Thank you for this
blessing”; "Please bless that person in a wheelchair.”" This
keeps me mindful of God and helps me make a positive

impact on others.

—Mary Jo Rambino, New York

Say “Yes” to God

I keep growing spiritually by continually saying "yes" to
God when he asks me to do something. It could be pausing
to pray for someone he brings to mind or agreeing to teach
a Bible study. As my pastor once told me, "If I'm not in over
my head, I'm not trusting God enough!”

—Zona Wilson, Oregon
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Lean on Me
When I feel myself getting in a rut, or when it seems the
world is on my shoulders, I turn to one of my prayer warrior

friends who holds me accountable. God wants us to lean on

our friends. Hebrews 10:24 says, "Let us consider how we
may spur one another on toward love and good deeds."

—Tanisha Whitaker, North Carolina

Find Sanctuary

In our pressure-cooker world, I need to get away and spend
extended time with God. Whenever possible, I clear my
calendar for three days and go off alone with my Bible,
journal, guitar, Christian books, and worship CDs. Whether
it's camping at a state park or somewhere else, I love this
time to seek God's face and hear his voice.

—Pegqy Forstad, Missouri

Blog It

I write a daily blog, so I have no choice but to keep my faith
fresh because my thoughts show up every day in people’'s
in-boxes. I want to show my readers what it's like to live as

a Christian mom in the twenty-first century—how my faith
sustains me and helps me keep an eternal perspective. My
readers often encourage me with their feedback and insights.

—Heather Ivester, Georgia
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Stay in the Word
Daily prayer and Bible study build my relationship with

Jesus so it's a constant, living faith, not something I

have to "get” in a crisis. God's Word is fresh every day; it
encourages, teaches, and inspires me. I'd collapse under the
weight of life's trials without a foundation of faith.

—Susan M. Rotella, Rhode Island

This article first appeared in the July/August 2006 issue of
Topay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.
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Additional
Resources

Get Out of a Spiritual Rut, a downloadable resource from
TodaysChristianWoman.com. Revitalize your relationship
with God the Father. Use this resource as a tool if you

are entering in, sitting in, or climbing out of a spiritual
rut. These articles act as a safequard and provide helpful
tips. Read the testimonies of others, who by faith and
perseverance, reached out and were met by God.

How to Have a Fulfilling Prayer Life, a downloadable
resource from TodaysChristianWoman.com. Are you ever
discouraged because your prayers aren't answered, or at
least not answered the way you expected? Most of us feel
discouraged at some point, but we know the truth about
prayer is much bigger than our meek understanding. In
this guide, you'll be reminded that prayer is about trusting
God, not about pleasing yourself. Download it today to
receive a comprehensive, fresh look at the whys and hows
of prayer.
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Additional Resources

Joy for a Woman’s Soul: Promises to Refresh Your Spirit
(Inspirio, 2005). This edition of Joy for a Woman's Soul
features uplifting Scriptures and rich devotional thoughts
from Patsy Clairmont, Barbara Johnson, Marilyn Meberg,
Lucy Swindoll, Sheila Walsh, and Thelma Wells to help women
discover joy and develop a joyful outlook on life.

Leaders & Faith Crises, a downloadable resource from
GiftedforLeadership.com. This packet will help you go even
farther in walking with courage through a period of doubt.
Here's how to overcome the tough questions.

Listening to the Holy Spirit, a downloadable resource from
GiftedforLeadership.com. Learn to follow as you lead. This
packet helps you see what it means to lead in the power of the
Holy Spirit and invites you to see if you are using the gifts the
Spirit gives us.

Spiritual Disciplines for Busy Church Leaders, a downloadable
resource from BuildingChurchLeaders.com. Here, you'll find
practical tools for leaders who are too busy not to intentionally
focus on their spiritual life. This download is designed to help
busy leaders slow down, and to make the most of their time
when they do. Here you'll learn the practical and theoretical
skills that can help you balance the demands of a vibrant
ministry with the blessings of a vibrant spiritual life.

Trusting God When You Don’t Understand, a downloadable
resource from TodaysChristianWoman.com. If you have been
sitting in what the Bible calls "the desert” for weeks, months
or even years don't lose heart. Download this guide today and
let these articles and stories encourage you. This resource
provides practical ways for you to stay strong by keeping your
focus on God and not on your circumstances.
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Be inspired by women living beyond
themselves in their families, churches
and communities. And share your story!
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LOVE GOD, LIVE FEARLESS.

faith marriage+sex parenting church+ministry

Single Minded

What I learned when I stopped
focusing on getting married
Lori Smith

Also:

- Why One Isn't the Loneliest
Number

+ Singleness and Scripture

Women putting God first in the grit of real life

Rl
A Hope for Broken I’;gfm]nrg
Marnages Share what God has
How Linda Rooks is making a difference taught you

| Dawn Zemke

MORE STORIES »

TELL TCW | Know a woman we should know? »

MARRIAGE + SEX

What I'm
Learning About ...
Resting in God

Monica Steely

MORE STORIES »

TELL TCW | What are
you learning? »

deeper faith

Focus on spiritual

No Apology

Surprise Your Spouse!

- practices
How do I forgive someone who 8 creative ways to treat him on
hasn't said, "I'm sorry"? Father’s Day
Nancy Ortberg Melodie Wright Plus:
- Prayer
PARENTING § CHURCH + MINISTRY |g ~Fible Shudy
- - Solitude

MORE TOPICS »
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LOVE GOD. LIVE FEARLESS.

New Ways
to Connect

®living
Beyond:

Find encouragement and
inspiration through stories
of God using women who
are living fearlessly for

his kingdom.

What I'm
Learning:

Share what God is teaching
you in the good times and
the hard times. Together
we can guide one another
through the seasons of life.

Deeper
Faith:

Grow your most
important relationship
through spiritual practices.
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