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Strength in the Storm
Kim Jaggers

I want to tell you about a time when I needed hope, when I had many questions, when the road was hard – even gut-wrenching... 

I want you to see the ONE who answered my questions, who directed my steps and who lovingly comforted me…

I want you to know that there is nothing in me, no extra dose of strong in me, … in fact, I want you to see how God and only God carried me – the selfish, baby of babies through my worst nightmare AND I want to tell you that life now is SO MUCH RICHER because through this time I found Jesus to be true to His Word – He is hope and peace and JOY…
I want you to know that God wants to bless you – He will give you joy – You can live victoriously no matter what is going on in your life – if you purposefully keep your eyes on HIM.

Let me tell you about the journey He took me on…

A Fairy Tale Life

Let me tell you about my fairy tale ….

I grew up in a Christian home.  I had a great life.  In 1986 I was at UT on an engineering scholarship when in the hallway outside of my class, time stood still…I really think I heard music playing in the background.  

There in front of me stood Mr. Tall, dark, and handsome.  He had been Mr. KHS, Best Looking, Most Athletic, and President of the Senior Class.  He would very humbly never admit to any of that!  

Long story short… he asked me out.   And in my mind I suddenly became a princess.   We ended up taking a calculus class together, and he joked that he would marry me if I would help him pass the class.  He passed and after four years of dating – I held him to the deal.
Soon to be a career woman, and full of college knowledge (too big for my britches as my Mom would say) – I planned a huge wedding. During pre-marriage counseling with the pastor from my church, I asked if we could leave out the word “obey” from our vows.  You see, I was now an independent woman and did not need submit to anyone.  

In fact, I really didn’t think I needed any counseling because Rick and I were so in love.   I was quickly told by the pastor that the words would not be changed for me.    Nevertheless, the very large wedding took place.   Ever the dramatic one, I decided that I needed to walk down the aisle to the theme from “Gone with the Wind”.    I felt like a princess.  It was a wonderful wedding.  I’ll never forget how Rick winked at me with tears in his eyes and whispered “I love you”.  We walked out to the Christian song “We will build a Household of Faith”, and that was exactly what we intended to do.   “Could anyone ever be happier?”  I remember thinking.    We liked the simple things - like hiking in the nearby Smoky Mountains, going to movies on Friday nights and planning our life together in the same area we had grown up.    We went to church every Sunday and then usually headed to my mom's or his for Sunday dinner.  Our life was full of family and friends and routine.  

Rick was my stability.  He took care of me – He could make me laugh when I wanted to cry, and he was my best friend.  He would fix my problems whether it be getting up to put socks on my cold feet in the middle of the night or painting and repainting my dining room three times to make it just the right color.

Pretty soon, Rick and I started talking about babies.  I knew the big kid I was married to would be a great Daddy.  I could already imagine him rolling in the floor with four or five kids around.   Of course, we would need a big house and land for them to roam, and soon we started construction on a very large home on 13 acres.   It had a big front porch and columns.  Our friends jokingly called it “Tara”, and this fit right into my “Gone with the Wind” theme.  Of course, our story would have a happy ending.  

Life Just Got Sweeter

 Just three years after we were married my 6-foot-3, two hundred and forty pound husband cried when our first son was born.  Seeing him hold our little one is still one of my sweetest memories.  Will was a bit early but very healthy and beautiful like his Daddy.    Rick adored Will and often fell asleep with him on his chest.  Again, I remember thinking… “could life get any better?”   I decided to go part-time at work and enjoy my little one.  I was deeply in love with my best friend, and I looked forward to being with Rick, growing old with him and our life together.   

A Perfect Life but my Heart was Perfectly Empty

During all of this happy time, something inside just wasn’t filled.   I had everything anyone could want--Rick continued to love me and spoil me rotten. Will was the funniest, cutest little baby.   All of my friends told me I had the fairytale life—yet  I longed for something else.   For awhile, I wondered if my sense of emptiness and discontent was just a side affect of my roller-coaster emotions.   I had Rick paint my dining room three different colors, and I still was not happy!   What could be wrong with me?  I found my well-paying career less than satisfying.   For the longest time, I just couldn’t figure out what was gnawing at me.  I couldn’t put my finger on it.  Clearly, any sane person would be content with my life.  My house was big and beautiful, my new baby darling, my husband sweet and handsome.  Yet something felt empty inside.  All around me were people who were different.  These people had peace like I wanted even when their lives weren’t as perfect as mine.   They seemed to radiate with something so sweet.  I wanted “it.”  I wanted what they had, and I wasn’t sure how to get “it.”

As a child, growing up in the south, I had always been in church.  In fact, at age nine, I clearly knew that I was a sinner and needed a Savior.   After all, the preacher had said it every Sunday for all of my nine years.   One particular Sunday I decided to listen.  You see, earlier that week I had a dream that everybody had gone to heaven but me, and I did not want to be left behind.   I knew I did not want to go to hell, so I made a profession of faith.  Basically, I walked down an aisle and told the preacher I believed in Jesus and wanted to be saved.    From that point on I pretty much rested in the fact that I was not going to hell and I went on with my self-centered life, fire insurance in hand.

However, fifteen years later and something still didn’t sit right with me.   I was not content.   I didn’t have joy.  Oh, I was happy here and there.  I had lots to be happy about.   But my happiness never seemed to last.  I secretly wondered if I could be depressed.  Maybe I needed medication.   

Then, one day in church the pastor was talking about demons and how they believed in Jesus.   In Luke 4:31-37 Jesus drives out an evil spirit.   (Hold your horses, I am not about to say that I was possessed by an evil spirit!!!)  Jesus goes to Capernaum, a town in Galilee, and on the Sabbath begins to teach the people.  They were amazed at his teaching, because his message had authority.   In the synagogue there was a man possessed by a demon, an evil spirit.  He cried out at the top of his voice, "Ha! What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God!” (John 4:34 NIV) 
    

There it was right in God’s Word--the demon had recognized Jesus as the Holy One--the Son of God!  I remember wanting to hold my hand up in church and say “Wait, stop the presses—if the demons believe in Jesus what makes them different from me?   I believe in Jesus.  I know He exists and is the Son of God!”  I knew that demons can’t be saved, and I wondered in agony what made me different from the demon.  The pastor explained that when we are saved we not only believe in the existence of Jesus (head knowledge) but must also (and very importantly) believe that He and only He can save us, and we allow Him to be Lord of our life (heart knowledge).   

At age nine, I had walked an aisle and prayed a prayer—I wanted that fire insurance—I did not want to go to hell.   However, I had never allowed Jesus to be Lord of my life.  I lived in the world and was controlled by the wants and desires of the world.  I rarely prayed, and reading my Bible was just a chore I occasionally accomplished when bored.   I wasn’t like my brother, Chuck.  I didn’t read the Bible every day.   I didn’t pray over decisions.  I made decisions based on what the world would reward.  I chose a husband not because of his love for the Lord but because of his good looks and his love for me.  I chose a career because it was in high demand in the world and paid well.   My brother had said God called him to be an attorney.   I never had thought to ask him exactly how he knew that.  Jesus wasn’t the Lord of my life.  I had never even considered allowing Him access to all of my life.   I gave him Sunday morning.  Wasn’t that enough?  Frankly, making decisions on my own had seemed to pay off pretty well.  My life looked perfect…. except I felt perfectly empty and perfectly miserable. 

I had a religion, but frankly it hadn’t changed my life very much.  I had tried to be good.  I wanted to be sweet, peaceful Melanie in Gone with the Wind; but most of the time I acted more like mean, selfish Scarlett.   Truth be told, I didn’t act any better than the day before I walked the aisle and told the preacher I wanted to be saved.  I had trusted a religion that hadn’t changed my life.  I didn’t try to get to know this God Man—this Jesus—who came to earth to save me.  I hadn’t even realized I needed to.  I began to wonder “who is this man I trusted for my salvation?”   I wanted to know Him better.  I found that Jesus had been there all along—it was I who had ignored him.  

I searched the Scriptures and really started listening to the pastor.  I learned more about this God-man who had come to earth fully intent on dying a horrible death in order to make a way for me to be in heaven.   This Jesus became more than the baby at Christmas or the man the pastor spoke of… Jesus began to reveal Himself to me.  I learned that Jesus came not only just so that I could be with him in Heaven, but he came to rip the vale in two that had separated me from God.   He wanted a relationship with me in this life.   I could pray and communicate with the very God of the universe because of Jesus’ suffering and defeat over death.  I discovered Jesus to be living and breathing and real.  I discovered that His Word was not ancient history, but was alive and active and was a way for Him to speak to me and guide me.   

For years, I had completely ignored Jesus.    I didn’t realize that Jesus wanted a personal relationship with me.   Finally, I understood.   This whole thing wasn’t about a religion.  Jesus had come to earth to save me because He loves me.  If I had been the only one here, He would have still died on that cross for me.   He had left me with His Holy Spirit (the spirit God sends to live in us once we are saved and helps us understand things) and His Word, the Bible, to teach me and to guide me and to give me all those things that I had been wanting--like love, joy, peace, patience, contentment.  In Him and only in Him could I fill that hole inside of me.   I began to look at His Word differently.  It wasn’t just some book--it was a living guide written by the Holy God to direct me and comfort me today in this life.  In God’s Word there is such hope:  
"But blessed is the man who trusts in the LORD, whose confidence is in him.  He will be like a tree planted by the water that sends out its roots by the stream.  It does not fear when heat comes; its leaves are always green.  It has no worries in a year of drought and never fails to bear fruit” Jeremiah 17:7-8 (New International Version).

Finally, I realized what others had meant when they talked about God’s Word being alive and active—it isn’t just an old book!   God uses His word to speak to us today—really  speak to us to give us answers to our questions today, comfort us in our worries, give us promises we can depend on, guide us over choices to make.  For so long I did not understand that God wanted to use His Word to guide me.   I began to learn from His Word what He thought about things and situations.   I learned about the peace and hope He offered.  I learned it was my thought patterns and resulting actions that caused me to be unhappy and that if I would follow Him I could have real joy.  Only in Jesus alone did the empty hole inside me fill, and I began to know peace and contentment as never before. 

Oh, there was so much I did not understand, and there were times I was just too distracted to pay attention.  For instance, one minute the Holy Spirit would help me understand a deep spiritual truth like the Sovereignty of God—how God is in control “In his heart a man plans his course, but the LORD determines his steps.”  Proverbs 16:9.  Then, the next minute I would fall apart over the issue of wallpaper choice.  Still, in my moments of seeking Him and in my moments of self, the Holy Spirit was there.  He was always there--never leaving me, always pursuing me.  He brought Godly people and Bible studies and experiences into my life to help me understand Him better.  Sometimes, I would forget He was there, but He was always there.  He was always there.

I read in God’s Word that He is all good. Psalm 100:5 says, “For the LORD is good and his love endures forever; his faithfulness continues through all generations.”  I learned that He wants nothing but the best for us.  Jeremiah 29:11 says “ For I know the plans I have for you," declares the LORD, "plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”  I discovered in Romans 8:28 “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”  I began to be less and less concerned about trivial worries in my life and instead look at situations wondering what God was doing.  I trusted that, even though every day was not good, ultimately God is good and, therefore, all would work out for good.   This new perspective the Holy Spirit was teaching me began to be my peace.  Oh, How I grew to love the Bible more and more!

“Be fruitful and multiply…”

I especially liked the verse on being fruitful and multiplying.  After all, God had given Rick and I a big, beautiful house and we needed to fill it up with children.   In 1995, we were excited to find out that I was expecting again--another son.  

We were so busy…a big house, work, church, friends, a baby, and one on the way.  Life grew busier and busier.  I remember thinking, “I am a pregnant Mom of a preschooler – I don’t have time to read my Bible.”  Still, Jesus pursued me.  One day, I tuned into a Christian radio station and heard a woman saying that young Moms really needed to be in God’s word.   Once again, the Holy Spirit was guiding me back to His Word.  Surrounded by other young moms at church, we encouraged each other to make those choices which allow Jesus to be Lord of our lives, like reading our Bibles and even tuning into Christian radio.  One day as I was “tuning in,” I remember hearing that following Jesus didn’t mean life would be easy but that He would carry you through.  Oh, how those words would prove prophetic…

On Father's Day in 1995, I was in labor and my water had broken.  The problem was I was only 25 weeks pregnant and the baby had only a 50 percent chance of survival.   “Not me, not us, not our baby” I remember crying.   For the next seven weeks I went in and out of labor as I lay in the hospital.  I was so afraid, but God surrounded me with his word and encouragement through women from church who would come and sit with me or call me and encourage me.   At 31 weeks, my temperature had risen to 103 and labor had begun again in earnest.  I was weak from the month and one-half of being in and out of labor. 

A BROKEN LIFE 
On July 23, 1995 Benjamin was born.  He could not breath on his own. He had heart and lung abnormalities and weighed 2 pounds 12 ounces.  

We would sit by his isolette and gently rub his tiny back.  His little fingers would reach for me, yet they were so little they could barely grasp around my one finger.  We could visit only at certain times.  I especially remember the unnatural feeling, the agony of walking away from my little baby when I had to leave him.  Being at home at night, I got up three times to pump breast milk to take to Little Ben at the hospital the next day.    I remember so many times looking at the empty baby bed and crying as I awoke, not to a warm cuddly infant, but to a cold breast pump machine. 

BEN 2LBS 12 OUNCES
Daily we watched Ben struggle for life.  To see a child suffer is incredibly difficult.  Words cannot express the helplessness and anguish experienced when your child cries in pain and there is absolutely nothing you can do

I specifically remember a time when Benjamin, days after a risky surgery, developed a staff infection and had to be rushed back into surgery.  I cried as they took my baby and I stood alone (there had not been any time to call Rick or family).  I knew as I had handed Benjamin over that there was a chance that I would never hold my baby again.  I ran to the hospital chapel and alone I prayed.  In that moment, beyond description, I felt the presence of my blessed Savior.  I felt an unexplainable peace.  That day (for the first time in my life) I really knew in my heart that the Lord IS enough.  He sustained me beyond explanation.  He assured me that no matter what came along that He is enough to sustain me and that He would never leave me.

As I spent all my time at the hospital and not at work, we saw our finances crumble and we put our new, big house in the country up for sale.  We saw our friends go on with their "normal lives" while we struggled for understanding.  I could see the defeat on Rick's face.  He tried to convince me and himself that all would be okay.  He tried to laugh but I didn’t want to laugh.  I longed for Rick to turn to the Lord…I wanted him to lead us in prayer.  I wanted him to guide me and help me find the answers for all of the heartache that we were enduring.  I wanted life to be normal again.  I wanted the fairytale back.

Occasionally, Ben would have a good spell and we could take him home, often to be readmitted only days later.  When we were home, we were on strict orders to keep Benjamin and Will at home.  I could not even take them to the grocery store because an illness could prove deadly to my delicate son.  We certainly could not go to church, and oh, how I missed worshipping God and fellowshipping with other believers.  
After we sold our dream home, we moved into a double-wide trailer with plans to build a smaller home.  I felt like I was living a nightmare.  I spent most of the time isolated at home looking at the 70’s style green carpet and brown paneling  wondering if ever life would be back to normal.  I was solely dependent on Rick for my contact with the “real” world.  I depended on him to bring home anything we might need and I felt very much like a prisoner in solitary confinement.  I especially felt bad for our two-year-old Will - who being such a social child - longed to go to McDonalds or the playground or church and really wanted to see his friends.  Instead, I was his full time entertainment which became tiring at times coupled with my full-time, around the clock nursing care for Benjamin.  We had made quite a change from our huge home on 13 acres to a 900 square foot double wide trailer.  We often joked that we were climbing down the ladder of success and that I was the “Queen of Rick’s double-wide trailer”.  Rick continually assured me and others that material things just don’t matter.  I believed him, and I found comfort in his words.  

The months passed, and Benjamin went in and out of the hospital with numerous health problems.  I hungered for God’s Word.  I longed for His direction, His wisdom and understanding.  I prayed that Rick was also growing closer to the Lord...but he just didn't seem to want to go to church or read his Bible.  He began to grow distant.  I prayed for him to be the spiritual leader of our family, and I began to doubt if He really knew God.  I wondered if he had just a religion or if he really had a relationship with the Lord.  

Rick always seemed to be late coming by the hospital after work.  After months of neglect while we were busy at the hospital, I tried to sort out our finances.  We just always seemed to be out of money.  I gathered our bank statements and tried to see where we were overspending.  I began to notice multiple cash withdrawals, from our checking account over the past five months.  I called Rick to question these withdrawals and he explained they were for work.   I asked to see receipts and within fifteen minutes Rick was home confessing that he had been using cocaine.

 COCAINE!  Only people who lived in New York, California, and on television used cocaine!  I was in shock.  Who was this man that I married?  Did I ever really know him?  Lord, could this really be happening to us?  I looked at my little boys who loved and trusted their Daddy so, and I was filled with anger.  I had prayed for a Christian leader instead I found out I was married to a drug user.  He had been stealing from our family….almost twelve thousand dollars during a time when we were hurting for money.  He had left us for a drug when we needed him so badly.  I did not know what to say.   I said many things I should not have said.   I was so disappointed in Rick, but I did not want out of our marriage.  Over and over in my mind I remember a Godly woman telling me that marriage is a commitment to the Lord.  I knew from Bible study that she was right.  What was I supposed to do…I was committed to Rick, and my children needed him.  We had been together for ten years and I loved him but I was not sure that I knew who he was.  I wanted to smack him.  Instead, we went to see our pastor; and Rick, in tears and defeat, made a profession of faith.  He said he needed God and that he had been trying to do it all on his own.  He knew he was a sinner in need of a Savior.  He needed more than a religion – He needed a relationship with Jesus Christ.

A profession of faith!  I had been doubting if Rick really knew God.  This was my answer!  This was why everything had happened -- I just knew it.  The Lord had used Benjamin's health and our financial troubles to "break" Rick -- to cause Rick to turn to God.  Now, I was going to have the spiritual leader I had prayed for so long.  I convinced myself this was a new and better beginning for our family and that eternally my worries were over  for my beloved husband's salvation.  I praised the Lord that my children's father was saved!  God had forgiven Rick.  I wanted to forgive him, and I prayed that God would help me to trust Rick again.  

However, Rick was simply physically addicted to cocaine.  Along with our pastor and with tears streaming down my cheeks, I checked Rick into a rehabilitation center.  I missed Rick so much...however my thoughts quickly turned to Benjamin's declining health.  Tests results showed an immune disorder which might require a bone marrow transplant.  Our doctors wanted us to go immediately to Duke University to see a specialist.  Rick wanted to go with me.  His drug recovery therapists assured me that he was okay to travel and so we made the trip to Duke.  I felt so broken.  Life as I had planned it had turned into a nightmare.  My husband was still using drugs and my baby was sick.  Why Lord?  I thought we had already got to the “they lived happily ever after” ending.  This was not supposed to be happening.  I had such a sense of injustice, and I was filled with fear.  I remember longing to lean on Rick for support, but he was in no condition to take care of himself, much less me.  Where could I turn?  Through angry tears I prayed for strength with some Godly women from my church and I made the trip to Duke University for Ben’s tests.

At Duke, blood was drawn and we were sent home with results to be back in 14 days.  At the same time as immune levels were coming back low, Benjamin’s lungs were not doing well and he was losing weight.  After a procedure at the University of Tennessee Medical Center the day after we returned from Duke, it was discovered that Benjamin had a third and fourth bronchial tube and an extra lobe of the right lung.  It was decided that he also needed a gastrostenomy tube placement in order to provide nourishment.  It was Friday, and surgery was scheduled for the next Tuesday.  Rick and I decided that he should be with our family instead of checking back into the rehab center to wait for the surgery.  After all, Ben might not make it through surgery.  His therapists okayed our decision.  We planned to go home to our little trailer and pretend that our troubles were far away.  We went out to eat with Rick’s parents and then went home.  That evening we had a terrible fight.  I told Rick I hated him.  I blamed him for so much.  Oddly, Saturday morning seemed almost normal.  We woke up and got ready to watch the first UT football game of the season with my parents.  Rick decided he needed to take the garbage that day.   I remember a tremendous urge to tell Rick that I loved him.  I think that urge came from God and God alone.   I remember looking into his eyes as I told him, and I know that he knew how much I loved him.  In my heart, I believed that one day all would be okay and my best friend and my little sons would share the life we all wanted.  I knew that what we wanted had to be God’s will for our lives. 

I packed up- the heart monitor, the oxygen tank, a toddler and a baby and went on over to my parents around noon.   Rick was going to meet me there. Around seven, the game came on, and there was no word from Rick…Sunday came - no word….I rode around looking desperately for a sign of him.  Tuesday came and Benjamin underwent surgery and was placed in ICU and no word….I filed a missing person report with the police.  Our friends looked for him.  There was no sign of Rick anywhere.  How could he do this??? How could he leave during Benjamin’s surgery.  From credit card inquiries, I found out that he had withdrawn money and I knew he had been using drugs.  However, as much as I was sure that he was using drugs, I was also sure that Rick loved his little boys and I just could not believe he would stay away so long.  I had a terrible feeling that something was very wrong.  

The News that Changed Our Lives

On Thursday the police came to Benjamin’s hospital room with the news: “we have found your husband's truck and there is a body inside.  Visual identification will not be possible."  I fell to a chair sobbing uncontrollably.  My life, my children’s life was forever changed.  Why Lord?

Rick had driven to a warehouse owned by his company.  Sometime, probably Saturday, the coroner could not be sure - he put a hose through his truck window and filled the cab full of carbon monoxide.  He died in a matter of minutes.  His beautiful body was so badly decomposed from the heat when it was found on Thursday that a drug test could not be conducted.  I will never know for sure if Rick was using drugs when he died.  I will never know why he chose to take his life and leave our family.  There was not a note.  

I remember - No one knew what to do with me.  Whispered discussions were taking place all around me.  Someone gave me a pill – a sedative - that made my thoughts increasingly blurry.  Someone told me that I would have to leave the hospital and go and make arrangements.  I remember wondering what it was that I was going to arrange.  After all, my life had just crashed into a million pieces.   The thought of leaving my baby ached even my sedative-calmed mind.  I had never left my little Ben.  There he lay just one year old in a big bed with a tube inserted in his stomach now to help him live – he was not able to eat normally.   I could not leave Ben.   I should not be asked to leave Ben.  Quickly nurse friends arrived to tell me that they would stay with Ben and not leave his side.  In addition, someone told me that Will needed me at home.   Everyone needed me…Everyone except Rick!!  “Oh Lord, I cannot handle all of this.  What am I supposed to tell a three year old who thinks his Daddy is the greatest man on earth?  Who cares about arranging a funeral – I don’t want to have one”.   Still, more people arrived and more whispered discussions.   “Don’t they know I can tell they are talking about me? “  Someone brought Will to the hospital – I guess they thought that would help me.  I was pushed in a wheelchair to a waiting car.  With tears streaming down my face and a little three year old on my lap, I felt the wondering stares of strangers.  “What would people think?”  Did they know that my husband had just left me?   Did they know that he chose to die?   Did they know that he had killed himself?   Did people think it was my fault?   Did they think I should have seen the warning signs?   Then, just as I was loaded into the waiting car and my little Will buckled beside me – my torrid of questions was interrupted by one alarming question.  One question that I was not prepared to answer.   In complete oblivion to the situation, Will nonchalantly asked “Where is my Daddy?”    At that moment, the world seemed to stop.  The silence was choking me.  My heart began to race even faster, and I could not breathe.    “What could I say?  Shouldn’t I read a book first on how to handle this?  Why was everyone looking at me?”  Will continued to look at me and prepared or not, I had to give him an answer.  I simply looked at him and said “Will, Daddy is dead”.  Horrible words should not have ever hit those precious little ears.   Will just looked up at me and then lay his head on my shoulder and cried.  Thankfully, there were no other questions at that moment.   Of course, many questions were to come.

Millions of thoughts raced in my mind.   My Mom took me to bed and laid little Will beside me.   I reached over and held him but desperately wanted to be the one being held.   Oh God, how I miss those big strong arms that held me tightly and often told me that all would be okay.  “Lord,” I prayed, “ Please give me rest.”  Then a voice in my spirit whispered scripture that I never remember memorizing – Deuteronomy 31:7-9 The LORD himself goes before you and will be with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged." and Isaiah 42:16  I will lead the blind by ways they have not known, along unfamiliar paths I will guide them; I will turn the darkness into light before them and make the rough places smooth.

God did guide me.   He became a father to the fatherless.  God continued to pursue me.  He brought scripture to my mind – scripture that I did not think I even remembered reading ----to encourage me to go on.  He began to heal the wounds.  He became the primary reason that I could go on.  God was enough.  

Nothing but His living Word held any permanence or credibility.   His word proved true, and more and more.  He became my rock. What used to be a sort of chore to read my Bible increasingly became daily bread to me.    Nothing in me brought me to the point of knowing Him.  He deliberately and clearly revealed Himself to me.   I   remember the Spirit prompting me to pray that I would crave His word more than I had always craved chocolate.  He answered this prayer and I cannot go a day without His word without really missing His word.  

Now that you have heard my story, let me explain something to you.   I should be dead—Not Rick.  He was the calm one.  He was the strong one.   Ask the nearly 3000 people who attended his funeral.  Of the two of us, the overwhelming majority of family and friends would have voted me the basket case.  Of the two of us, I was the immature one, the more selfish one, the one who could cry over nothing, lose her temper and get discouraged.   Like Rick, I have even wanted to die on more than one occasion.   There is no extra dose of “strong” inside me.   I am not the “Mother of the Year.”  I am more the “woman who lived in the shoe, only two children and still didn’t know what to do.”  I do not handle stress any better than the average person.  In fact, I probably handle it worse—that is, when I try to handle it.   Please understand there is nothing about “me” that helped me survive the tragedy of my life.  It is only Jesus who lives in me and my daily, moment-by-moment choice to run to Him—that is the only reason I am here today.

I ran to God on my knees so many times – crying, yelling I cannot go on – and He lifted my head and reminded me that He would be a Father to the fatherless, that I could lift my head and where does my help come from; it comes from the Lord the maker of heaven and earth – He put that Word there.  I never sat down with memory cards – I heard it, I read it and the Holy Spirit planted it.  He says His Word will not return void and it does NOT!   To Him be the glory.  He is the giver of all good things.  He is the sustainer.   Nothing in this life can fill the empty places, can heal the hurts, but Him.  He gives to us a friend who is closer than a brother.   It is His Holy Spirit who will never leave us or forsake us.  

He worked in so many ways and through so many people to carry me through gut-wrenching days. 

So many – but here are a few ways:

Ben’s T-cell miraculously began to work
My Church built my home

Bills were taken care of

Diapers showed up on my door

Cards and letters would arrive with just the right Scripture

Looking back, I think this is the deal… I had a choice to make and through God’s grace I chose to listen to Him and believe His word. 

I chose to run to God’s word and test every emotion and every thought by what His living Word said.  In this, I found strength and comfort and peace.  I had a choice.  And by His grace, I laid my overwhelming burdens down at His feet and ran to His arms.   He is more real than the air you breathe, the water you drink, and, He did not let me down.  By the way, He will not let you down either.  He is with you, and He will not leave you.   His love is amazing, His love is sustaining, His love is unconditional, and His love is eternal.  

These are not just words. They are truth and they will sustain us during hard times.   God wants you to read these words in His Bible.  He wants you to be in fellowship with other believers who can get to know you well enough to speak these words to you at just the right time.   

Let me just tell you - I am not a strong person and I consider myself an infant in Christ.     Lean on Him.  Get into His word  NOW before the trials come….Learn how to get into His word – He will bring it back to you at just the right time.   He will use it to encourage you and direct you.  Purposefully pursuing HIM – having a relationship with HIM makes the good days even better!

A long time ago I thought God was just a Big nice guy in the sky who had a lot of rules.   But now I know He loves me and those “rules” are the way He comforts and directs my path.

Nothing about this life can be counted on…not even tomorrow.  Our only hope is in Christ Jesus who loves us so.  He is truly enough to sustain us when all else seems to fail us.  To know this, I am thankful.  

Will will soon be in college, and Ben is in nearing high school.  In July of 04, he had  heart surgery – done early because he is the fastest kid in his class and loves to run.   We repeated this very risky heart surgery in summer of 2010 and he seems to be doing well.  God has blessed my two boys and me with a wonderful, Godly man - Deron.   He is good-looking and he loves me.  But he loves God more than me - he adopted Will and Ben and they now have a  little sister – Abi.  They are the icing on my cake – but they aren’t my cake.  This life is not my security - God is my contentment and He is my peace.  God is my foundation and my hope for tomorrow.   

Psalm 27:1 says :  The Lord is my Light and my Salvation who shall I fear?  The Lord is the stronghold of my life of whom shall I be afraid?  
Finally, I have to ask you a few questions:

Who is Jesus to you?

Jesus has come to give life and life to the full (John 10:10).  He comes to give eternal life but He also comes that you may see His goodness right now in the land of the living (Psalms 27:13).  He offers a free gift of hope and peace to all who believe in Him.   This belief is not simply an intellectual belief in His existence—even the demons have this level of belief (Luke 4:33-34).  If this kind of belief were enough, even the demons would be on their way to heaven.  The Bible clearly says the demons know Jesus is the Son of God and they know He died on the cross to save the world.  Jesus doesn’t ask for merely a cognitive, intellectual belief in Him or what He did.  He requires something else.  He wants to be Lord of your life.  Is Jesus LORD of your life?

If you are leaning on anything but Jesus you are on sinking sand.  Eventually, problems and heartache will come along and your human strength will run out.   He is the all-good God who can and does bring beauty from the ashes of our broken lives.   He says what Satan intends for evil, He will use for good.  He is the good that can come from the bad situation.   He is strength to go on.  He is hope.  He is also joy for every day!!!

Is life going good but do you feel empty?

Is life going good - but do you feel like something is missing – are you not quiet as happy as you think you should be?

Are you tired of wondering why you just aren’t happy?  Won’t you run to Him?   His arms are open.  I am not asking you to join a church or pick a religion.  I am telling you: Run to Jesus!   Even when life is going good do you feel discontent?  Maybe You see others whose lives aren’t as perfect as yours – yet they have something you want – JOY .   Are you finding that even acquiring the things of this world—homes, cars, wealth, success, even the love of a spouse, parent or child—still leaves you somewhat empty?   Are you afraid to even admit feeling this way?  Are you trying to fix your life by fixing the things and people in your life?  Perhaps what you really have is a heart problem.  Perhaps you have a God-size hole in your heart that only Jesus can fill.   I did!! Stop thinking you can fill the emptiness inside with anything besides His love—it just won’t work.  

The Bible says those who seek Him find Him.   You don’t even have to look too far.  He will meet you right where you are.  

What He requires is very little—simply that you trust in Him as Savior and ruler of your life. Do you live with a conscious presence of Him in your life?  Have you accepted His free gift?   Jesus is the eternal God who came to earth as a man and offers the free gift of His never-ending, perfect love to all who will accept this gift.    Do you realize there is nothing you can do to earn this gift and nothing you can do to disqualify yourself from the opportunity to receive this gift?   The Bible says that while we were still sinners (still enemies of God) Christ died for us (Romans 5:8).   He doesn’t require you to love Him first or to get your life together first.  He wants to meet you right where you are, and He wants to be Lord of your life.   He loves you with all your mess-ups and all your problems and all of the sins you have ever committed and will commit in the future.  He will forgive even those things you are so ashamed of you would never tell anyone about—yes, even that awful thing you just thought about.  Did you know He already died on the cross for that sin?  You cannot out-sin His amazing ability to forgive.  He offers you grace!  He willingly went to the cross and died for you knowing every bad thing you would ever do.   He doesn’t require your good works.    He doesn’t expect you to understand everything about Him—He will reveal Himself to you as you get to know Him.  He loves you just like you are—right where you are.  

This road leads to peace, hope, joy, and contentment even in the midst of the storm.  This road is built on the rock Jesus Christ.   It will not wash out.   You can build your life on this rock.  The Bible talks about the man who built his house on this rock.  The rains came and the winds blew but his house did not fall.   Dear friend, if your life is not built on Jesus Christ there is nothing anyone can say that will help you withstand the storms of this life.   He is the only way.  

He loves you so much.  He doesn’t love you with a human love—Oh no!  It is so much better!    He loves you with an unconditional, perfect God-love that will never end.   Your mind cannot fathom how much He loves you, and it is no accident that you are here.  He planned it.  He wants a relationship with you—a real, daily, consult-Him-on-things, read-His-Word, do-what-it says, run-to-Him relationship.   

Are you preparing for troubles and trials which lie ahead?   

If Jesus is the Lord of your life are you getting in God’s Word?   

The Bible says Satan is like a roaring lion prowling around ready to devour you.  He wants to steal your joy, he wants to rob you of your health, he wants to control your children.   Are you preparing for temptation or pain by getting into God’s word and praying?  The most effective time to do this is before the trial comes!

But the people who know their God shall be strong! (Daniel 11:32)
Jesus didn’t just save us and then leave us alone.  He gives us His Holy Spirit who comes to live inside of us when we make Jesus the Lord of our life.  The Holy Spirit helps us understand God’s Word and His will for our life.  He is our helper and counselor.  

God very clearly tells us we need to go to His Word daily.   We need to make the effort to gather it in daily.   

In Exodus 16, the Israelites are in the wilderness.   In their midst was the very presence of God.   He appeared to them as a fire by night and a cloud by day.   There was no doubt that God was with them.  He had miraculously delivered them from bondage in Egypt.  He provided food for them—manna, God’s daily bread (Christ tells us He is now our daily bread).   The Israelites were given very specific instructions to gather this bread every morning, and they were told they could not store it up overnight because it would rot.   Daily, they had to take an active part in the provision that God offered.   Every morning, they had to gather in the daily bread – once a week would not do.   Did you know that God’s Word is our daily bread?  Not Christmas bread, not once-a-week-Sunday bread.  Are you trying to survive on a once-a-week meal?  Once-a-week meals are a reason why many Christians fall apart when the hard times come.   We think we can pick up our Bible for five minutes once a week during church and have enough “bread” to sustain us all week.   We want ministers to chew up our food and feed us rather than gather the bread of life on our own.  

God uses His Word to speak to me daily.   Countless times when I’ve wondered what to do, or needed an answer, needed comfort and encouragement—I have found just those things only when I went to His Word.   Often, He causes me to hear the same Scripture from my morning Bible study later that same day to direct my steps.   Do you know how many individual Scriptures are in the Bible?  Do you think it possibly coincidence that I would read and hear the same Scripture over and over again in just a day?  He uses His Word like this all of the time and not just for me.   He does this for all His children.  He says His Word is alive and active.  It is not ancient history; it is relevant today.   Does He seem silent because you are not reading His words?  The God of the Universe, the One who deeply loves you so much, will speak to you through His Word.   Sit down and open it up.  It will make a difference.  

Perhaps you say, “I have tried to read the Bible but, like a diet, I don’t stick with it.”   Does it seem like a chore?   It doesn’t have to be, and our wonderful Father will help you.   Pray to God and ask Him to crave the Word more than chocolate (or whatever else you really love).  Believe me, I used to fall asleep reading my Bible.  I didn’t enjoy my time in the Word and then one day I asked God to make me hungry for His Word—He did!   Guess what?  I can tell you how God used His Word to help me endure and He will do the same for you.  You have to make the effort.   

However, you can’t just be a hearer (reader) of the Word.   Matthew 7:24-27 says: 

“Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash."  

Choose to believe God loves you and He is with you.   He did not leave you to face your burdens alone.  He says “lay down your burdens and I will carry you.” He is the foundation on which all hope rests -  with God you can be stronger than your circumstances.  You can learn to rest in the fact that you are not in control and learn to trust the all-good God who is in control.  
God loves you so much.   Run to Him.
Kim Jaggers resides in Lenoir City, Tennessee with her family.  She may be contacted at (865) 603-9034 or kim@morethanchocolate.org or visit her website for more information including her speaking topics and the ministry for Single Moms she founded called “The Well.”   
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