


 
The Key Ministry writing team is excited to share this winter devotion book with you! Every devotion is 

written by parents of kids with disabilities, ranging in age and diagnoses. You’ll find a Scripture passage, 

an encouraging message, and a prayer focused on the winter season.  

Our goal at Key for Families is to make sure you never feel alone on this journey—that you remember 

God is with and other parents like us are praying for you and cheering you on.  

This devotion book is just one of the ways we meet that goal! You can also find encouragement on our 

blogs, Key for Families and Not Alone Parents at Patheos. And we are active on our social media 

channels: Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter.  

At the end of this book you’ll find more information about our contributors and how to connect with 

them online. I hope you’ll take time to look up your favorite writers! 

Thank you for your ongoing support of Key Ministry and our focus on encouraging special-needs 

families, 

 

Editor 

Social Media and Community Manager  
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The Perfect Gift 

Jeff Davidson 
 
 "Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights with whom 
there is no variation or shadow due to change"- James 1:17 (ESV) 
 
The frustration grew and the futility mounted with every year. 
 
We would spend hours online and in stores searching for the perfect Christmas gifts for our son. 
 
But what in the world do you get for a child who is both mentally and physically challenged? What gift 
seems right for a boy afflicted by cerebral palsy, autism, and seizures, who even though he is a year 
older every year, is still a toddler in so many ways? 
 
Finding toys to engage him that he would actually play with seemed futile. And believe me, we tried 
everything. I turned our basement into an indoor carnival in our efforts. I think I vicariously relived my 
own childhood by purchasing for him everything I imagined I would have wanted as a little boy. 
 
Christmas is hard on special needs families in so many ways. One of the ways we don’t talk about much, 
but we despair over so often, is in finding appropriate gifts for our kids with profound special needs. 
 
My son has watched the same “Wiggly Safari” video featuring The Wiggles and the late Steve Irwin every 
day before dinner for eleven years. Every time it is as if he is seeing it for the first time—he laughs, he 
cackles, he roars. 
 
From him I have learned that true joy can be found in the simple things. True contentment can be found 
with just a few things. And happiness can be found in the little things. 
 
But the one thing he really needs, the one thing he has to have—he has already received. 
 
Every morning his mother gets him up, cleans him up, fixes his breakfast, and dresses him. Then she 
takes him to school before heading off to work herself. After work she cooks his meals, washes his 
clothes, changes his sheets, bathes him, and prepares him for bed. Because of his needs and limitations, 
he requires 24/7 care for everything in his life. He is not capable of taking care of himself, and never will 
be. She is his world. She is his lifeline. She is his everything. 
 
She is also exhausted. She is weary. She is overwhelmed and teetering on the edge half the time. There 
is too much to do and too little time and resources to do it all. Sometimes she muffles her tears in her 
pillow at night and wonders where the strength will come to get up in the morning and do it all over 
again. 
 
She doesn’t realize it, but she has given her child the perfect gift already. The only gift really that would 
work. She has given herself. She gets up every day and lays down her life for her child. Her dreams, her 
plans, her needs, and her life- she lays them down for his sake. Because the only way he lives, is if she 
dies... to herself….every day. 
 



Each and every one of you caring for an individual with special needs is doing the same thing. And by 
doing so you are embodying the essence of Christmas, without realizing it. The essence of Christmas is 
God giving us Himself. God’s perfect gift to us was the gift of Himself in the form of Jesus. No other gift 
was suitable. No other gift could give us what we needed, which was life. 
 
God gave us Himself in the form of Jesus, who would give up His own life to save ours. And you as a 
special-needs parent give your life up in a different way, but for the same reason, to save your child. 
Don’t beat yourself up trying to find the perfect gifts for your special-needs children this Christmas. You 
have already given it to them. Every day. 
  



 
The Gift That Taught Us All Something 

Evana Sandusky 
 
As each one has received a gift, minister it to one another, as good stewards of the manifold grace of 
God. 1 Peter 4:10 NKJV 
 
"I don't think Jaycee could ever play a musical instrument," my son declared as we drove home from his 
guitar lesson.  
 
Rather than getting defensive, I decided to ask him for more information. "Why do you say that?"  
 
Elijah responded, "Reading music is hard, and I don't think Jaycee could do it." 
 
"You are right about reading music. That might be hard for your sister because of her Down syndrome 
and little speech. But, there must be some musical instrument she could play. Can you think of one?"  
 
A minute went by. My son could think of nothing. I decided to help him with, "Well, I think she could 
play the triangle." 
 
"What about the tambourine!" he exclaimed.  
 
We both thought that was a good idea and came up with a few more instruments that might work for 
Jaycee's abilities. Then Elijah decided that he would get Jaycee a tambourine for Christmas. He was so 
excited, and I thought it was a great idea.  
 
Weeks later, we went to a music store to purchase Jaycee’s gift. Jaycee was with us since we had seen 
one of her doctors earlier in the day. Elijah enthusiastically looked around the store trying out guitars 
and other instruments that made me nervous. We finally made our way to the tambourines to pick one 
out. At the same time, Jaycee made her way to a drum set.  
 
She said down, took the drum sticks, and said, "Uh, oo, ee, ou!" (1, 2, 3, 4) Then she banged out a stellar 
drum solo for a novice. It was funny and eye opening.  
 
With his sister's tambourine in his hand, Elijah asked, "Can we get Jaycee a drum set for her birthday? 
She seems to like it." Well…. 
 
God, help me to see the gifts and talents within our children. You know all the hidden abilities in my 
children that I haven’t yet seen. Let me never underestimate my children. Reveal new things to me, so I 
can help develop my child’s gifts to honor you. Amen! 
  



No Trouble at All 
John Felageller 

 
 “Relieve the troubles of my heart and free me from my anguish.” (Psalm 25:17, NIV) 
 
I confess that one of my greatest weaknesses during the holiday season is watching the mass variety of 
shows, concerts and movies that celebrate all things Christmas. I especially enjoy more of the live music 
and performances on Christmas Eve, usually from a great church or legendary concert hall. One year I 
watched a new musical performance of A Christmas Carol which I thought was done quite well, and had 
a fresh modern take on the Dickens’s classic. Towards the end of the show, after the death of Tiny Tim, 
his father Bob Cratchit sings a song of mourning over the loss of his son. But this was not a typical song 
lamenting the tragic loss of a child, this song, called “No Trouble At All”, was an almost lighthearted 
reflection on the life of Tiny Tim, and in a whimsical kind of tone, the character of Cratchit speaks to all 
of the struggles his son faced. As he sang over the list of ailments and challenges that each of those 
brought to the family, he answered each one with a wide smile and an incredibly heartwarming saying: 
No Trouble At All.  
 
  I watched the scene with tears welling up in my eyes, as my immediate reaction was to substitute all of 
the challenges that the actor was communicating in his song for my own son’s, and reflected on how I 
felt about them. The normal emotional responses of anxiety, frustration and anger almost instantly 
melted away, and what I was left with was the perspective of a father looking back at his experience of 
his son now that he had come to the end of his life. While my son was still alive and well, I had now 
stepped into the shoes of Bob Cratchit, and found my perspective was one of gratefulness and love to all 
of his conditions.  
 
  I sat and let all of my experiences with my son wash over me, and with the now appropriate response: 
when I am upset at my son for not being able to control his body, he is no trouble at all, when I’m 
frustrated that he can’t be more independent and needs so much support, he is no trouble at all, when 
he won’t go to sleep and requires me to sit or lay in bed with him until he is no trouble at all. Most 
importantly when I am in those places of upset, frustration and all around sleep deprived, my Lord 
reaches down from heaven and with a loving hand and a gentle voice whispers to me how much I am 
loved and forgiven. He shows me the grace that I so desperately need when I am not being the father 
that I am called to be, and through his example of the ways he cares for me, and reassures me even in 
times of weakness, I am no trouble at all. 
 
Pray: Heavenly Father, help me to remember that when my relationship with my child brings me to a 
place of anxiety, frustration or fear, help me to remember that my life and its difficulties are no trouble 
for you to give rest and relief, and that you are always with me. In Your Name, Amen. 
 
 
 
  



The Value of Santa Claus 
Barb Dittrich 

 
"...All created beings in heaven and on earth—even those long ago dead and buried—will bow in 
worship before this Jesus Christ, and call out in praise that he is the Master of all, to the glorious honor 
of God the Father." ~Philippians 2:10-11, MSG~ 
 
At this time every year along with the holiday comes the passionately opinionated debate over the jolly 
old elf himself, Santa Claus. The haters of this Christmas icon usually shake their heads in disgust at the 
embodiment of materialism he represents. Staunchly committing to make Christ the center of their 
holiday, those who despise Kris Kringle tend to think that most who allow him into their traditions have 
completely lost the true meaning of Christmas. This year, in our strange politically-correct society, his 
weight has even come under fire. 
 
For over a decade I have been longing to share a different perspective. Both a lover of Jesus and a fan of 
Santa, I have thoughts to share that may not have been considered before. 
 
Let me begin by giving historical background that helps us understand the origins of Santa Claus. His 
name comes from the Dutch translation (Sinterklaas) of the name Saint Nicholas. This dedicated Jesus-
lover served as the 3rd or 4th century Bishop of Myra, Turkey. Since most of what is known of him 
comes from 8th or 9th century writings, a great deal is left to speculation and legend. Of course, one of 
the most common stories relating to Bishop Nicholas is that of his generous, secret gift of gold coins to 
provide dowries for 3 impoverished sisters. His nighttime presents surely saved the girls from the 
bondage of prostitution as this was the unfortunate outcome for girls unable to provide a dowry or 
marry in those days. 
 
As with many pagan holidays (study Halloween and Easter), Christians sought to redeem the 
celebrations surrounding the winter solstice. (Read God's mandate in Ephesians 5:15-17.) Most agree 
that certain clues indicate that Christ was not born in December. Nevertheless, celebrating God-come-
down-to-Earth in human form is an occasion most worthy of a holiday! How natural that a fervent 
follower of the Lord whose feast day falls near the solstice (December 6th) should be made part of the 
festivities. Over time, some of the old cultural legends became attached to the Christian saint and 
morphed into the Western character children celebrate today. 
 
So in a world of materialism, selfishness and greed, why would we want to include Santa Claus as part of 
our observance of Jesus' birthday? I would contend that when children are appropriately guided by 
faith-filled parents, they witness a concrete caricature who teaches them much about God. 
 

• Santa teaches children about love and generosity. (1 John 3:1) We love him because he first 
loved us. (1 John 4:19) He gives without any hope of reciprocity.  

• Santa teaches about God's expectation of good behavior. (John 15:9-14) He also reminds 
children that there is One who is always aware of how they are conducting themselves. (Psalm 
53:2-3) 

• Santa makes us aware that we don't always get what we ask for. (2 Corinthians 12:7-10) Not 
always delivering what is on our list or whispered in his ear, he initiates the exercise of learning 
that life can be quite good even if we don't always get our own way. 

 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians%205:15-17&version=NIV
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20John%203:1&version=NIV
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John%2015:9-14&version=NIV
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%2053:2-3&version=NIV
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%2053:2-3&version=NIV
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2%20Corinthians%2012:7-10&version=NIV


Through the emphasis on St. Nick's personal traits, we can help children to see that all are called to be 
kind even to the least of God's people and that even "The Big Guy" bows to Jesus and honors him. 
 
While I certainly do not advocate putting Santa Claus at the center of our Christmas, I hope I've opened 
your eyes to how his inclusion might enhance your children's worship and understanding of their Savior. 
That has been the case in our home. And we gratefully stand in awe of a God so amazing that He would 
not only come to save us, but would let us have the presents on His birthday. How can we not be 
humbled and joyous about a God like that! 
 
PRAY: Generous God, thank You for the tangible ways You have made Your presence known to us. Thank 
You for the fellowship of believers throughout history, especially those who have modeled Your 
kindness and generosity for us to imitate. Use those models to help us keep our focus on Your amazing 
human birth this Christmas season. 
 
 
  



That Four Letter Word 
Ann Gapinski 

 
"When you follow the desires of your sinful nature, the results are very clear: sexual immorality, 
impurity, lustful pleasures, idolatry, ...dissension, division, envy, drunkenness, wild parties, and other 
sins like these." Gal. 5:19-21a NLT 
 
"Those who belong to Christ Jesus have nailed the passions and desires of their sinful nature to his cross 
and crucified them there. Since we are living by the Spirit, let us follow the Spirit's leading in every part 
of our lives." Gal. 5: 24 NLT 
 
Boy, do theses first verses really smack me in the face. With Christmas just around the corner, I find 
myself slipping into my flesh and losing my focus on my Lord. It's not like I'm going to keep Christ out of 
Christmas or give into drunkenness or go to wild parties, which another version calls orgies. But that 
four letter word, "envy", comes creeping in. 
 
After all, we all know when you have those special needs kids it becomes even more evident that your 
family isn't "normal". I sometimes get sick of making special accommodations for my child or missing a 
party because it is too difficult for him or someone else in the family to be there. I don't want to hear it 
again, "Just make them come". Don't get me wrong. Sometimes I have to "make them come." But other 
times, it's a bad idea to force a situation on my family. It even gets harder when he is in the throws of a 
psychological episode that coincides with a holiday and he's out of touch with reality for a time. I long 
for "normal" or even some semblance of "normal". 
 
When I think of one particular Christmas a few years ago, while one of my son's was living at a halfway 
house, I remember making cookies for the guys and how some of them didn't have anywhere to go for 
Christmas. My not so normal Christmas was looking pretty good from their perspective. I was fretting 
over not seeing all of my kids at the same time while they were not seeing anyone. I always get myself 
into trouble when I play the comparison game with those that I think have a happy, well adjusted, 
Christmas card kind of family. I focus on those that have what looks like the "perfect" family. So while 
I'm focusing on them, I can't focus on God and there in is the problem.  
 
Then, I read that last verse about how, if I belong to Christ Jesus, I've nailed this sin to the cross. 
Whenever I am letting envy get even the tiniest foothold I am blocking the Holy Spirit from leading that 
part of my life. Can I say, OUCH. Why do I long for "normal". "Normal" is boring. I don't want boring. I 
don't want to miss all of the blessings that God has in store for my "abnormal" family. Can I say, AMEN. 
So this Christmas, I am NOT going to look longingly at those "perfect" families. I'm going to focus on 
whatever the Holy Spirit sends my way. That four letter word is not an option. 
 
Prayer: Lord, Help me not to envy others and help me to follow the Spirit's leading in every nook and 
cranny of my life. 
  



Loving the Gift More Than the Giver 
Barb Dittrich 

 
(Never worship any other god, because the Lord is a God who does not tolerate rivals. In fact, he is 
known for not tolerating rivals.) ~ Exodus 34:14, GW 
 
The story is told of a well-known pastor who lost his voice. Despite visiting doctors, weeks passed with 
no sign of his preaching voice returning. In his frustration, he prayed to the Lord, "How could you let this 
happen, God? I am proclaiming Your word and bringing people to a saving knowledge of you."  
 
In his pleading the preacher heard a shocking response from God. "Do you love Me or do you 
love preaching about Me?" Instantly, the pastor felt convicted. He spent the remainder of his time in 
silence, growing in love of his Savior rather than being focused on his abilities as a gifted speaker. In 
God's timing, and after this learning experience had served its purpose, the preacher's voice returned 
once again, speaking with more wisdom and humility than before. 
 
This past month of Advent has been a time where I have found myself "voiceless." Running my children 
to doctors and hospitals multiple times a week has dampened my spirits and made Christmas joy seem 
like an impossible dream. I have been laid bare, wondering what God's purpose is in our lives, what is all 
this chaos supposed to look like, and wondering if I am actually accomplishing anything that is of eternal 
value. 
 
I have wrestled with the Lord in my frustration, pain and disappointment as He has allowed the suffering 
of both of my children with special needs to continue in unrelenting ways. It barely seems like we get 
our heads above water before our feet get kicked out from underneath us again. I have thought in 
anger, "Really God? THIS is how you treat your friends?" And I have even attended a worship service 
where I was so worn from the pain that I could barely stand, sing or give thanks. 
 
Yet, I serve a loving God. He loves me in spite of myself. Much like the preacher, I found Him asking me, 
"Do you love the gift or the Giver? Do you only love what I can do for you or do you love Me?" I felt 
convicted that I would only praise Him or acknowledge His faithfulness when my children are restored to 
health or when He directs circumstances to go the way I would like them to go. All of the sudden, I 
found that the Lord gave incredible meaning to my Advent. Not only have I been humbled, but I have 
also realized that in this season where we place so much on the gift of Jesus' birth, we can actually 
forget about loving the Giver. 
 
Too often, in our modern practice of faith, it's all about God coming to rescue ME. My salvation. My 
purpose. My meaning in life. My eternal happiness. I am incredibly grateful that He grants all of that to 
me and more. As Scripture says, "We love because He first loved us." (1 John 4:19, NIV) But what I seem 
to forget is that He wants us to be in loving relationship with Him. He wants to be the object of our 
affection, just as we are His. And God forbid that we should love anything He gives us or does for us 
more than we love Him! 
 
As I have spent time pondering the virtually incomprehensible incarnation of the Savior of the Universe 
since this revelation, I have found myself loving Him more for who He is and for the nature of His 
character. I have spent more time in wonder and amazement rather than entitlement and avarice. 
Yahweh God took all that immense power and contained it in the form of a tiny baby born in the most 
undesirable of places. The Creator became the created. He left all of that immeasurable glory to enter 



the deepest darkness. All of this He did because of a love so vast that He would spare nothing to be in 
intimate relationship with what He had created. Wow! 
 
And this epiphany has given me the opportunity to help my children get their precious hearts in the right 
position for Christmas. As I wrapped presents with them, it gave a perfect, tangible example to explain 
that we should never love the gift more than the giver. They have had a tough month, and that can 
easily foster a selfish attitude of entitlement. Yet, if I direct their young hearts properly, they will be left 
with a contentment and joy that transcends any finely wrapped treasure they could find under the tree. 
Because when we love the Giver more than the gift, our hearts are beyond full and we are blessed 
exceedingly, abundantly more than we could ever ask, think or imagine. 
 
Merry Christmas! 
 
PRAY: Lord, you allow the circumstances of life to ebb and flow. May I never love what You do for me or 
give me more than I love You. Holy Spirit, when I am weighed down, quickly bring to my mind Your 
divine character. Help me to remember who You are and why I love You. Because knowing and loving 
You is far greater blessing than anything You grant me in a temporal way in this passing life. 
  



Great Expectations 
Barb Dittrich 

 
"No one who hopes in you will ever be put to shame..." (Psalm 25:3, NIV) 
 
Part of the wonder of the Christmas season is watching the eyes of children glow with excitement and 
anticipation of all involved in the celebration. Squealing with delight over culinary creations and 
intricately wrapped gifts becomes music to the ears of all who hear. And the joy can't help but spill over 
to everyone who dares to abandon themselves to the mirth. 
 
But what happens when life doesn't turn out quite the way we expect? Oh, how our hearts are crushed! 
I would venture to say that we would be shocked if we truly knew how much time we spend grieving 
over what never turned out quite as we thought it might or as it will never be. Fathers weep privately 
over wheelchair-bound sons that will never run at a track meet or over fragile sons that will never play 
football. Mothers long to hear their names called out from the lips of their non-verbal youngsters. 
Grandparents tie themselves up with worry over the future productivity of their challenged 
grandchildren. And so it goes on. These are real hurts and disappointments that we would all hope to 
move beyond. 
 
Add to these broken dreams of life the largely unrealistic outlook we have towards the holiday season, 
and you have a toxic mix! Family members are often completely insensitive to the plight of our 
children's challenges. Aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents and friends expect all children to be 
completely polite, well-behaved, fancily dressed angels this time of year. We expect everyone to be 
compassionate and have an understanding of what we live with on a daily basis. Both are entirely 
unreasonable. And waiting for situations to have the desired outcome only makes a time of great 
holiness completely stressful and misdirected. 
 
One of the many great blessings yielded by my BSL (Bible Study Ladies) studies this year has been 
learning to pray "serious prayers." And one of those prayers with the greatest impact in my life has been 
learning to, "Pray that all your expectations will be in Christ alone!" As many of us do, I come from a 
family background riddled with the failings of being a control freak. It has taken me countless years to 
cease trying to bridle the uncontrollable in my life. Nevertheless, disappointment still has its insidious 
way of creeping into many parts of our psyche that we never even knew existed. 
 
The beautifully liberating piece of the puzzle has come to me as I literally get face-down on my living 
room floor each morning, dissecting the parts of my life where I suddenly see I do have my own agenda 
of expectations. I surrender those pieces to Him. I pray for the Holy Spirit to crowd out the selfish parts 
of me. More of Him and less of my self-absorbed nature! And then I fall fully into the request to let all 
my expectations be in Christ alone. 
 
Something truly amazing happens when we pray this way! When we make a deliberate effort through 
prayer to align our will with His, God is faithful to answer affirmatively. He will shape us in ever-
increasing measure into the image of His beautiful Son when we willingly agree to it. And we find peace 
and freedom from the godless circumstances of this world because all of our joy rests fully in the 
Unchanging One. 
 
My prayer for every reader during this Christmastide is that all of your expectations would rest fully in 
the Babe who humbled Himself, leaving His glorious heaven to live amongst us for 33 years. May the joy 



of the salvation He provided through that pain and humility give you peace and restoration no matter 
what you may face this year! 
 
Pray: "You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you." ~ 
Augustine of Hippo 
 
  



Where Is Joy? 
Tammie Hefty 

 
I know, O LORD, that Your judgements are righteous, and that in faithfulness you have afflicted me. O 
may Your loving kindness comfort me, According to Your word to Your servant. May Your 
compassion come to me that I may live, For Your law is my delight. Psalm 119: 75-77 
 
Some years it feels impossible to find joy during the holiday season. People are still sick, people are 
still dying, people are still losing their jobs and losing their homes. WHAT is so magical about that? 
 
Nothing... 
That's why I was so thrilled to hear the sermon that I did last Sunday at Summit in Sparks, NV. It was 
a sermon about joy. It was a sermon about finding joy in being humbled; in being lowly.  
 
It's easy to sing a song or repeat a beautiful phrase from "Silent Night" or "Joy to the World." That 
doesn't really take much from our soul. However, when we stop and think about the fact that God, 
who spoke and made the light and the dark, who breathed life into us...when we stop and think about 
the fact that He came to earth to lay in soiled diapers, to learn to walk, to fall and bleed, to get colds, 
to FEEL cold... or tired...or lashed...or pierced~now THAT is lowly; that is sinking to the bottom. 
 
And if we are told that we need to be more like Jesus in our relationships so we may find JOY???  
 
How do we lower ourselves THAT much? How can we possibly start to have relationships with a God 
who gave up all power to SAVE us? How can we find JOY in the depths of our MISERY?  
 
We have to get over the fact that we think we are entitled to happiness. We have to quit saying, "I have 
the right to a day off." "I have the right to a car that gets me from point A to point B." "I have a right to 
eat what I want." 
And THAT'S where I found the magic...you see... 
 
I.LOVE.FOOD. 
I have been up and down on the weight and fitness scale. I have to count every calorie I put in my mouth 
and watch the scale weekly so I don't wind up on another "35 lbs weight-loss mission." So, the minute 
our pastor said that we needed to relinquish our "rights" to these things we like to think we DESERVE...I 
knew what I had to do. 
 
I had to spend a day praying and fasting. 
 
I had never done it before. I told my church small group Sunday night that I was prepared to do that on 
Monday. I know they were praying me through it too because it was a wonderful experience. 
 
I quickly read 7 Basic Steps to Successful Fasting and Prayer at cru.org . That helped me to plan out my 
day and what time frame I would set for myself. I also downloaded a free app for iPhones called Prayer 
Prompter. I HIGHLY recommend that app for helping to strengthen your prayer and daily scripture life. 
I've been using the app daily and it now helps me stay focused on my prayers longer, and gives 
me excellent scripture that correlates to what I'm praying about.  
 
I have to say that I learned a lot about myself on Monday. I learned that I spend a LARGE part of my day 

http://www.cru.org/train-and-grow/devotional-life/7-steps-to-fasting.html


thinking about and making things to eat. I also learned that I can survive and even enjoy 2 1/2 hours 
waiting at a government facility to get paperwork signed by conversing with those who are waiting with 
me. Finally, I learned that I have tremendous peace when I'm praying about things rather 
than complaining about them or just worrying over them. I have slept so well these past couple of 
nights, I don't even know how to describe it.  
 
You're probably wondering what this has to do with Psalm 119, which I quoted above!  
 
I was struck by a phrase in that Psalm while I was doing my prayer and fasting on Monday.  
 
Your judgements are righteous, and that in faithfulness you have afflicted me. 
What God ordains, we have no right to question. 
 
In His faithfulness He causes us to suffer, He has afflicted us. 
I find it hard to type anything after that, because it's mind-boggling. It makes me realize I need to take 
another dayto fast and pray. 
 
There is something calming to me, just knowing that the suffering around me and any suffering within 
me is ordained, is good, and is out of righteousness.Satan is not in control; God is. 
 
THERE is THE JOY. 
 
Pray: Heavenly Father, I don't understand Your ways. I am so thankful that You let us come to You in 
prayer, and that You sent Your Son to die for us so we can have a direct relationship with You. Help me 
continue to find the joy set before me, and help me feel it today so others can see You in me. Amen. 
  



The Gift of Acceptance 
Barb Dittrich 

 
...I will not abandon you or fail to help you. 
~ Joshua 1:5b, NLT ~  
 
She has been stirring things up since the day I felt her threatened by my first premature contraction. 
Despite her long, beautiful fingers, her hands are more likely to be tossing a football than they are 
picking out her next frilly dress. She has a mind of her own, with a hatchet (Yes, I said a hatchet.) at 
the top of her Christmas list this year. She is my youngest daughter, and I love her to pieces. 
 
However, that doesn't mean that I don't often make the mistake of trying to get this unique creature, 
with her smorgasbord of diagnoses, to conform to what I think she should be. Our latest contentious 
tussle was with her hair. She has the most amazing, silken locks that glisten with at least a dozen lovely 
colors when the light hits them. Unfortunately, the world usually doesn't get to see her beautiful hair 
because it is pulled into a ponytail and flipped up on top of her head, underneath a hat or a do-rag. The 
head ware, she tells us, gives her the sensory input she needs to function and concentrate. 
  
A few weeks ago, she decided that she wanted a haircut. She nagged me relentlessly until I made the 
appointment at the salon. I never really gave it a second thought... That is until we were in the car on 
the way to the appointment. 
"I want my hair cut as short as my brothers!", she exclaimed. 
"Whoa! No way! Only to the shoulders," I insisted. 
"But you said that I can do anything I want with my hair because hair always grows back." 
It's hard to do battle with your child when they fight you with your own words. And knowing I had said 
that very thing to her, I had to ask myself why I was so adamant that I didn't want her to have such short 
hair. 
 
Perhaps the reason I fought my child is because I get tired of the explanations. After 11 years of being 
considered a poor parent because of her behavior, I am worn. The inappropriate remarks by others 
about her sexuality get pretty old. They think they know who she is merely because she is more athletic 
and prefers no-frills clothing. Her quirkiness and antics cause people to question me relentlessly. I am 
buried in unsolicited advice from grocery clerks to distant relatives. It gets exhausting. 
 
If I am painfully honest with myself, my reason for wanting to change her is because I sometimes want 
her to fit my expectations and the expectations of others. I want things to be easier with her and for her. 
I don't want other kids and other adults giving her a hard time for her differences. But then, when I 
focus on what I want, I am not accepting the beautiful, distinct creature God made her to be. 
 
One of the best Christmas gifts I could give this precious child of mine is the gift of acceptance. That is 
exactly what I gave her at that salon appointment. We got some of their hairstyle books and she paged 
through the short options as we waited for our beautician. The other stylists in the salon gasped at her 
choice, asking her if she was sure. Confidently, she agreed to donate her hair to Locks of Love as the 
length was rapidly trimmed away. 
 
While I awaited the final result, I couldn't help but think that over 2,000 years ago, another Person came 
into this world, struggling with the expectations of others. They all had notions of what He should be, 

http://locksoflove.org/donate.html


how He should arrive, who He would associate with, and how He should behave. He didn't conform to 
their images. 
 
"He came unto his own, and his own received him not." (John 1:11, KJV) 
When we listen, really listen to that one who is sent into our lives, we see with love, not with a mission 
to change them to conform to our own desires. We see what is true rather than what is deceptively 
pleasing. 
 
My girl came out after getting styled and looked like the cute little sprite I know her to be. Her head no 
longer hurts from having to pull that ponytail up under her hat, so that kids won't touch it. She has 
switched her choice of hat to a handmade camo knit cap that allows her adorable whispy bangs to peek 
out.  
 
I love her as is, for the person God made her to be, not for who I would prefer her to be. That gift of 
acceptance is perhaps the sweetest offering any of us can make -- to both the Babe in a Manger or to 
our own child. 
 
PRAY: Father, gently remind me not to abandon the child you have blessed me with for the child I 
sometimes foolishly desire. Equip me with Your Holy Spirit wisdom to be the best advocate and helper 
my child could ever need. Let my love and acceptance be water to my child's soul, helping them blossom 
into the remarkable individual You intend them to be. 
  



And Mom and Dad Can Hardly Wait for School to Start Again 
Barb Dittrich 

 
When I am in trouble, 
  don't turn away from me! 
Listen to me, 
  and answer me quickly when I call! 
~ Psalm 102:2, GNT ~  
 
I hear the quarreling explode just as I reach the dryer to fold the next load of warm, clean clothes. Little 
Miss Aspie, looking for a constructive way to channel her hyperactivity and relate to another person in 
the household, grabs the exercise balls and hand weights away from Mr. Hemophilia, who needs to 
follow through on a regular exercise plan for good joint health. His anxiety escalates as she continues to 
push him to work-out with her. He wants privacy and had the equipment first. The shouting gets louder 
as sibling tension escalates. 
 
"God," I whisper as I begin to pair socks,"Please let there be peace in this house during the Christmas 
break." 
 
Is it any wonder we parents with kids who have a variety of diagnoses find ourselves conflicted over 
having the children home for the holidays? There are so many moving parts to the Christmas season. We 
long to love on our families, bring our chicks under our wings and cuddle in the wonder of this winter 
pause.  
 
Creating memories together... 
Drawing close to teach the miracle of the Christ child... 
A cozy fire... 
Twinkling lights in a darkened night... 
Aren't these all the things that make this time of year meaningful?  
 
Instead, there are sleepless nights from excited children who have limited executive functioning. Guests 
walk in on home therapies that aren't quite following the course they should be. Typical siblings reach 
their maximum coping abilities with those who exhibit challenging behavior. It all crashes into each 
other as you are still trying to figure out if you will accept your friend's invitation to yet another 
celebration this weekend. 
 
Even if you have to lock yourself in a bathroom to do it... TAKE A DEEP BREATH. 
 
Sometimes the best celebrations, the sweetest time together as a family comes when we set aside 
expectations, to-do lists, and lean into the open space of unstructured time.  
 
Exercise your "No, thank you" muscle with those putting designs on your free days. 
 
You are not alone... Don't feel guilty! So many of us experience these overwhelmed, conflicted feelings 
during the holiday break. It doesn't make you a bad parent or a bad son/daughter or a selfish 
brother/sister. It's merely another piece of all the moving parts that are Thanksgiving, Christmas, and 
New Year. 



Just anticipate this type of stress to rear its ugly head this time of year, and plan accordingly. Be 
deliberate, intentional in carving out special time as a family, doing what might be most appealing to 
your own children. You know them best. You will never get a second chance at their childhood, so do 
your best to focus on just one thing that you can give to your child in the way of time together or family 
experience. After all, if we spend this season marching to everyone else's beat, succumbing to the 
demands of others, then we haven't been Christ's image-bearers to the ones who are our primary duty 
and closest to our hearts. 
 
As for meltdowns and medical malfunctions, be open to changing plans. As one entry in my devotional 
Bible states, "Happy Are the Adaptable.” Flexibility with the unique needs of our kids makes all the 
difference. Despite best efforts, you will never be able to completely control your child's health, their 
behavior, their medical emergencies, so why fight it?  
 
Even if you have to get up early to do it, make certain you carve out some time alone as well. Take a 
walk to clear your head. Spend 15 minutes reading, praying, making a puzzle. This will fortify you to go 
back in there when it's time to don the referee shirt and break up the cabin fever brawls. It gives you 
those little moments of clarity to realize each day that it is what it is. You will survive. This is like being 
stuck in an overcrowded elevator, but you're almost to your floor. 
 
Abandon perfection for the only Perfect One who we celebrate this time of year. 
 
Merry Christmas and Happy New Year, friend! 
 
PRAY: Lord, help me to keep my expectations in check this Christmas vacation. Exchange my anxiety and 
irritability for a loving embrace of what and who really matters. Let us look back on this season with joy 
in knowing that we focused on what is most important. 
  



Is This All There Is? 
Barb Dittrich 

 
The Holy Writings say, “No eye has ever seen or no ear has ever heard or no mind has ever thought of 
the wonderful things God has made ready for those who love Him.” 
~ 1 Corinthians 2:9, NLT~ 
 
It's the comment that every parent dreads hearing on Christmas morning: "Is this all there is?" The 
family is sitting in a sea of torn paper, ribbons and bows, lavished with generous treasures from the 
heart, and a child expresses disappointment. Heartbroken, this child wants the one thing they did not 
receive. It makes everyone squirm in discomfort. 
 
How many times does this occur with adults who should know better? Yet, that feeling almost seems 
justified when it comes to raising a medically fragile child or one facing other special needs. Continually 
marching back and forth to doctors, labs, therapists, hospitals can easily leave a parent wondering if this 
is all there is to life. It seems reasonable to want more. 
 
Too many times I have marched my own child into the entrance of our area children's hospital having to 
look at the ground because of the sheer magnitude of suffering and heartache at this place of healing. I 
wonder how other parents, so much like me, do this without Jesus. How do they face all of the medical 
bills, the school stress, the broken dreams for their child? And therein lays the answer to the question. 
 
Jesus is the One and only who assures us that this is not all there is. When people claim that all deities 
are equal, they fail to realize that none other but Jesus overcame death. Only He loves us without 
requiring we earn that love in any way. In fact, while we were still behaving as His enemies, He took on 
human form, being born into this world just to save us. In and of ourselves, we are too sinful and flawed 
to be worthy to be in the presence of a gloriously holy God in heaven. Without Jesus taking on our 
punishment and conquering death, our eternal agony would be certain. 
 
Because He took on the roughest of circumstances in His own humanity, He is able to empathize with us, 
yet is holy enough to rescue us out of these very circumstances. Jesus promised to go prepare a 
magnificent place for us and He is a man of His word. Scripture tells us that what He has prepared for us 
is so incredible that we can't even begin to fathom it. I take great comfort in having enough of a peek 
into the eternal to know that in eternity, "...God’s home is with men. He will live with them. They will be 
His people. God Himself will be with them. He will be their God. God will take away all their tears. There 
will be no more death or sorrow or crying or pain. All the old things have passed away." (Revelation 
21:3-4, NLV)  
 
Things, people, circumstances in this life will always disappoint. We will always be left wondering, Is this 
all there is? Yet, if we unwrap Jesus' free gift of salvation, eternal hope comes to stay. Immediately, we 
can look forward to healing, joy and contentment that delivers us from anyone and anything that falls 
short in this life. Truthfully, that's the only way to parent a child with special needs — with healthy, 
eternal perspective that gives strength for today and anticipation of a greater tomorrow. 
 
PRAY: Lord, thank You for the One gift that will never leave us empty. 
  



Picture Perfect 
Emily Krill 

 
"This is real love—not that we loved God,  
but that he loved us  
and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins." 
1 John 4:10 NLT 
 
My husband's dear, brave cousin let our son Wolfgang use her camera one summer when we all went 
on a photo walk together. I remember feeling an extreme mix of terror and curiosity the entire walk; 
terror that he would drop this extremely expensive camera and curiosity because we would finally have 
a tangible way to see how HE sees life.  
 
Weeks went by after the photo walk and I ended up forgetting about the whole thing. But when the 
pictures finally arrived, all I felt was excitement. I didn't realize how much I hungered to better 
understand our son's perspective. Guesses flew through my head of what the first picture would be. 
What did he find beautiful? What did he think was worth preserving? What angle does he look at life 
from?  
 
I opened the envelope and there, right on top of the pile, staring back at me were one and a half very 
familiar eyes. I couldn't stop the giggle from tumbling out of my mouth as I took it all in. His first picture 
was of me. It was so funny to see how he chose to capture me. He is quite a bit shorter than me but he 
still shot for the moon and caught the faux shock in my eyes, the pronounced rise of my eyebrows and 
flop of my un-done, feathery hair.  
 
That was the only picture of me. He didn't make a mistake - that was the shot he wanted to capture. It 
struck me beyond the initial giggle. All the things I worry about when I look in the mirror at myself didn't 
even occur to him. He loves me in a way that surprises and grounds me. 
 
It reminds me of how God loves us - beyond all our insecurities, pre-conceived notions and poses. He 
loves who we are in every moment. The disciple John reminds us how far beyond our definition of love 
God loves us: "This is REAL LOVE - not that we loved God but that HE loved US and sent his Son as a 
sacrifice to take away our sins." (1 John 4:10 NLT) 
 
The constraints that our human minds have placed "love" in don't even come close to God's love for us. 
He speaks about his love for us in terms of eternal, irreplaceable sacrifice. He loves us in a deep 
knowledge of everything we are, including the number of hairs on our head. He doesn't need us to 
count to three and say "cheese" to capture something wonderful in us. He loves each angle, each pore, 
each chin, each blemish... everything. He loved us enough to send his son to die for our un-retouched 
selves. 
 
This week, I challenge you to take a Wolfgang-inspired photo of each of your loved ones. Capture 
something unique and deeply loved about them. No posing allowed! Then, get them developed and 
share them all together at Christmas. 
 
And while you're all together still soaking in the joy of seeing yourself dearly loved from a new angle, 
read together about God's love for you from one of the Gospels... Real Love. Messy haired, manger-
birthed, real love. 



Pray: Dear Lord, thank you for loving us in ways that we don't even realize are possible. Help us to take 
the time this season to shower each other in love as you do for us. Let us encourage one another to see 
beyond our own insecurities and consider how deep your love runs for us. Amen. 
  



Christmas: Sacrifice and Glory 
Jennifer A. Janes 

 
who, being in the form of God, 
  did not consider equality with God something to be grasped. 
But He emptied Himself, 
  taking upon Himself the form of a servant, 
  and was made in the likeness of men. 
And being found in the form of a man, 
  He humbled Himself 
  and became obedient to death, 
    even death on a cross. 
Philippians 2:6-8, MEV 
 
It has been an incredibly difficult year. I have struggled with anger and resentment because I've had to 
give up so much I felt entitled to. In the middle of a pity party at the beginning of Advent, as we were 
doing our family Bible reading, we read this passage in Philippians. The pity party was over. 
 
I have sacrificed nothing compared to what Jesus sacrificed. He gave up His life, certainly, but what 
about the fact that He came at all? He was in heaven, living in sheer perfection, and He chose to give it 
all up. He arrived on this sin-riddled earth in the form of a human baby, completely dependent on 
others. He gave up all the perfection and splendor of heaven for a stable with animals as roommates. 
 
Jesus gave up abundance to grow up the Son of a carpenter in a small town in Israel. Did he grow up 
with people whispering behind his back about the circumstances surrounding his mother's first 
pregnancy? He was sinless, but the community he lived in, his siblings, and his parents weren't. 
 
He deliberately subjected Himself to everything this world had to throw at Him---all the drama and ugly 
we live through every day---and He did it because He wanted to, because He loves us. 
 
When I think about Jesus and what He did, I realize that I don't know the meaning of the word sacrifice. 
What I'm really dealing with is selfishness and immaturity. Christmas is about true sacrifice. Christ gave 
up everything to live on this earth as a human for thirty-three years, knowing that the end would be an 
excruciating death. And He came willingly. 
 
But Christmas isn't just about the sacrifice. It's about the glory that followed with the Resurrection. 
Christmas gives us a glimpse of both. The Baby in the manger has a star and angels announcing His 
arrival. Kings are searching Him out, bringing Him gifts and worshiping Him. Shepherds receive news of 
His birth and visit to worship, leaving to share the news with everyone they meet. 
 
Sacrifice and glory revealed in a Baby in a manger. 
 
Merry Christmas! 
 
Pray: Father, thank You for sending Jesus as a Baby---to live and die and be resurrected for us. Help us to 
remember the true meaning of Christmas as we celebrate. Amen. 
 
 



When You Want Your Child to Understand 
Evana Sandusky 

 
So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, 
because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who was 
pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for the 
baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in 
a manger, because there was no guest room available for them. 
Luke 2:4-7 NIV 
 
I love this time of the year and sharing the message of Christ to my children. 
 
There were times in the past when teaching this to two small children was hard. My daughter has Down 
Syndrome and is minimally verbal. My son is three years younger than her. Being able to find a way to 
tell both of them about Jesus and the story of his birth has taken some thought and practice. 
 
Over the years, I have collected books, nativity scenes, and other items to use as "teaching" materials. 
I've tried to talk to the kids about who the people in the nativity scenes are. We've read stories. We 
have drawn pictures of the nativity scene as we talked about who was there when Jesus was born. 
 
Sometimes it's hard for me to teach these religious beliefs to my daughter with special needs. How do 
you talk about God with someone when there's no visual representation or thing to show them? There 
are some contrived pictures of Jesus but there isn't a Polaroid of him or some way to concretely describe 
that Jesus is God's son. I struggle with teaching my faith to her at times, especially because there isn't a 
good way to check her understanding of it. 
 
One Christmas, Jaycee started to point to nativity scenes and signing mom, dad, and baby. It was the 
feedback I was hoping to get that showed me she understood some part of the story. Now, she knows 
even more. She understands that nativity scenes are church related and has some concept of Jesus. For 
that, I'm grateful. 
 
My son has grown in his understanding too. When he was in pre-school, he told me that we needed a 
"nest" for baby Jesus at our house. Managers do look a bit like nests to a small child. He frequently 
added himself in nativity scene pictures he drew when he was that age too. Now, he knows that Jesus is 
asleep in a manger. He also knows there are several people in a nativity scene, and he is not one of 
them. 
 
That is the reward of parenting we all want to see! When we instruct our children, we eventually see the 
pay-off. The teaching time is sometimes difficult, especially when we aren't sure we are getting through 
to our children. There is absolute joy though when we see our children understand something about our 
faith. 
 
So moms and dads out there, keep talking, keep sharing, keep instructing, and keep hoping. Don't let 
this opportunity to share your faith with all of your children pass you by! 
 
PRAY: God, thank you for this time of reflection we have at Christmas. Help us Lord to teach our children 
about the real meaning of Christmas. Help us to have words to express your heart. Give us fresh ideas to 



help all of our children- especially those with special needs- understand the birth of Christ. Allow our 
children to have a greater understanding of who Jesus is as we share the message to them. Amen! 
  



Unstable 
Barb Dittrich 

 
Think of yourselves the way Christ Jesus thought of himself. He had equal status with God but didn’t 
think so much of himself that he had to cling to the advantages of that status no matter what. Not at all. 
When the time came, he set aside the privileges of deity and took on the status of a slave, 
became human! Having become human, he stayed human. It was an incredibly humbling process. He 
didn’t claim special privileges. Instead, he lived a selfless, obedient life and then died a selfless, obedient 
death—and the worst kind of death at that—a crucifixion. 
~ Philippians 2:5-11, MSG ~ 
 
Christmas isn't as I expected this year. 
 
While forecasters warned of the El Nino winter, Southeastern Wisconsin has felt more like spring than 
anything closely resembling winter. The clouds have held onto the characteristic November gray, 
confusing as they deluge with rain rather than snow. Winds have gusted like an Easter gale instead of a 
blinding blizzard.  
 
Unfortunately for my husband, this has meant that he has had to get out in our front garden several 
times this season, reconstructing the little stable that houses our outdoor nativity scene. Though he 
anchored the structure, the muddy soil has proven to be no match for the whooshing winds. The sad 
little stable keeps getting blown over. 
 
It has left Mary, Joseph, and the Baby Jesus looking awkwardly exposed, vulnerable, and unprotected. 
 
This has been a good meditation for me in this year of the unexpected -- considering the un-stable. My 
elderly mother's health has been failing, leaving my siblings and I walking through each day as a new 
minefield of crises and challenges. Too much need and too little help with work has left me stretched 
thread thin. Additional difficulties with our son's health the past four days has left me on edge as well. 
All of this has me feeling like I am sleeping with one eye open, on high alert waiting for the other shoe to 
drop. 
 
So many of you also live through Christmas like this. 
 
What draws me in close and anchors me in safety during these times is a Sovereign Savior who can most 
assuredly identify with my shaken life. Jesus can relate to the rocked and blown-down unstable. He 
stepped out of the certainty of heaven -- that place we longingly aspire to -- assuming every pain of 
being an average human like the rest of us. He constrained all of that infinite power and glory into the 
tiny, tender frame of an infant. He went through the trauma and pain that occurs when we are born into 
this fallen world. He did so without the usual family and amenities typically present at such an occasion. 
He was hated, marginalized, and his destruction sought from the minute he drew his first earthly breath. 
 
Yet, those very uncertainties and instabilities all worked for our good and his glory, just as they ALWAYS 
do for those who love him. (See Romans 8:28) He is the God of the in-spite-of, the even-if. "But GOD," is 
the Good News of the Bible from start to finish. He redeems the gust-leveled troubles of life, not only in 
the next life, but HERE... NOW.  
 
This is the JOY to the WORLD we sing of at Christmas each year -- Despite the UNSTABLE, He is an anchor 



for our soul. People disappoint. Pressures squeeze. Circumstances confuse. Yet, the holy eternal infant 
hands are enough to catch us, to hold us, and to see us through every turmoil facing us in this world. 
Chaos and uncertainty MUST yield to Him. And while we may hate the process of enduring and pushing 
through the parts of life that we would not have chosen for ourselves, we can rest in full trust of our 
Christ. Because He intimately knows our misery, we can be comforted that He is fully equipped to escort 
us along the rocky, ankle-twisting, blister-marked paths. This Coach not only cheers us to the finish line, 
but opens our eyes to miracles and laughter along the grueling route. 
 
This is HOPE. If He had not descended into our breeze-buffeted lives, we would have to persevere 
through the present miserably, only biding our time until eternity. Our present would hold nothing but 
bitterness and duty to get us through to the other side. 
 
How thankful I am this Christmas that, no matter the outcome, His presence is better than any of my 
expectations, plans, or desires.  
 
Praise You, Jesus! You are the GOD OF THE UNSTABLE! 
 
Where would we be without You, Jesus? You are our only hope! Thank You for stepping into our mess 
and giving it infinite meaning. Remind us to treasure these things in our hearts, especially when we 
make Christmas about ourselves and our expectations rather than about Your crazy gift of love. 
  



The Dirty Manger of Encouragement 
Mike Dobes 

 
"And this will be a sign for you; you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a 
manger." - Luke 2:12 
 
It constantly amazes me how God chose to present the greatest gift the world has ever known. Jesus, 
the Savior of the world, arrives as a helpless crying baby tucked in the animal stall during the chaos of a 
worldwide census. Not quite the arrival that I would have chosen...but then again, there are many other 
reasons to be glad that I am not God! 
 
I would have guessed that God at least would provide a canopy bed, a fancy crib, footie pajamas and the 
like to ensure that baby Jesus was warm and safe. Actually, it was quite the opposite. Have you ever 
truly contemplated what a manger would be like? It was the slop trough for the animals - pigs, donkeys, 
horses, mules, etc. Too often we see the clean version of the Christmas story and miss the more realistic 
picture. It would be the equivalent of Jesus being born today in the back alley behind Motel 6 and laid in 
a dumpster. Not quite fit for a king, right? 
 
The crazy part about this is how similar this often is to our own lives. We spend so much energy working 
to only show the cleaned up, socially acceptable versions of our lives. Social media is filled with people 
telling us how amazing their lives are and, if we are not careful, we can begin to believe that we have 
the only life that doesn't fit in stained glass. We know the mess, we see the brokenness, we are aware of 
the slop, and we are unable to see the beauty of God's plan of redemption for our lives. 
 
May I encourage you to spend a bit more time this Christmas season picturing the manger filled with 
sloppy leftovers than the manger depicted in most Nativity scenes? As you do this, enjoy the 
encouragement that begins to arise through the realization that God is at work in the mess of life. He 
does not do things as we would (can I hear an amen?!?) and His standards do not match the superficial 
calling of the world. 
 
If a dirty, messy, sloppy, broken manger could hold the King of kings and Lord of lords. If this same 
manger could become one of the most well-known symbols of Christmas. If this manger could hold the 
very Source of hope and blessing for each of our lives, then is there not hope for our mess to possibly be 
part of God's master plan for us and our families? 
 
Let us not see our dirty mangers as the world would see them - let us remember the God of the universe 
does things a little bit differently and that encouragement can come in the form of angels singing in the 
crisp night sky...but more often it comes in the midst of the dirt and grime of everyday life. Merry 
Christmas and enjoy your dirty manger this year! 
 
Dear Lord, I am so grateful that You do things differently than I would. You did not need a palace or an 
entourage or a social media campaign to announce the birth of the Savior. You take that which the 
world discards and You bring hope and life and encouragement. Thank You for dirty mangers! Bless us 
this year, help us to see Your hand at work in our mess, and may we be encouraged throughout this 
Christmas season. Amen.  



Finding Beauty in the Snow 
Evana Sandusky 

 
Then I turned to see the voice that spoke with me. And having turned I saw seven golden lampstands, 
and in the midst of the seven lampstands One like the Son of Man, clothed with a garment down to the 
feet and girded about the chest with a golden band. His head and hair were white like wool, as white as 
snow, and His eyes like a flame of fire; Revelation 1:12-14 NKJV 
 
In my neck of the woods, winter is sure to bring snow. Most of the time, I don’t like it. It makes getting 
around in my van difficult. It has the potential to cancel school, which affects my ability to work. It gets 
tracked inside the house, and I must mop up the melted snow puddles on the floor. As an adult, I usually 
dread the days snow is in the forecast. 
 
Here’s what I have noticed lately though. Many scriptures use “snow” to describe Jesus, angels, and how 
our sins appear after the redemption of Christ. Snow can be beautiful. Snow is pure and white. Snow can 
be a positive thing to be appreciated. It’s a gift of creation that God must find valuable.  
Snow is much more than what I see. I see messes and inconveniences. I don’t appreciate it when it 
occurs, and maybe I need to change that. 
 
Throughout my life as a parent of a child with special needs, I have had to see things in a new light. I’ve 
had to take a step back from a situation with my daughter and ask for God to help me see things 
differently. For example, I use to dread the many doctors’ appointments with my daughter. I had a sour 
attitude, because I hated the fact that so many people had to be involved in her care. Eventually, I saw 
them as a blessing and recognized my daughter was fortunate to live in a place with high quality care. I 
had to try to see past my initial perspective and attitude and learn to be grateful.  
 
This year, I’ll learn to appreciate more gifts from God. When I see a snowflake fall from the sky this 
winter, I’ll remember what it means to God. I won’t get frustrated with the snow. Instead, I’ll look for 
the beauty in it. I’ll also remember how far I’ve come in other areas and be grateful God still speaks to 
my heart.  
 
God, You can use all sorts of things to teach us. Thank you for continuing to show me new thoughts and 
perspectives. Let my heart be open to you, so I can recognize my poor attitudes and wrong thinking. 
Keep showing me your beauty in all things. Amen!  
 
 
 
  



Waiting and Waiting and Waiting 
Evana Sandusky 

  

Hope deferred makes the heart sick, But when the desire comes, it is a tree of life. Proverbs 13:12 NKJV 
 
Have you ever had to wait on information? I can’t begin to guess the number of times my daughter has 
had lab work, scans, cultures, and a variety of other tests performed in hospitals. The test itself may be 
challenging and produce anxiety in my daughter. When they are completed, the waiting starts. That’s 
the anxious period for me.  
 
It’s during this waiting time that my mind wants to supply the possible answers to those tests. I have to 
force myself to refrain from using Google. I usually crack quickly and start researching possible 
outcomes while I wait for the results, which of course may end up being completely normal. Still, I tell 
myself if I am educated beforehand, I’ll know what questions to ask the doctor when he calls.  
In my experience, doctors never seem to be in a hurry to communicate results. I have waited several 
days for doctors to convey information to me. Sometimes, I give in and initiate the call to try to get the 
results quicker. This strategy seldom works. Other times, I wait for that call like a teenage girl sitting by 
her phone waiting on her crush to phone back.  
 
It’s hard to stay hopeful about my child’s health and her future when test results are pending. It’s hard 
to stay positive when there’s a chance that bad news may be looming in the next phone conversation.  
Still, there’s no easy way to wait on results for a child that you care so much about. But, we can have 
hope and faith that God is with us no matter what. He is there to help us. He’s there in the waiting, and 
He’s there to provide calmness and peace during waits that are hard. He’s there with answers to settle 
our souls. We don’t even have to use Google to find Him.  
 
Pray. Seek. Fight the urge to find an answer. Trust that no matter the result, He is ultimately the answer 
we all need to really find.  
 
God, I thank you for your words in Proverbs. You understand that waiting is difficult, but we can have 
hope that You are there no matter what state we are in. Help me to remain calm and peaceful while 
waiting on test results. When the results come, help me to react in a way that You can guide. Let my 
emotions not override your word. Amen!  
 
 
  



Jesus Wept 
Caroline Howard 

 
“Jesus wept.” John 11:35 (NKJV) 
 
It’s the shortest verse in the Bible but packs a lot of power. It’s a verse that gives us permission to weep 
just as Jesus did. 
 The morning had been a rough one with Gillian, my 20 year old daughter with special needs. We 
got ready for school without any drama but when it was time to actually get in to the car to go. I had to 
drag her to the car. Once there she asked for a bag of peanuts. The whole way to school was filled with 
shoveling peanuts into her mouth followed by spitting. We pulled up to school and I asked for the 
peanuts back. She was not having that at all. She jumped out of the car with peanuts in hand and went 
into a full-on tantrum, stomping, spitting and screaming at me. I grabbed her by the hand and walked 
her toward the drop off area. I asked for the peanuts and she held them tighter. I tried to grab them 
from her but that made her run out into the street where the buses were pulling in. Three teachers ran 
out to get her. One of them looked at me and told me it was okay for me to go, they’d handle it.  
 
I started walking toward the car where my other two kids were waiting for me. Then my emotions 
washed over me like a tidal wave. “Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.” As I opened the car door I could feel 
the first tear start to fall. “Keep it together. Don’t cry.” I got in the car and my son, who’s seven, says, 
“I’m sorry you had to do that mommy.” The floodgates opened! My daughter, who’s fifteen, leaned over 
and hugged me as I sobbed. She kept saying, “I’m so sorry you have to deal with this mom.” I calmed 
myself down and told them both that I wasn’t crying for me, I was crying for her. My sweet Gillian who is 
trapped inside this body of emotions that she doesn’t know how to handle. She doesn’t know how to 
cope or deal with the everyday pressures of life. She doesn’t know how to communicate how she is 
feeling, or what she is thinking or how we can help her. I weep because I hurt for her. Those tears were 
cleansing tears. Tears of compassion, tears of pain, tears of healing.  
 Jesus wept. These two words give us permission to weep, too. We are free to let the tears fall. 
There is no reason to hold them in. There is no reason to apologize for them when they do start to fall. 
God will weep with us when we weep, whether they be tears of compassion or tears of pain, He weeps 
with us. 
 Lord, thank you for giving us permission to weep. Help us to weep unapologetically the tears of 
pain and compassion and healing. Let us not be ashamed of the beautiful tears that You give us. Amen. 
 
  



Great Expectations! 
Lisa Jamieson 

 
Then Joshua said to the people, “Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord will do wonders among 
you.” …So the people set out from their tents to pass over the Jordan with the priests bearing the ark of 
the covenant before the people, and as soon as those bearing the ark had come as far as the Jordan, 
and the feet of the priests bearing the ark were dipped in the brink of the water (now the Jordan 
overflows all its banks throughout the time of harvest), the waters coming down from above stood and 
rose up in a heap very far away…and all Israel was passing over on dry ground until all the nation 
finished passing over the Jordan. Joshua 3:5-17 (ESV) 
 
I remember back in the spring of 2000 when we came to that monumental crossroads in our journey 
with Carly. After much investment in physical, occupational, and speech therapies, we had seen some 
very important progress in her tolerance for sensory stimulation. She was growing more comfortable 
being touched (we could finally even hold her in our lap to feed her or console her). We could be in 
public places and she wouldn’t wail in overstimulation to the noise. We could travel peacefully in the 
car. She would occasionally reach for a toy and hold it in one hand (if even only momentarily). But at 
almost 2 years old, she still had the mobility of a 3-month-old, was not feeding herself, and rarely made 
any sound except to cry. 
 
Around that time, Larry and I read a book that challenged our expectations for Carly’s potential. We 
sensed that a highly individualized regimen of therapeutic activities could be the tool God was going to 
use unlock developmental progress. It was an extraordinarily demanding program for the family and 
also required tremendous volunteer support. We just couldn’t imagine finding enough help or keeping 
balance in our family system. 
 
We prayed about what to do. Mostly, we felt overwhelmed and afraid. That is when we were reminded 
about what happened when Joshua, on God’s command, led the Israelites into their Promised Land. 
Joshua chapters 3 and 4 tells how Joshua and his men had to step into the Jordan River (at flood stage) 
with faith. The rising flood waters would not be stopped until they took that first step! When we heard 
this, the Lord encouraged us, clarified our next step and challenged us to keep walking in faith — one 
step at a time. At that point in time for our family, taking a step of faith meant asking for help.  
 
That Jordan crossing still carries very personal meaning for us. After we took that first step of faith, God 
did so much more than we ever expected. God was “immeasurably more” than faithful to us (Ephesians 
3:14-21). And now I can assure you that taking one step at a time in faith is the best adventure you’ll 
ever take toward His promises for you too. 
 
PRAY: I praise You today, Lord, because You are willing and able to accomplish great things! Help me to 
trust Your unfolding plan for my family, no matter how high the waters seem to rage around me. Show 
me how I can walk obediently toward the miracles You have in store. I praise You for using my family’s 
needs and our faith to build unity in our community and show others the way to You too. 
 
 
 
 
  



Self-care isn’t selfish 
Minerva Adame 

 
“Then, because so many people were coming and going that they did not even have a chance to eat, he 
said to them, “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.” So, they went away by 
themselves in a boat to a solitary place.” Mark 6:31-32 (NIV)  
 
During this holiday season of pouring out and serving others either in your home, or out in the 
community. Remember that you too matter and your wellness is important. 
  
Being a parent of a child or children with special needs is rewarding, challenging, loving, adventurous, 
and at times unpredictable. With all that you do for your children, please take care of yourself. You too 
deserve the best in life and taking care of yourself is important.  
 
I know that sometimes as a parent, the guilt of engaging in any type of self-care takes over almost 
immediately during or after the self-care activity. As a mom, I know that I deserve a break too and a 
chance to catch my breath. As do you and your spouse or other caregivers whom are responsible for the 
primary care of your children with special needs.  
 
Self-care can look like anything you do for yourself for a quick or long picker upper. Somethings I enjoy 
doing for self-care are exercising (dancing, running, kickboxing), eating a delicious healthy meal, sleeping 
a good amount of time, spending quality time with loved ones, getting pampered (nails, hair), donating 
time or resources, checking a task off a to-do list, deep breathing, laughing, crying, time with God, 
praise, worship, and prayer.  
 
What are some ways that you can engage in self-care this season?  
 
And no worries if a self-care activity does not come to mind right away. One thing is to consider is to rest 
in Jesus. Any feeling or emotions of being stressed, blessed, joyous, lost, or any emotion; worship and 
rest in the arms of your heavenly Father.  
 
Dear Lord, Thank you for taking care of this beautiful family and meeting all their needs. Help this parent 
take care of themselves so they can take care of others. Give them hope, love, joy, support, and rest 
each day. In Jesus’ name I pray, Amen.  
 
  



A MUST-HAVE Gift for The New Year - Part 1 
Barb Dittrich 

 
Then King David went in and sat before the Lord, and he said: "Who am I, Sovereign Lord, and what is 
my family, that you have brought me this far?" ~ 2 Samuel 7:18, NIV ~ 
 
Another Christmas Day has come and gone. You survived the trimmings and trappings. It may not have 
been pretty. And you may still be missing one gift. It's easy to look at all that went wrong with our 
holiday and feel disappointed. I can remember one year where the behavior was off the charts with our 
youngest because of the cocktail of holiday over-stimulation combined with major executive functioning 
issues. It felt horrible when family members had snide comments about my parenting skills or thinly 
veiled disdain for my child. Another year trauma related to infusing our son made for an upsetting start 
to Christmas morn. Still another year, I just barely made it home for Christmas after knee surgery 
complications had me hospitalized. It felt so empty not being able to attend church with my husband 
and kids that year.  
 
Because years like the ones I described are so incredibly difficult, the gift of retrospect is a must-have. 
Looking back with gratitude empowers us to face challenges today as well as in the future. Taking time 
to reflect about days past also grants us the perspective to see how far we have come. 
 
I often find myself thinking, "How did we ever survive that?!" Whether it be behaviors, or traumas, or 
medical crises, or financial devastation, I have received a clear picture of God's unfailing faithfulness 
when I can look back and see all that He has brought our family through. Yes, my family has had 
heartache, disappointment, and tragedy over the years, but it has knit us closer together and grown our 
tenacity. I have grown in my ability to trust God because I have seen first-hand how trustworthy He truly 
is.  
 
In addition, I can rejoice now that I am not who I was even a year ago. Looking back, I can say, "Well, at 
least I'm not THERE this year!" Too many years in a row my husband and I commented to one another, 
"This was an awful year. I will be so glad to kick it out the door and begin a new one. We've got nowhere 
to go but up!" Unfortunately, we would discover in the New Year that things can and do get worse. 
Thank God that nothing lasts forever in this world! Change would eventually transform our misery, even 
if was only in attitude and not in our situation or difficulties. I have found that this year in particular, I 
am much more able to give thanks in ALL circumstances. What a relief to have a better perspective! I am 
also not the constantly sleep deprived, hopeless, overwhelmed, feeling-like-a-failure mommy that I was 
several years ago. How can my heart feel anything but FULL when I look at all that sad negativity behind 
me? 
 
As we recover from Christmas and look towards the New Year, don't just set goals or make resolutions. 
Be certain to take that must-have gift of retrospect with you! Join in King David's prayer of humble 
awe. You will never regret pondering the past and gratefully thinking, "Look how far we have come!" 
 
PRAY: "Who am I, Sovereign Lord, and what is my family, that you have brought me this far?" We have 
faced so many obstacles over the years. Plans have been derailed. People have disappointed. 
Circumstances have been difficult. Yet, YOU, gracious Lord, have seen us through them all! Thank You, 
God, for giving us the gift of retrospect so we can grow in gratitude and gain strength for the days 
ahead. 
 



A MUST-HAVE Gift for The New Year - Part 2 
Barb Dittrich 

 
The Lord guides us in the way we should go 
  and protects those who please him. 
If they fall, they will not stay down, 
because the Lord will help them up. 
~ Psalm 37:23-24, GNT ~ 
 
Millennials. Everybody seems to have an opinion on this generation of young adults. Some call them 
"snowflakes" or "entitled." Leadership and management expert, Simon Sinek has great insights on 
millennials. He notes that they tend to have lower self-esteem, fewer coping mechanisms, great 
impatience, and work in bad leadership environments, a cocktail that steals joy. Bedrock values that 
were once imparted by parents to children have now faded away. Rather than allowing our kids to 
struggle, to stumble, to work things through, the paradigm shifted in the mid-1980's through the late 
1990s. It became one of giving all kids participation trophies and constantly telling them how 
magnificent they are.  
 
Today I would like to suggest that the second must-have gift for the New Year -- one that returns our 
kids to those core bedrock values -- is RESILIENCY. A childhood diagnosis offers a unique crossroads 
where we can either embrace the opportunity to teach our kids the life skill of resiliency or reject the 
opportunity, fostering the difficulties that have plagued many in the millennial generation. 
 
Because our children are pushed down more often by circumstances or by people around them, they 
have the opportunity to practice getting back up again, and again, and again. While it is painful for us to 
watch as parents, cheering them on without coddling is incredibly gratifying. For instance, the every-
other-day intravenous infusions our son has endured for 16 years had been a tremendous challenge, 
especially because post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a complicating factor. Nevertheless, with a 
psychologist's use of cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) our son was able to challenge his own thoughts. I 
was able to positively reinforce him and assure him that I knew he could do it. I also took away privileges 
when he refused to try. It was extremely effective. Taking small steps and setting small goals, he was 
able to push through his anxiety and pain. When he had setbacks, he knew he could start from the 
beginning and progress again. Now he is completely self-infusing, rarely needing my help with 
treatment. That's HUGE! 
 
Lasting resiliency is found in Christ alone. Keeping our eyes fixed on Him and directing our children's 
gaze to do the same gives us hope and helps us to rise again. Jesus himself encouraged us, "...Here on 
earth you will have many trials and sorrows. But take heart, because I have overcome the world." (John 
16:33, NLT)  
 
Those who have gone before us knew the value of resiliency -- pushing on, shaking off troubles, ignoring 
criticism. They were able to do that because they knew who they were in Christ. The Apostle Paul offers 
a great example in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10,  
 
Therefore, in order to keep me from becoming conceited, I was given a thorn in my flesh, a messenger 
of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, 
“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the 
more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, 

https://youtu.be/hER0Qp6QJNU


I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then 
I am strong. (NIV)  
 
He knew that he did not have strength of his own enough to keep getting back up after all the adversity 
he faced. But when he yielded fully to God and His will, that Matchless Power could keep him going. 
 
When we learn the treasure of resiliency and teach it to our children, we embrace the accompanying 
gifts that come with it including perseverance, inspiration, and a joy that doesn't hinge upon 
circumstances. A child who learns to get back up again after being knocked down today will be a leader 
tomorrow. Grit and grace will be their garments.  
 
I don't know about you, but if my child has to face the adversity of a serious diagnosis, I want him or her 
to be able to fight back. And when the load becomes too heavy to bear, I want my child to know that 
ability to bounce back comes from God anyway. This way they are assured that when they are weak, 
Jesus in them is still very strong. 
 
What better gift to take into the New Year?! 
 
PRAY: Lord, I am weak and broken, but You are boundlessly strong. When I feel that I can't get up again, 
I will refuse to give up. Your power shines brightest through a broken vessel like me. I praise You 
because I know that Your Holy Spirit power will give me everything I need to persevere and rise again. 
  



Pressing On into the New Year 
Michele Bovell 

 
Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the 
sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, equip you with everything good that you may do his will, 
working in us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory forever and ever. 
Amen. (Hebrews 13:20-21, ESV) 
 
The last week of the year is typically a time of reflection and anticipation, but too often for me, those 
days become filled with regret and dread--resolutions unmet and so much work left undone, particularly 
in my roles as mother and home educator. There has so often been a tension between feeling as though 
it all isn’t working out despite my best-laid plans and remaining convinced that if I try just a little harder I 
can emerge from this slump to accomplish greater things on my boys’ behalf. Thanksgiving, Advent, and 
Christmas—seasons of grace, hope, and celebration—offer sweet diversions, but then, typically, the 
respite draws to an abrupt close. The turn of the year potentially offers a clean slate, but the gray days 
of winter deal a preemptive strength-sapping blow. I start the New Year feeling uncertain and 
vulnerable. 
 
I’m in that space again, and 2015 has had its share of failed ventures to bemoan. Nothing’s quite where I 
want it to be at home. I am still weak, and lurking again is the temptation to fret, to self-condemn, to 
give up. But I won’t. I find this year that I have been challenged by the truths of Scripture and find my 
heart at rest in a way that is new and comforting. I’ve spent this past summer and fall, and now into the 
winter, completing a study through a single epistle—the book of Philippians. It was meant to be a ten-
week venture, but life, distractions, and competing demands have extended that threefold. The 
extended time with Paul’s words has proven to be good for me. Over the course of these six months, 
I’ve come to see God’s power to transform heart and mind into conformity with his, and to strengthen 
resolve towards perseverance in faith and mission, even in the face of persecution and great trial. It was 
true for Paul and the Philippian believers in their mission to proclaim Christ and stand firm in the faith; it 
is true for me as I seek to live out the gospel in the mundanities of life. 
 
In several ways, this Hebrews 13 benediction summarizes the truths that Paul expands upon in 
Philippians: It tells of the great grace of God to us through Jesus Christ. The grace that transformed 
Paul’s life and ministry is the same grace that meets us in our weakness and stagnation to accomplish 
through us the very will of God for his glory. The word of God reminds me that I am eternally reconciled 
with God. He is near and active in my life—in the crucible of caring for a child with autism, while 
teaching my little ones, and when counseling my young adult children. He gives strength and wisdom, 
for these are among the good works he has willed for me. Jesus is my living and active Shepherd, and so 
at the beginning of this New Year, I remember that I am not directionless and not left to my own 
devices. He is the guiding force in my children’s lives, in my husband’s, and in mine, and I can never be 
so inept as to frustrate his plans for any of us. Knowing these truths—that I do not work alone but in 
union with Christ, that God himself equips me and is the very energy at work to do his will—becomes 
the confidence and motivation to press on, all the while, praying for his strength and counsel, and the 
full supply of the Holy Spirit. Like Paul, I am working towards eternity and for the glory of God, and I 
work knowing that in God’s hands it is sanctifying effort, transforming me into his very image.  

https://cruciformpress.com/product/joy/


A New Thing 
Jennifer A. Janes 

 
“Look, I am about to do something new; even now it is coming. Do you not see it? Indeed, I will make a 
way in the wilderness, rivers in the desert.” Isaiah 43:19 HCSB 
 
A new thing. That’s what I love about a new year. It’s a fresh start, a “do over.” I desperately need one. 
I’m exhausted. We went from my daughter’s severe anxiety and meltdowns during the holidays to her 
having a sinus infection, the flu (Christmas week!), and then realizing the sinus infection wasn't gone. 
Now it’s GI issues and fatigue, difficulty figuring out why some of her infusion med is seeping out every 
week and helping her meet her personal goals for this year. 
 
Isaiah 43:19 was the verse of the day on New Year’s Day on my favorite Bible app. It ministered to 
something deep inside me, encouraging and reminding me. God is doing something new! He’s working 
on my behalf even now, although I can’t see it. 
 
As I pray about my goals for this year, I see that God is definitely doing something new. Words like 
margin, rest, and no (as in, saying no!) keep coming to mind, and they’re being confirmed everywhere I 
turn---in sermons, an article in the paper, book reviews. This is the year of taking care of myself, building 
margin in every area of my life so that I don’t stay overwhelmed and exhausted, tapped out physically, 
mentally, emotionally, financially, and spiritually. 
 
I’m saying no more often, which is hard for me. (I’m a recovering people pleaser.) I’m writing every day, 
but I’m only posting on my own site twice a week. I’m learning to knit, and I’m finding relaxation and joy 
in creating something beautiful. I’m spending more time with my children, laughing, playing board 
games, knitting, and enjoying unhurried discussions about their lives. I’ve closed shop on a business I've 
spent two years building. I’m changing my diet. I’m restarting my exercise program. I’m reading books 
about some health concerns so I can take measures to improve or prevent problems. I’m reading for fun 
too. 
 
In taking better care of myself and enjoying my life, I am better able to take care of my children, to pour 
into my husband, to write something meaningful out of the overflow of the joy I feel. 
 
It’s a new thing. It’s hard, but I like it. 
 
Father, thank you for the new thing you’re doing in my life this year. Please help me to stay focused on 
what you have given me to do. I desperately need margin and rest in my life, but I can’t create this 
change without your help. Thank you for seeing me through each day and helping me to stick to the 
goals you've shown me so that I can joyfully serve the husband and children you've blessed me with. 
  



New Year New You 
Lorna Bradley 

 
So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has 
become new!  (2 Corinthians 5:17 NRS) 
 
Resolutions are great, except for when they aren’t. Sure, they serve a good purpose for setting priorities, 
opening new horizons and creating positive change. Yet, if we feel we fall short they also come with a 
side-dish of guilt, something that parents of children with special needs cope with constantly anyway. So 
what’s the solution to keeping a New Year’s resolution? 
 
Bing Crosby had some good advice, “Accentuate the positive, eliminate the negative.” In accentuating 
the positive, I started choosing a variety of goals for the New Year. I choose one thing I’d like to learn, 
one habit I’d like to change, and one challenge goal that is my personal moon shot for the year. One 
year my “learning” and “challenging” resolution were one in the same. I learned to scuba dive despite 
being claustrophobic and uncomfortable in the water. Plus, the movie Jaws left an indelible mark on my 
psyche as a child. Approaching it this way, accentuating the positive, resolutions have become fun. I’ve 
learned how to do things that had lingered on my list of, “someday I would like to…,” I’ve eliminated 
some bad habits and created healthier ones, and I’ve tested limits and been surprised by what I can do. 
 
It’s the “eliminating the negative” that is the real challenge when it comes to resolutions. We all fight 
that voice of doubt that says, “No, you can’t.” Some days we miss the mark, and guilt sets in. We can 
eliminate the negative by offering ourselves a measure of grace. It takes forty days to make a new habit, 
or break an old one for good. It’s okay to have a bit of trial and error along the way. The main thing is 
that we can trust in Paul’s words to the Corinthians. “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation.” That 
is the true and ultimate new you. The best resolution we’ve all made is to become followers of 
Christ. That is the most important “new you” any of us will ever be. How we celebrate that new creation 
is important, but when we fall short of perfection in resolutions we can trust that grace abounds. 
 
So how did I do on my 2016 resolutions? I nailed two out of three, and grace abounds. I didn't get 
around to learning to make sourdough bread. Sounds like a fine thing to try in 2017! 
 
It is not too late to start a resolution on January 2. The year has not been “ruined” by missing a day 
already. There are still 364 days to learn, explore, experience grace, and succeed. 
 
Happy New Year, and happy new you! 
 
Renewing God, remind us again of how you make all things new. Open our eyes to new possibilities and 
shape us to be who you call us to be. Amen 
  



Locking the Door on Last Year 
Barb Dittrich 

 
 I’m not saying that I have this all together, that I have it made. But I am well on my way, reaching out for 
Christ, who has so wondrously reached out for me. Friends, don’t get me wrong: By no means do I count 
myself an expert in all of this, but I’ve got my eye on the goal, where God is beckoning us onward—to 
Jesus. I’m off and running, and I’m not turning back. 
~ Philippians 3:12-14, MSG ~ 
 
Have you heard this comment coming from your mouth or from friends around you? "I am so glad this 
year is over!" For those who have had an exceptionally rough 12 months, the chant starts in late 
November or early December, "I can't wait for this year to be over with!" Something in our psyche sees 
that annual flip of the calendar as a release from all that has happened in the preceding months. And 
what a welcome release it is! 
 
I have to admit that it's this sort of New Year at our house. This past year has not necessarily been kind 
to us. After much wrestling with challenges and bullying of our youngest, we finally got the school to 
move her back to an IEP from the 504 Plan that poorly served her transitioning into intermediate school. 
Unfortunately, it did little to help her finish out a stressful and frustrating school year. Repeated 
monthly bouts of tonsilitis last winter brought us through a contentious scheduling and rescheduling of 
a tonsil and adenoidectomy for her in May. Despite the fact that we were told by our hematologist that 
they had no record of her being a carrier of hemophilia, she had excess bleeding and ended up being 
readmitted to the hospital. Once we finally got her on the upswing, her brother was hospitalized with a 
GI bleed. By this time, the medical bills were pouring in. In the middle of our summer vacation, we had 
to sell our camper, a much-loved getaway, just to make ends meet. 
 
The new school year was no kinder to us. Our son missed the first 2 weeks of school with medical issues 
and ended up hospitalized again. We went through the chaos of firing 2 specialists after that debacle. 
Yet, the insanity didn't end with our son's medical issues. My husband lost his job with the parent 
company of our son's hematology clinic in mid-October. We found ourselves more than spun around 
and spit out! 
 
It's times like these that I am so grateful for Saint Paul's inspiring words, "...But one thing I do: Forgetting 
what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which 
God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus." (vv 13-14, NIV) 
 
I truly appreciate his reminder that, because of Jesus, my past does not have to equal my future.  
No stranger to God's ways, I know that His mercies are NEW every day.  
 
The more I fixate on what a troublesome year I am just coming out of, the more I am weighed down and 
debilitated in the year ahead. The Creator, who fashioned me with a free-will, offers me the choice of 
where to turn my focus. I can ruminate about the half-empty part of the glass, feeling sad, defeated, 
hopeless, or I can stare into what I have been blessed with in the half-full part of the glass, coming to 
realize that my cup actually overflows! I make the choice to center my attention on the hope, the clean 
slate, the bright potential of a brand new year. 
 
If all I ever did was focus on the calamity and sorrow of days past, I would permanently lose my joy. 
Honestly, we have had so many bad years -- the years of hospitalizations, loss of a parent, joblessness, 



school difficulties, financial burdens -- I would never move forward if I only remained in the past. While 
there's no guarantee that the days ahead will get better, there is neither any guarantee they will get 
much worse. I have been down on the bottom, and I am still here standing. God never leaves me there. 
 
So how about you? Are you ready to triple lock the door on last year? Are you ready to kick your past 
hurts out for good, and reach forward with me towards the excellence that Jesus intends for us? I pray 
you are! Happy New Year! 
 
PRAY: Thank You, Lord that Your mercies are new every day! Thank You for the fresh start of a New 
Year! Holy Spirit, it is only by Your strength, wisdom and power that I can press on, leaving past sorrow 
behind me. Send me gentle reminders to fix my focus on the hope that only You can give when I am 
discouraged. 
  



Love Is All You Need 
Barb Dittrich 

 
 Since you are all set apart by God, made holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with a holy way of life: 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience. Put up with one another. Forgive. Pardon any 
offenses against one another, as the Lord has pardoned you, because you should act in kind. But above 
all these, put on love! Love is the perfect tie to bind these together. 
Colossians 3:12-14, VOICE 
 
Radios were still playing the Beatles singing some of their famous lyrics, "Love Is All You Need," at the 
time of our dreamy, hot-air-balloon wedding nearly 22 years ago. There we were, with big hopes and 
dreams of a future together. I looked forward to a lifetime of adventure and discovering life with my 
mate. Never did either of us imagine that adventure and discovery would include special needs. 
 
1 Sinner + 1 Sinner = Double the Sin 
Life as a couple is not easy. Even in the BEST of marriages, troubles inevitably arrive on the scene -- 
joblessness, death of loved ones, illness. Wedding vows are certainly put to the test! And when a child is 
diagnosed with a disability or chronic illness, this can shove many marriages over the cliff. 
 
When my husband and I were married, we were not the passionate Jesus-followers we are today. 
Fortunately, we came to embrace a life in Christ 3 years into our marriage, after the tragedies of 
miscarriage and infertility treatment had thrust themselves upon us. It could have gone either way. We 
could have come apart or we could have persevered together. Decades later, I am grateful to still be 
with my husband, facing a continually challenged life, but one rooted in the eternal. 
 
Part of what we gained as a couple in Christ was the realization that we are each deeply flawed, selfish 
sinners who are desperately in need of God's saving grace and mercy. What that translates into is, we 
both have as much reason to forgive as we do to leave. What I mean is that when I see he is being rather 
unlovable, I have gained the self-awareness to see that I can be pretty darn unlovable as well. In fact, I 
often joke with my husband that we are lucky to have each other, because no one would put up with 
either of us. And I would hazard to say that is likely true of most couples, whether they will admit it or 
not. 
 
The fact is that when you take 2 sinful, selfish people and put them into a long-term commitment, 
human love, is simply not enough. 
 
So, what else does it take? Here are some of the essential ingredients that have kept us hanging on 
through the ups and downs of marriage: 

• Honesty with yourself -- You are not perfect. You are downright annoying sometimes. 
Sometimes your appearance is less-than-appealing, your breath stinky, and your public behavior 
embarrassing. Own that. The more you are willing to admit your flaws, the more you will be able 
to soften to the flaws of your spouse.  

• Extending the same mercy to your spouse as you would like to receive yourself -- You know "The 
Golden Rule". Your marriage should be one of the FIRST places you "do unto others...". How 
would you feel if your spouse jumped all over your shortcomings the way you would like to jump 
all over theirs? 'Nuf said. 

• Daily apologies -- Sadly, the ones we are closest to also get to see the ugliest, most deficient 
parts of us. We all mess up in marriage. And we can't undo what has already been done. But 



being willing to apologize is a BIG deal. Saying you are sorry requires a certain level of humility, 
and unless you have that, the marriage will never work as God intended. This is what God means 
in all of those verses on submission that make post-modern women break out in hives. 

• Choosing your battles -- Every human does some little thing that annoys or irritates others. If we 
we continually carry on about the little annoyances, our spouse becomes tuned-out to the big 
issues of life. My mother never got good at getting it under control herself, but she did once 
share with me that nitpicking is like driving a nail into a post, pulling it out, and driving it back in 
again repeatedly. You weaken the post. The same is true in the relationship with your spouse 
when you don't choose your battles wisely. 

• Getting some alone time for perspective -- Nothing will clear your head and help you value your 
spouse like some time away from them. The time away from one another helps to bring to mind 
what value the other partner brings to the relationship. It also helps quiet the immediate noise 
of life's demands to recall the cherished experiences that you have uniquely built together. 

• Creating memories that are yours alone -- This is quite a bit trickier when you are raising 
children, especially if one (or more) has a special need. However, it is worth investing the 
energy. Going for a walk alone as a couple, grabbing a cheap ice cream cone together, even 
watching a TV program that both of you are interested in creates common bonds. This is like 
money in your emotional bank for withdrawal when the journey has the 2 of you depleted. It 
also ensures that there is actually something left for you as a couple once the tough job of 
parenting reaches the post-school phase. 

• Persevering -- This is the "secret sauce" in a long-lasting marriage. It may sound crazy when 
things are going poorly, but committing to stay in your marriage through thick and through thin 
is your ultimate choice. This means staying when everything in you screams that you would like 
to leave. It also means believing in the truth that you can fall back in love despite having reached 
the depths of falling out of love. Commitment takes character. Marriage that lasts requires the 
willingness to be stretched to that seemingly impossible level of character sometimes.  

Love isn't ALL you need, but it is the most important part of what you need. Clothing your marriage in all 
of these necessities tied together with love will see you through some of life's darkest valleys together. 
This doesn't mean every marriage is worthy of remaining in. Yet, if we can give it our all, we not only 
bring our own hearts delight, but also joy to the heart of our Maker. 
 
PRAY: Lord, there are so many times I wonder why I married this person. Thank You for reminding me 
that I also fall short as a spouse. Holy Spirit, I can only extend mercy by Your power. Work through me to 
bless my spouse. Make ours a marriage that succeeds. 
 
  



If You Love Me, Don’t Say ... 
Barb Dittrich 

 
I will continually give thanks to the Eternal 
  with the praises of my mouth; 
  I will praise Him in the company of many. 
For He always stands in support of the afflicted and needy 
  to rescue their souls from those who judge and condemn them. 
~ Psalm 109:30-31, VOICE ~ 
 
Ah, February! The month of LOVE. Sweetness abounds and hearts are all aflutter as winter pauses from 
its seemingly endless cold to remember a martyred, late third century priest. The prevailing dominance 
of affection warms us all. 
 
But in a practical, 365 days a year sense, what does LOVE in its truest sense look like to those of us 
raising a child with special needs? 
 

• Acceptance 
• Persevering with us through the good, the bad, and the ugly 
• COMPASSION 
• Mercy 
• Lifting us up with tenderness when life knocks us down 
• Few words and MUCH comfort  

Sadly, that LOVE can be something we rarely receive. 
 
Instead, people find it easier to try and "fix" us, offer "magic bullets" in the form of words, downplay our 
suffering or avoid us altogether. People's platitudes can add hurt upon hurt. 
 
Unfortunately, some of the worst offenders seem to be Christians. The people that come to mind in my 
own life are the ones who seem to think it is more helpful to offer me spiritual admonition than to offer 
my children a ride home when they can see I am in a pinch. They will make value judgments on my 
marriage or my parenting, but never care enough to sit and spend time with us. They will give the 
melodramatic "I'm praying for you" look and touch in church, but promptly gossip about us and never 
think of being inconvenienced to help in hours of greatest need. 
 
Don't get me wrong, not all Jesus-lovers are like this. As the saying goes, criticism rings louder than 
praise. And it just always seems to pack an extra punch to the gut when you receive toxicity from 
someone who claims that they are sharing the love and Good News of Christ. 
 
The same can be true of family. 
   
Those closest to us can always seem to wound us the greatest. 
 
So, this Valentine's season, I would like to ask people around me to please stop saying such things, if 
they truly care. If you love me, don't say, "It could be worse." That is dismissive of my heartaches and 
minimizes the crises I go through. My husband tells me that I should reply, "Yeah, it could be worse -- It 
could be happening to YOU!". But I would really prefer not to swing back like that. 
 



If you love me, don't say, "God already has it handled," or "You just need to trust and rest in Him," or 
throw another stinkin' Bible verse at me because you think it will magically show me the light and make 
my problems go away. I spend every morning in the Word. Do you? Words like this thrown at a suffering 
person only intimate that they are not walking with the Lord and not trusting Him. Even those in God's 
"Hall of Fame" wrestled with Him, like Jacob. It is hurtful folly to suppose a person is not in God's good 
graces just because they are overwhelmed by some bad circumstances. 
 
If you love me, don't say, "You should really try going gluten-free," or "Maybe you shouldn't be giving 
her so much sugar," or "You need to try attending this parenting seminar." I know you probably mean 
well. Some of those things likely worked for you. I am so glad for that. But I am a completely 
overwhelmed mom with no help from relatives and little help from friends. Your words unintentionally 
translate as, "If you would only do __________, your child wouldn't have special needs," or at least 
those special needs wouldn't be nearly as bad. In a way, it's like blaming a parent for their child's 
diagnosis. 
 
If you love me, you don't have to say anything, other than maybe, "That's the pits," or "What can I do to 
help?" Just hug me, let me cry, and strengthen me with your presence. Be there with me for the long 
haul, not waiting in the wings waiting to tell me what you think I should do next, but surprising me with 
the validation that I'm a good mom when I feel most defeated. 
 
God is my greatest supporter and ally. He knows my isolation and suffering. And He uses people in this 
world to send His comfort and compassion to me. On any given day you get to decide with your words 
and actions -- Will God use me today to tenderly build up or will I foolishly use my own strong opinions 
in ways that might add hurt upon hurt? Choose wisely. 
 
PRAY: Father, guard our hearts and minds because they are easily wounded and misguided. Help us to 
extend to one another the same loving mercy we desire to have. In love, may we build one another up, 
rather than clumsily tearing one another down. 
  



The Journey of Marriage and Special Needs 
Cindy Barclay 

 
The man said, "This is now bone of my bones, And flesh of my flesh; She shall be called Woman, Because 
she was taken out of Man." For this reason a man shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined to 
his wife; and they shall become one flesh.   
Genesis 2:23,24 
 
Marriage. 
 
The way God envisioned it, was meant to be a spiritual melding of two separate lives coming together as 
one in purpose and unity. Man and Woman would come together, be fruitful in their lives, multiply the 
blessings God gave them and would take dominion over the earth.  
 
And God, who is a refining fire, would forge them into something beautiful, a mystery. By His purifying 
fire of love, He would fuse their passion and the two would become one. 
 
But after the fall of mankind, another fire also came into this earth. This fire kills, steals, and destroys 
unity and consumes lives.  
 
Decisions, communication, bearing and raising children, becoming productive and working, taking 
"dominion" over life and everything it throws at you;  LIFE is the crucible where the fire begins to forge 
two lives into one essence- or it can be the fire that burns you to a crisp, destroying all that you once 
held sacred. 
 
Having a child with special needs only heats up the fire in this journey called "marriage".  
 
It's probably one of the most challenging, ongoing, stress on a marriage. There's no road map. It's 
completely unique to your child and the severity of their disability. There are no guarantees to your 
child's future- or yours. All your dreams and plans are put on hold as you try to navigate this newest 
challenge.  
 
But one thing you shouldn't do is stop the journey of life together. Now is the time your marriage needs 
all the TLC it can get! Let God keep doing His thing in your hearts and souls- forging your spirit and 
purposes into one! 
 
When Special Needs came calling in our lives, I kicked into high protective mama bear identity. I felt 
Bethany needed me most- more than our other children- and most certainly more than my husband did-
(he was an adult after all I reasoned) 
 
 Unfortunately, I let special needs define our marriage and our family for a while. 
 
I allowed the diagnosis of special needs become a wedge between the work of God- forging the two into 
one.  
 
I needed my husband more than ever when I heard the diagnosis of down syndrome, yet I isolated 
myself from him emotionally for several reasons. 1) we both dealt with the diagnosis differently and 



moved through the process at a different pace. and 2) I was drained trying to be supermom for Bethany. 
I was thinking how most of Bethany's success or failure was going to be my responsibility.  
Then, I began to realize, this wasn't all on me. In my grief, anxiety, and worry, I had somehow bypassed 
my life partner and love- my husband. We were supposed to be sojourning together- helping each other. 
 
And so- we began to the forging process again. Hand in hand, knees shaking, and with lots of questions 
about what the future would hold, we began to look to our Father to do His good work- in our lives and 
our family's. 
 
The fire is still forging, melding, uniting us in surprising ways. And though, in one sense, we will always 
have Bethany in our life in a very special way; 
 
 It is Jeff and I that God is still making the two of us one.  
 
Our Prayer: Father God, heal our marriages. Strengthen them. Unite us to face our giants together and 
not alone. Let us take every step together. Superglue us together in this journey. For Your Glory! Amen. 
 
  



A Marriage of Hope 
Mike Dobes 

 
"May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit 
you may abound in hope."  
Romans 15:13 ESV 
 
Many years ago, I was living the perfect dream. I had graduated from Bible College and was leading a 
growing youth group in a town five minutes from Southern California beaches. I had married, had two 
incredible children and just bought the perfect house. Now, all that was needed was to continue on this 
path and ride off in the sunset together. 
 
Do you remember perfect? Do you remember when the dreams were coming true? I wish I could say my 
story continued the way I hoped that it would, but the dreams were shattered in a dramatic way. After 
learning about an ongoing affair, my world came crashing down as within six weeks I lost my job, my 
church, my house, my stability...and my marriage. With no hope of reconciliation, I was confronted with 
a new future reality that did not match my dreams at all. 
 
Fast forward the tape seven years and I am happily married. My two children are with me the vast 
majority of the time, as are my wife's three children. We are in ministry together and our kids are well 
on the way to healing and restoration from the trauma each of them has experienced. But this post is 
not about them...it's about how to have a marriage of hope. Having learned how to have a marriage of 
mediocrity and pain (more about image that authentic love), I hope that I am doing a much better job 
this time in protecting and preserving this gift called marriage. 
 
So, what's different now? What would I tell married couples and single people who hope to be married 
some day? It would start with understanding that marriage is a gift and that it is not about fulfilling my 
needs, but rather is about serving my wife. Servant leadership is a hot topic in the business and ministry 
world but is just as crucial (If not more so!!) within marriage. God has called me to lead my marriage and 
this is accomplished through serving. 
 
I have also learned that the little things matter. We have a sign stenciled above our bed that 
reads "always kiss me good night." While this might seem a bit cheesy and sentimental, the truth is that 
while those adjectives are true, this idea also works. It is incredibly hard to go to bed angry with 
somebody when you have to kiss them. Again, I must be intentional about my choices overriding my 
feelings - I wish I was perfect here, but I am definitely making progress. 
 
Protection is a big thing and I don't just mean physically. Do I protect my wife from the pressures of the 
world to perform or look a certain way? Does she know that I am for her and that she can run to me for 
comfort, support and, on rare occasions, actual advice? Am I seen as her biggest cheerleader as she 
juggles motherhood with graduate school with keeping our home with serving at church...or am I a 
hindrance? 
 
So, what does a marriage of hope look like? It is one built on the promises of God where prayer and 
devotions are imperative. It is about forgiveness and grace and acceptance. It is a marriage filled with 
laughter and joy...with tears and comfort. It is a relationship that sees the good in the other person, that 
believes they are amazing and that helps them pursue their God-given reason for living. It is a 
relationship that takes work and persistence and patience and endurance, but that produces the 



greatest love, joy, peace...and you know the rest. 
 
I thank God for my marriage - for the beauty that has truly risen from the ashes - for the lessons learned 
that now produce a marriage of hope. I pray that my journey from dreams to ashes to lasting beauty 
might inspire and encourage you to trust in Jesus with your marriage and to pursue hope. 
 
Dear Lord, it is far too easy to take our marriages for granted. If we are single, we look to marriage to 
"rescue us." If we are married, we allow this gift to become mundane and even hurtful. If divorced, we 
often embrace unhealthy perspectives. Help us to see marriage as a gift from You...allow us to preserve 
and protect. Bless us with marriages of hope! Amen. 
  



Focus on Marriage, Part 1 
Lorna Bradley 

 
Last week I conducted a small focus group of special needs parents on the topic of marriage. Two of the 
most rewarding and most challenging relationships we enter into are those of spouse and parent. Both 
relationships are full of wonderful rewards, surprises, and joys. They may also be filled with heart-break, 
miscommunication and challenges. When a child with extraordinary needs is part of this dynamic, the 
challenges within relationships can increase exponentially. 
 
Based on the input from my focus group I will be offering to a support group that I lead three weeks of 
strategies to help strengthen marriages in the areas where they expressed the most concerns. Keep an 
eye out the coming weeks for ideas related to communication, careers and staying connected. 
 
No one has a perfect marriage, including me. For that I am grateful. Perfect is over-rated. Perfect leaves 
no room for learning, trying new things, exploring life together, making mistakes, and finding 
forgiveness. Real marriages need work and attention, even more so for those with special needs 
children. While we are not perfect, we are made for relationships from the moment we are born. 
Relationships that matter are worth our time and attention. 
 
The rib that the LORD God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. 
Then the man said, "This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; this one shall be called 
Woman, for out of Man this one was taken." Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and 
clings to his wife, and they become one flesh. (Genesis 2:22-24 NRS) 
 
Loving God, thank you for the relationships in our lives that sustain us, filling us with love and hope. Help 
us to strengthen all of our relationships and equip us to repair the ones that are fragile and in need of 
healing. Amen 
  



Focus on Marriage, Part 2 
Lorna Bradley 

 
Communicating within marriage is a key tool for resilient relationships. What is communicated? How is 
the message shared and received? As clergy, some of the key skills I review with couples in pre-marital 
counseling are tools for communication. Engaged couples can’t imagine this will ever be a problem. Yet, 
we’ve all witnessed at restaurants the quiet couple at the table who seemingly have nothing to say to 
each other, eating silently and spending more time on their phones than in communication with each 
other. What happened? 
 
Good communication, as with any skill, takes intentional practice. In busy lives, communication with a 
spouse can become shorter and more infrequent over time, especially when there are children. It is easy 
to let good communication skills slip. Surveys indicate that couples can spend as little as 15 minutes a 
day in real communication with each other. Here are a few suggestions to help improve the quality and 
quantity of communication. 
 
Set aside time to talk. In busy schedules time for important conversations is easily lost. By important, I 
don’t mean wills, and trusts, though they are important too. Rather, what is important in your spouse’s 
life? What is important to you? What are your long-term dreams as a couple? Try to set aside 30-45 
minutes a few times a week to talk. 
 
Have an attitude of gratitude. Express appreciation when your spouse does something considerate or 
helpful, like providing a sleep-in day, washing dishes, filling the car with gas, and so forth. Simply saying 
thank you for the way each person fills the everyday roles in the relationship can help build up the 
marriage. 
 
Talk about the things that worry you. Many parents hold on to grief, guilt, and anxiety about the future. 
There can be a sense of embarrassment in sharing these feelings inside the marriage. “I wish I could say 
to my spouse that I am scared about….” Or “I have never said it out loud, but I feel our child has a 
disability because of me.” Communication about these secretly held feelings can be very healing, 
releasing an emotional burden. 
 
Express your needs or wants clearly. Be specific when communicating with your spouse. Avoid thinking 
that he or she can read your mind. If you have a need or expectation, remove the guess work and let 
your spouse know. 
 
Model Respectful Listening. Avoid multi-tasking, especially when the topic is serious in nature. Reflective 
listening is also a good tool. Repeat back in your own words what you hear your partner say. 
 
Monitor your mood. No one is in a good mood all the time. If in a bad mood, why is that? Hunger, 
fatigue, illness, time, expectations? Let your spouse know if you are having a bad day and why. It may 
help avoid an argument. 
 
The rib that the LORD God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. 
Then the man said, "This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; this one shall be called 
Woman, for out of Man this one was taken." Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and 
clings to his wife, and they become one flesh. (Genesis 2:22-24 NRS) 



Loving God, thank you for the gift of words and expression. Help us to use those gifts to build up our 
relationships. Amen 
  



I Cry; He Fixes 
Donna Mckenzie 

 
May the Lord lead your hearts into a full understanding and expression of the love of God and the 
patient endurance that comes from Christ.   2 Thessalonians 3:5 NLT 
 
I finished cleaning the kitchen, loading dishes in the dishwasher and sat down. My husband came 
upstairs with a bowl in his hand. I watched as he walked into the kitchen, rinsed and set the bowl down 
in the empty sink. The one I just emptied of dirty dishes. He walked past me and started heading back 
down stairs. I said, “Jeff, is there any reason why you didn’t put that bowl in the dishwasher? I JUST 
finished cleaning up the kitchen.” he said. “Well, I didn’t think about it”. I looked at him with disbelief, 
really? I thought to myself, how many times have I asked him to please rinse and load his dish when he 
is done? I decided to let it go, after all I was at the computer trying to write about marriage. Probably 
shouldn’t get into an argument with my husband, right? J 
 
The next morning, I was doing my usual morning routine with my son, Ryan. Giving him a shower, I let 
him sit under the hot shower for a few extra minutes. When I walked back into the bathroom I said, 
“Wow it is really steamy in here, even your bedroom window is steamed up. Good thing your dad isn’t 
here he would say to me, “How many times do I have to ask you to turn the fan on when you use the 
shower?” Ryan asked me why I didn’t turn the fan on. I said, “Well I just don’t think about it.” I started 
to laugh. Didn’t I just hear those very words from Jeff last night about the dishes in the sink? 
 
Jeff and I often don’t see things the same way. From the start, we dealt with the news of Ryan's 
diagnosis of Muscular Dystrophy differently. We both grieved, yet in very different ways.  
 
Jeff and I rarely talked about our feelings. With each decline of Ryan’s physical ability, the more 
withdrawn we both became. We were hurting, and it felt that to bring it up to that person who was 
hurting every bit as much, was like pouring salt into a gaping wound. We had no idea how to deal with 
our feelings, so we didn’t. At least not with each other. That caused a lot of stress in our marriage. 
 
About 7 years ago we were encouraged to attend a weekend marriage seminar. Feeling emotionally, 
physically, and even spiritually drained we knew we needed to do something. So we went, hoping to 
find some encouragement and direction for our marriage. The retreat started Friday night and ran 
through Sunday morning. We arrived, got set up in our room and headed down to the first session. It 
was a short session, the husband and wife team shared, then we were given an assignment for the 
night.  
 
Once back in our room Jeff and I sat down on the bed, and there was silence. Neither one of us saying a 
word. Then I started to cry. I said, “There is no way this is going to work for us. We are doomed, our 
marriage has no hope.” Jeff felt the same way. We went home feeling defeated and depressed. 
 
When you add a special needs child into the family things are different. This retreat was unrealistic for 
our situation, and it took a long time for us to get past the hopelessness we felt after attending it. 
 
Since that time, we have worked through a lot. I used to see Jeff’s silence as he doesn’t care, so I would 
get angry with him. Jeff being a fixer didn’t know how to fix what was going on, so he would shut down. 
We had to start talking, no matter how hard it was. Even if it was just to say, did you notice….. It wasn’t 



going to change the circumstances, but we needed to know the other person had not given up and that 
we weren’t alone in our feelings. 
 
Jeff and I don’t always see things the same way or deal with them the same. It has taken many years for 
me to see and be okay with that. 
 
I respond with emotions, where Jeff will get quiet and won’t talk. If there is something physical he can 
do to “fix” it he will, that is how he deals with it; I cry, he reaches for a hammer! 
 
When Ryan was 10 years old it was becoming obvious that it was getting close to him needing to be in 
his wheelchair full time. We knew that our house was not accessible to his wheelchair, so Jeff, being the 
logical fixer set out to fix it. He drew up plans and started knocking down walls. I, on the other hand, was 
in denial. I didn’t want to admit what was to come. I felt that we did not have faith in God to heal Ryan if 
we were preparing for him to stop walking. I did not cooperate AT ALL with Jeff’s project. When he 
would show me the plans he worked hours on, I would glance at it and not say a word. When he asked 
me what color I wanted the new rooms to be I said would say I didn’t care, whatever he wanted to do 
would be fine. I was being a royal pain in the butt! 
 
While I tend to react with emotions, Jeff can often see things from a more practical point of view. He 
could not change what was happening to Ryan, but he could change the house. He could make life a 
little easier for Ryan. THIS he could FIX! It wasn't about believing or faith, it was about seeing the reality 
of where Ryan was and Jeff knew something needed to be done. Ryan stopped walking within a few 
months of the downstairs remodel. I wasn’t ready to accept the reality, but thankfully Jeff was.  
 
Talking about Ryan is still hard for us, but we do talk about it more now than we used to. We are a work 
in progress. Our marriage will not look the same, and how we deal with it won’t be the same as others. 
That’s okay. We each have a role to play in this thing. We have been able to figure out ways to come 
together to take care of Ryan and support each other in his daily needs.  
 
Marriage is hard, especially when you add the stress of caring for a special-needs child. If you are 
struggling, I encourage you to hang in there. I want you to know it is okay, and sometimes necessary to 
reach out for help. Just make sure that person you reach out to for help understands the added stresses 
involved in special needs families. 
 
Dear Heavenly Father, You have made each one of us different and for that I am thankful. Yet these 
differences can bring extra stress into an already stressful situation. I pray that you will help us to 
develop a safe place in our homes that we can share our emotions and support each other. I pray 
protection over our families. I pray for those who might be walking this alone, I ask that you bring 
someone in their life that they will feel safe in sharing with. Someone who will come alongside them and 
encourage them. Thank you that we are not in this alone, you are walking beside us every step of the 
way. In Jesus name I pray, Amen  



Your Spouse Is Not Your Enemy 
Bobby Lanyon 

 
Two are better than one because they have a more satisfying return for their labor; for if either of them 
falls, the one will lift up his companion. But woe to him who is alone when he falls and does not have 
another to lift him up. Again, if two lie down together, then they keep warm; but how can one be warm 
alone? And though one can overpower him who is alone, two can resist him. A cord of three strands is 
not quickly broken." Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 (Amplified Bible) 
 
I was recently listening to a podcast by James McDonald with Walk in the Word ministries. He made a 
comment that resonated between my eardrums like a loud cymbal in a small room. He made a 
statement that went, "Often we don't need a NEW word from God, what we need is a GOOD word from 
God". He was making the point that we should not be fixated on the 'latest' and 'greatest' thing that 
someone discovered from the Bible. In fact, Romans 15:4 tell us that the Bible was written long ago to 
instruct us in our situation today.  
 
All that to introduce a thought that I pray will greatly impact your marriage today.  
 
Here it is..."You and your spouse are not enemies."  
 
I know, I may sound like Captain Obvious, but it is a true statement and worthy of reminding ourselves.  
 
So often we get caught in the trenches of cleaning dinner spills and poo spills or even trying to squeeze a 
feeding in while the other siblings have finished and are running up the walls.  
As parents, we are not strangers to losing our cool and making mistakes...even towards each other.  
 
Then, after the homework is finally (hopefully) completed, teeth are brushed, fresh pull-ups on and 
lights out ... you finally get to crash on your own bed and, if we are not careful, we can keep the same 
frustrated momentum towards our spouse.  
 
These constant pressures, which are exponentially multiplied by a child with a disability can, and often 
do, cause us to question our spouse's dedication. 
 
What I would like to suggest is that the Bible encourages us that we CAN be on the SAME TEAM and 
when we choose to be on the same team there is greater success.  
 
What I am NOT suggesting is that the pressure will decrease, but that your emotional and spiritual 
health will increase when you and your spouse tackle each day with the perspective that you have the 
other person's back.  
 
This isn't a complicated thought, but yet in order for your marriage to ACT like a team, you have to 
DECIDE to act like a team. This requires a gracious conversation to convey to your spouse that you have 
their back. Notice that I did not say for you to tell your spouse to 'get in the game'. Sometimes in a 
relationship, there is one person who wants this more than the other. As Emmerson Eggerich says in his 
book, Love and Respect, "Whoever considers themselves to be the most mature is the one to make the 
first move." This is not a time to place more pressure or guilt-motivation on a spouse who is already 
overwhelmed. But rather to practically show love and commitment simply by leading with action. 
 



This principle is not new, it was penned over 2,000 years ago by King Solomon. The reality is that two are 
better than one.  
 
If you have any practical ways that you and your spouse support each other, please encourage other 
readers by commenting below. 
 
Dear God, help this thought to settle in our heart and mind. Help me to make sure that my attitude 
towards my spouse is loving and help me to support them. God, you designed our marriage to super 
close...please put us on the path of right thoughts and actions to make it a close relationship. Amen. 
  



The Light of Friends 
Beth Barclay 

 
"Rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those who weep" Romans 12:15 ESV 
 
I am so thankful for those who have laughed and cried with me. 
 
When I think about the early years of raising our children and the times that were the hardest, the times 
when we were becoming fully aware of the challenges our son would face and accepting this path we 
were finding ourselves on, these were some of the heartbreaking, darker times of our lives... 
 
But, there were some really bright spots in those dark days, people I will never forget. Some who 
stepped into our world and stayed for a little while, and some who are still here today. 
 
Please know, there were plenty of good times, fun and laughter all along the way...and I don't think back 
on those early years as sad in general. It is only when I start to peel back the layers and expose the 
memories that I get to some of that pain and heartache. For the most part when I think back, I think 
back with a smile. 
 
Because these are the years that my children and our family grew.  
Mostly, I try to stay focused on moving forward, I rarely allow myself to go backwards... 
 
Sometimes though, going back is needed. It is needed personally to remember, and it is needed to share 
with others so that they can see. They can see that even though our circumstances may be different, 
there are many common bonds between us.  
 
I have thought about the people that we have met, that I have met...incredibly strong parents, godly 
women, dedicated caring teachers, therapists and church volunteers. Many we have lost track of, some 
are my closest friends to this day. 
 
The ones that stepped into our lives brought comfort and support, they brought laughter and shared 
tears. Occasionally, they even delivered a much-needed dose of reality. One of the most memorable 
times of someone briefly stepping into our lives happened very early on, just as we were really 
beginning to understand what was going on with Cooper... 
 
We were just starting to attend a local church and Cooper was doing ok at times in his class, and other 
times...not so ok. The not so ok times eventually far outweighed the ok times. Let’s just say that we 
were to the point we would fight about who would have to go get him when our number would 
inevitably flash up on the screen... 
 
One Sunday I ended up just staying in his class with him. I hoped that somehow this would lead to me 
being able to leave him. As I sat on the floor playing with him that Sunday, a lady came and sat down 
with us.  
 
We chatted a little.  
 
I said I hoped it was okay that I stayed in there with him. She assured me it was. Slowly, as we talked I 
filled her in on Cooper and what we thought was going on with him. I also told her how bad I felt to 



bring him and for them to try to keep him, only to have to call us to come pick him up.  
 
The lady looked at me and said, "Oh honey you bring him, he will bless us." 
 
I left church that day, thinking "Who are these people?"  
 
These people who want a cranky, difficult little boy... 
 
You cannot truly understand what this meant to me, unless you are a parent of a child with special 
needs, unless you live it. That does not mean that we do not deeply appreciate those of you who try to 
understand. I can't explain to you what that effort means either. It's indescribable. Aside from family, we 
have seen no greater effort to understand, than at our church... 
 
With the people who stepped up...stepped in and volunteered to watch Cooper one-on-one. 
 
Who were these people? These were people that made the parents of that cranky little boy feel loved, 
wanted and at times normal. These people were the hands and feet of Jesus, and they stepped into our 
world right when we would need them the most. 
 
Those kind, patient people who volunteered to watch Cooper one-on-one so that we could attend 
church as a family. Who watched Cooper so that my husband and I could sit together, just the two of us.  
 
I don't know if they will ever really understand what they did.  
 
Those were some of the only times that I felt normal, we could drop our kids off in their classrooms like 
any other family. And for an hour-and-a-half, I could just take a break and be a wife sitting beside her 
husband in church...granted most of the time I was so sleepy I could barely hold my eyes open, but we 
were there...just the two of us. 
 
Looking back, one of the most lived out verses that I have seen is Romans 12:15 ESV: 
 
"Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep." 
 
Those are the bright spots, the shining lights of friends, and they come in all shapes, sizes, and forms. 
They laugh when you laugh, and they cry when you cry. I am so thankful for that. What an incredible 
gift... 
 
to receive and to give! 
 
My prayer is this: Dear God, I am so thankful for Your love and provision in the dark times of our lives, 
for the friends and the people that You have carefully placed and their willingness to listen to Your call. 
God, I have seen how You never leave us, and I know what a comfort this has been. I pray that I am open 
to the times when I can be that light for someone else. God help me to see those who are in need of a 
little light. In Jesus name I pray...Amen. 
  



 
Contributors 
 
Minerva Adame is a native Texan, wife, writer, educator, and mom of two special needs daughters. She 
writes on her personal blog and is currently writing a book for special-needs families. To get to know her 
more, follow her on social media or read her blog.  
 
Cindy Barclay has been married wife to Jeff for 34 years. They have seven children: Sarah, Kristin (in 
heaven), Noah, Micah, Joshua, Moriah, and Bethany (who has Down syndrome). She loves to encourage 
and share with others how God has rescued her from depression and anxiety (after the death of our 2-
year-old). She’s been blogging for three years about finding God’s surprising treasures in the difficulties 
and challenges of life at  http://www.surprisingtreasures.com/.   
 
Michele Bovell and her husband, Rick, are parents to five adult and teenage sons, including two on the 
autism spectrum. The Bovells volunteer with Joni and Friends, and together they serve in local group 
homes sharing Christ’s love with adults with intellectual disabilities and helping them do what they are 
designed to do: worship the Lord. Michele is a contributing author to the recently published book, Life 
on the Spectrum (lifeonthespectrumbook.com). 
 
Rev Dr Lorna Bradley is an ordained deacon in the United Methodist Church, wife and mother of an 
adult son with Asperger's. She is appointed as a Fellow at the Hope and Healing Institute developing 
tools to help connect the churches with families raising children with special needs. Connect with Lorna 
at Special Needs Parenting: Experiencing God on the Journey with Special Needs.  
 
Jeff Davidson, our friend Jeff Davidson passed away May 23, 2017. He was the founder and 
President/CEO of Rising Above Ministries, a national special-needs ministry serving special-needs 
families. A pastor, speaker, and author, Jeff said he was chosen to be the dad of a son with special needs 
and called by God to minister to those in the special-needs community. The book he was writing at the 
time of his death, Common Man, Extraordinary Call: Thriving as the Dad of a Child with Special Needs, 
releases in January of 2019. 
 
Barb Dittrich is the mother of three children, all of whom have a variety of chronic illnesses or special 
needs ranging from Asperger’s Syndrome to hemophilia. She has been married to Steve for over 25 
years and is the former foundress and executive director of Snappin' Ministries (Special Needs Parents 
Network). Barb speaks nationwide, has contributed to numerous blogs since 2002, and currently serves 
as the Director of Education with Key Ministry. Connect with Barb at http://www.barbdittrich.com/, on 
Facebook, or on Twitter. 
 
Mike Dobes has been in pastoral ministry since 1997 and served in children's and youth ministry, as well 
as a teaching pastor. He is a graduate of LIFE Pacific College with a Master of Arts in Strategic Leadership 
and served as the Manager of Church Relations for Joni and Friends and is an advocate to the church for 
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disability ministry. You can follow Mike on Twitter at @MikeDobes. He lives with his wife, Jennifer, and 
their five incredible children near the beach in Camarillo, CA. 
 
John Felageller lives in Northbrook, IL with his wife Elizabeth and their son Christopher (who is on the 
autism spectrum) and is currently a second-grade teacher at a charter school in North Chicago, IL. John 
and his family are continually seeking to lift up other special-needs families as well, from creating their 
own life group at their church for special-needs parents to hosting a monthly support meetup for just 
the dads. Through his writing, John seeks to comfort other special-needs parents, especially dads. 
Connect with him on Facebook.  
 
Ann Gapinski has been married almost 35 years to Mike, and they raised six children and now have four 
granddaughters. Their oldest, David, passed away early in January, 2011, after a long battle with severe 
mental illness and addictions. Because of all our experiences with David and the prompting of the Holy 
Spirit, they have started a speaking ministry to encourage parents of special needs kids. I’m also a real 
estate agent and “Family to Family” teacher with NAMI (the National Alliance on Mental Illness).  
 
Tammie Hefty’s daughter Evie has a rare genetic disorder called WAGR/11p Deletion Syndrome. She 
blogs at My Cup Lifted. Tammie’s faith is the driving force behind her passion to write, to reach out, and 
to educate people about WAGR/11p Deletion Syndrome. Tammie has been married to her husband Jeff 
for 10+ years and they currently live with Evie and their two cats. You can also follow Tammie on Twitter 
as @tammiehefty. 
 
Caroline Howard has been married to her best friend for over 20 years and they have 3 fantastic kids. 
She is the founder of Relatable Life Coaching and is a Certified Life Breakthrough Coach and Biblical 
Counselor. Caroline has a heart for people who are hurting and feels honored when she gets to walk 
alongside someone through a painful journey. You can often hear her saying, "No one should ever have 
to walk through life alone," and it's her heart's passion to make it so. 
 
Jennifer A. Janes and her daughters live in Arkansas. They spend their days learning, laughing, and 
singing together. Jennifer’s blog is at jenniferajanes.com 
 
Lisa Jamieson is an author, speaker and advocate who founded the Minnesota Disability Ministry 
Connection and serves as executive director of Walk Right In Ministries. 
 
Emily Krill spends most of her non-sleeping time investing in her three life callings: wife, mother, 
and writer. She considers herself blessed to be married to Mike, an amazing, visionary 
educator. Together, they are raising four small warriors for Christ, two of who have special 
needs (RAD/ADHD & Sensory Disorder/ADHD). You can find more from Emily at her 
blog, www.messyworship.com or follow her on Twitter @messyworship.  
 
Bobby Lanyon (aka Jack's Dad) is a father of 3 boys. After graduating college and preparing to be in full 

time vocational ministry, he now serves and works a regular marketing position for television. Jack is 

their middle son who was born with Down syndrome. Bobby and his wife Michelle have learned that a 

community that supports each other is a community that thrives. They communicate truth from the 

Scriptures that is encouraging for parents who have children with special needs. You can read more 

at www.jacksdad.org, Twitter @jacksdadblog or on Facebook at www.facebook.com/jacksdadblog. 
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Donna Mckenzie has been married to her husband Jeff for 33 years. They have four sons. Her youngest 
son, Ryan, was diagnosed with Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy at the age of 5. Duchenne is a 
degenerative progressive genetic disease. She blogs at http://donna-shiftingsand.blogspot.com 
 
Evana Sandusky is a God-fearing wife and mother of two children. Since becoming a parent, Evana has 
spent many hours driving to specialty appointments, praying beside a hospital bed, and helping her 
children through various issues related to their different diagnoses. When she's not engaged in motherly 
duties, Evana is a pediatric speech-language pathologist where she serves babies and toddlers with 
autism, feeding disorders, and other developmental delays. You can connect with Evana on 
Twitter, Facebook, and her blog, A Special Purposed Life.  
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