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 TC Chapter 1 – What I Always Wanted

 “No, Alfred, you may not have any more candy. It will give you a tummy ache,” the young mother placed Alfred, a fat, curly-furred bear into the line-up of dolls, Barbies, and other stuffed animals. “Now, children, Mommy has to go to the grocery store, and I’m leaving Barbie in charge. I want you to be good boys and girls while I’m gone. And remember, Mommy loves you!”

That little girl was me. For as long as I can remember, I wanted to be a mother. Like many little girls, I spent countless hours in my room, mothering any toy that had arms, legs, and a face. I was even known to name the flowers in my
backyard, and I once cried when Bob, my red balloon, flew away from me. In my mind, I had lost one of my children.

I was thrilled when Pastor Gary asked me, a high school sophomore, to teach a Vacation Bible School class. “You want me to teach the kindergarten class? I’d love to!” I spent hours preparing materials and reviewing Bible stories. I wanted everything to be just right. 

The first child to enter my classroom was Ryan, gap-toothed and freckle faced. A cowlick defied the gel his mother used to keep his hair in place. “Good morning, Ryan!” I greeted him, trying not to sound as nervous as I felt. He smiled shyly, then surprised me with a huge hug. Maybe someday I’ll name my son Ryan, I thought.

In college, I knew I wanted to be a teacher. Why? Because that was the best career for a mother, of course! I recall a conversation in which several of my college friends discussed their long-term goals. One wanted to be a lawyer and eventually a Supreme Court judge. Another wanted to be C.E.O. of his own Fortune 500 Company. When my turn came, I announced proudly, “I want to be P.T.A. President!” They all laughed and shook their heads. They knew I wasn’t kidding.

I had carefully mapped out the steps I needed to take to reach my goals. My desire was to marry a handsome, godly man, have his babies, stay home and take care of them. But if I had to work outside the home, I knew teaching would afford me the same hours as my children, as well as summers and holidays off. I had this all figured out before I ever met Dream Guy.

Truth be told, I wanted to be one of those Supermoms who has eight children, all neatly groomed and amazingly polite, with one more on the way. (Hey, it was my fantasy. What can I say?)  The idea of a large family filled with giggling, rambunctious children (who of course respected their parents and could quote half the New Testament) filled my heart with joy.

This is why I barely even flinched when, as an unmarried college student, I was told I had endometriosis. I remember the doctor’s words vividly. “You may have trouble getting pregnant someday.” I just nodded agreeably. The doctor didn’t know what I knew. God had called me to be a mother.

Have you ever noticed that it’s easy to have a grand, bold faith from a distance? I can tell you without hesitation that if captured by Australian aboriginal cannibals, I would stand firm in my faith. I would not deny Christ, even if it meant being turned into Renae cordon bleu. But then again, I have never had to face Australian aboriginal cannibals. 
That’s why, at the tender age of 19, I didn’t worry a bit when told I may have difficulty getting pregnant. After all, I had many miles to travel before that issue would even matter. I had to finish college, find Mr. Right, convince him that I was Miss Right, have a beautiful wedding, and begin the happily ever after part of my life. So I just took the prescribed medication and pushed that little issue to the back of my mind.

Oh, the thought did occasionally pop up. But I simply told myself it was no big deal. If I couldn’t make my own babies, I would adopt. Little did I know the heartache that lay in store for me. How was I to know how much I’d want a baby that looked like me? How was I to know how I would long to feel a child growing inside me? How was I to know that the desire to create life would be the most overwhelming emotion I had ever experienced?

But at age 19, I wasn’t supposed to know those things. That’s one of the many wonderful things about God. He only gives us the information we need at the moment. And, He only gives us what we can handle at the time. He was preparing me, gently, for the journey ahead.

So, I continued with my well-laid plan. I finished college. I met Mark—tall, dark, handsome, and at that time, broke. But he was a seminary student with a promising future as a pastor. And what do you know? In addition to wanting to be a mother, I’d also dreamed of being a pastor’s wife. We had a beautiful courtship during my first year of teaching, and I involved Mark often in school activities. I even volunteered him to play Santa at the first grade Christmas party.

“Ho, ho, ho!” Mark chuckled, sporting a red suit and white beard. My first graders’ giggles could be heard all the way to the principal’s office. “What do you want for Christmas, Mindy?”

Mark knew each child by name, as he had become a regular visitor at the school. Each one believed he was actually Santa! Each of them, that is, except T.J. “Miss Smith, that’s not Santa! That’s your boyfriend!” Suddenly, the room erupted in laughter. Songs of “Miss Smith has a boyfriend, Miss Smith has a boyfriend,” were quieted when Santa walked over and planted a kiss on my cheek. I blushed, Santa smiled, and my first graders hooted with laughter.

Mark’s love for children pushed him right over the top of my Dream Guy checklist. This was definitely the man for me. A June wedding was planned, and my life seemed perfect. It was finally my turn to be the bride!

As do most brides, I took special care in planning each detail of the wedding. The tall, layered cake would have strawberry filling, and would be topped with the same miniature bride and groom that had graced my parents’ wedding cake. The bridesmaids would wear my favorite shade of blue, and their flowers would be pale pink. Mark was with me when we registered for china and flatware. “Are you sure we need twelve place settings, Sweetheart?”

I grinned. “We’ll use it all. We’re going to need an extra long dining table!”

On June 8, 1991, my father escorted me down the aisle of our church. “Trumpet Voluntary in D Major” by Henry Purcell was played live from the balcony as nearly 300 guests stood in my honor. I wore a white satin gown with pearl beading. My train flowed behind me, and my veil only partially concealed tears of joy. Flowers were everywhere, and pretty bridesmaids waited at the front of the sanctuary. My eyes were not on them, however. My attention was focused on Mark. I whispered a prayer under my veil, “Thank you, God, for making all my dreams come true.” Little did I know that my dreams were about to turn into a nightmare.

Filling up . . . 
Psalm 139:1-2 says, “O Lord, you have searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar.”

God knows our every thought, hope, and desire before we even have it. Still, He likes for us to talk to Him about these things. Spend time with Him today, sharing your dreams with Him. 
Chapter 2 – A Hitch in My Plans

Mark finished seminary, and was soon called to pastor a tiny little church in the Texas hill country. Our membership was made up mostly of retired people. These grandmas and grandpas were anxious to add a baby to the church nursery, and they questioned me often. “When will you two start a family?”

“Don’t wait too long, dear. You want to have your babies when you’re young!”

Some of them were downright opinionated. “Your husband needs a boy to take fishing! You better get busy!”

But in spite of our desire to comply with their wishes, nothing happened. I was teaching in the local district, and when the time came to sign a contract for another year, I grudgingly signed my name. Year after year.

When people continued to ask when we’d start our family, I just laughed and said we were enjoying life as newlyweds. Little did they know the heartache that lay beneath that laugh. Five years into our marriage, we were still “enjoying life as newlyweds.”

Everything looked peachy keen from the outside. I had an enjoyable, rewarding teaching career. I wrote music and sang, and even cut an album! I stayed busy with ministry work alongside my husband, and I performed concerts locally and regionally. I also had an interest in writing, and was occasionally published in the local newspaper. I had a handsome husband who was truly the best preacher I had ever heard. My life was full. But my arms were empty.

I shared my desire for a family with my friend Amy. She was a single girl, and single-minded. She attended seminary, and wanted to be a missionary. I shouldn’t have been surprised that her reply to me was so spiritual.
“Renae, you’re just not spiritually ready to have a baby. God has some work to do on you before you become a parent.”

I remained silent. Maybe she was right. Maybe I was being punished. But then, I thought of all the little junior high girls in our school district who ended up dropping out of school to have babies. “So what you are saying, Amy, is that an unmarried 14-year-old girl is spiritually ready to have a baby, and I’m not?”

“I didn’t mean it like that. I guess I never really thought about it that way.” Amy was a good friend, and I knew she hadn’t meant to hurt me. But I couldn’t help but feel a little annoyed. This was a physical problem, not a spiritual one.

Mark was eventually called to pastor our second church, in Copperas Cove, Texas. This church was larger and had a more diverse age range. Many children attended, and the new pastor clearly had a way with them. Not long after we began our ministry there, I was cornered by a middle-aged woman. “Your husband loves children! You need to quit concentrating on that career of yours and give him some babies.”

I was shocked and devastated. I escaped with a polite smile, but as soon as I found a private room I burst into tears. Then I became angry. How dare she say such a thing to me? Who did she think she was?

I found it more and more difficult to battle the depression that seemed to attack from all fronts. Sex was no longer an expression of romantic love. Instead, it was work that must be performed to accomplish a task. The tears cried into my pillow at night and in the shower first thing in the morning began to take their toll. My prayer life was reduced to one sentence, breathed over and over with every heartbeat. “Lord, please give us a child.”

Mark was loving and sympathetic. He saw how disappointed I was each month, and he was aware of my silent tears. He finally made a suggestion. “How would you feel about calling a fertility specialist?”

This was not an easy decision for us. We had heard that the whole process of infertility treatment was grueling, and there was never any promise of a baby at the end of it all. We had friends who had been through it. We watched their roller coaster of emotions as each month ended in disappointment. They did exactly what they were supposed to do, when they were supposed to do it, but they were not rewarded with success. There was never time, however, to mourn for long. Each month, they just had to get back on the wagon and try again.

So, it was with much discussion and trepidation that we decided to go ahead and seek medical help. Now, for a woman who still felt a little shy in a bathing suit, the thought of discussing the most intimate details of our marriage with a complete stranger was nauseating. But the desire for a baby was all consuming, so we made the appointment. This doctor was one of the best in the country, and he had no openings for several months.

I went to work every day and tried to keep a positive attitude. But it wasn’t long until the grand, bold faith of yesteryear became a questioning, doubting faith. I fought to keep bitterness at bay. I saw children at school who were mistreated and neglected, and I questioned God’s wisdom. “God, why do you give people without the common sense to feed their children breakfast in the morning the ability to multiply like rabbits, while not even blessing me and Mark with one child? Why must we beg you and take our temperature and take hormones and lie on a medical table baring all that is supposed to remain hidden, while a couple of teenagers can ignore all boundaries and bring a child into this world without the security of a marriage, jobs, or education? Why would you give me this overwhelming desire to be a mother, and then not fulfill that desire?” Like Hannah of the Bible (I Samuel 1), I came to a point of total and complete desperation. I begged and pleaded and bargained with God. I committed my life to bringing up strong, God-fearing children. I promised God over and over through bitter tears, “If you will just give me a child, I will give that child right back to You!” Like Hannah, I was willing to promise God anything. I just wanted a baby.

I can see clearly now what I could not see then. God was preparing me. He was bringing me to a point of commitment that I perhaps would not have reached had I not been so desperate. He was giving me exactly what I needed to become the person He created me to be. He had a good and loving plan for my life. Philippians 1:6 assured me that He had begun a good work in me, and He would be faithful to complete it. But one can never reach the destination without making the journey, and this journey was proving to be a difficult one.

I found myself at a crossroad. I could choose to trust God, or not. The choice was not a one-time decision. Instead, it was a choice that had to be made again and again, minute by minute, hour by hour. I knew God had promised to never leave me alone. So why did I feel so alone? Could He handle my questions? Could He handle my anger? Could He handle my hysterical tears? I’d been taught all my life that His love for me was everlasting. But I was about to embark on a journey of faith that would test everything I had ever learned about my Heavenly Father. Would He pass the test? More importantly, would I?
Filling up . . .

Proverbs 3:5-6 says, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.”

In what areas of your life is it hard to trust God completely? Talk to Him about this. Tell Him why you have difficulty, and ask Him to help you trust Him with all your heart.

Chapter 3 – Babies Everywhere!

Have you ever noticed how many babies are in this world? Why couldn’t just one of them be mine? At a time when my entire world seemed to pivot on whether or not we would have children, I tried to maintain a well-rounded life. I often reminded myself that I was a complete person, with or without babies. But I felt like a junkie in a pharmacy, or a dieter in a chocolate factory. No matter how often I told myself that babies weren’t really that important, they seemed to hunt me down.

In the grocery store, they gurgled at me from the safety of their mother’s arms. They giggled at me from their basket seats. They gazed at me from the toilet paper wrappers. I remember one toddler who began a conversation with me. “What’s your name?”

“My name is Miss Renae. What is your name, cutie?”

“I’m not aposed to talk to strangers. Mommy!”

Even the mall, which has always been a sanctuary for me, was traitorous. 
Everywhere there were Baby Gaps and Gymborees. One day I went shopping for a new purse. I was in J.C. Penney, eyeing the different leathers, trying to decide between a clutch or a shoulder strap, when there, across the aisle, was the most adorable pink floral dress with pink gingham trim! It was so tiny, it looked like it was made for a doll! I walked over, and closer inspection showed it had a matching hat, bloomers, and slippers! And, it was on sale, thirty percent off! I knew my daughter needed that dress. Yes, she would need that dress—someday. I forgot all about purses, pulled out my checkbook, and paid for the dress. It would have a nice home in the back of my closet until my daughter arrived.

Mark and I tried to have date nights, a time when we focused only on each other. We enjoyed eating out, but inevitably, we’d be seated next to a couple with a beautiful baby. And they always flirted. Why do babies flirt with the people at the next table? Once, a beautiful curly-headed boy would not stop making eyes at me. Mark leaned over and said, “Hey, buddy! That’s my wife you’re flirting with! You’d better watch your step!”

His parents laughed, and the baby boy blew me a kiss. We struck up a conversation, and I ended up with baby Collin in my lap, sharing my French fries.

It was close to impossible to get our minds off of the one thing we wanted more than anything, but couldn’t have. Mark tried to help by telling me, “Honey, don’t you know babies are stinky, drooley little creatures who keep you awake at night and spit up on your clothes?” It was a good try, but I didn’t buy it. I knew all those things were true. I still wanted one of those creatures. I still wanted a baby.

So what do you do when the one thing you really want, the one thing you are being denied, is all around you? How do you keep from obsessing over babies when you can see them, smell them, hear them, and touch them? How do you keep from bursting into tears every time you pass a baby stroller in the park?

I wish I had the answer. I really don’t know how I got through those years, except for the grace of God. I knew my feelings were not unique. I looked up the word “baby” in my Bible concordance, and turned to I Kings 3:16-28. There, I read of a woman whose newborn baby died. Another woman’s child was close by, sleeping soundly. The first woman wanted a baby so badly that she stole the other child, replacing it with her dead infant. Then, she lied to King Solomon about it. She insisted the living infant was her own, even with the baby’s true mother standing right there. And she was willing to see that baby die, as well, rather than admit the truth. Talk about obsessive! “That’s just great!” I thought. “God, surely I’m not going to end up like that, am I? I need a little help here, Father. Show me something in Your Word to give me some hope!”

I gazed out the window at Mark, mowing the lawn. He had preached from Philippians a few weeks earlier, and I remembered something in his sermon. As I thought of the apostle Paul, I imagined he could have experienced similar feelings of wanting what he could not have. As he sat in a jail cell, day after day, night after night, he wrote much of the New Testament. To do all of this writing, he must have sat near a window. As I watched Mark through my own window, I pictured Paul sitting with pen in hand. Did he hear the laughter of children in the streets? Did he smell the scent of freshly baked bread as it wafted in on the breeze? As he stood to stretch his back, did he gaze out the window at the wide space, the open air, the blue sky?

There, inches from him, was freedom. He could see it, hear it, and smell it. Reaching his fingers through the bars, he could even touch it. More than anything, he wanted to be out there, telling the world about Jesus. He wanted to be free. He could have chosen to stare all day through that window, obsessing over the freedom that could not be his. He could have lashed out in anger at God, or plummeted into a desperate depression.

I found the passage in Philippians, and I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. There, in that Roman jail cell, Paul penned these words, “I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation,” (Philippians 4:12). To be content means to be satisfied with things just as they are. It means not allowing happiness to be dependent upon circumstances beyond one’s control.

Mark came through the back door, mopping his brow with the back of his sleeve. “Honey, could you fix me some iced tea?”

“Sure, Sweetheart. I meant to do it a half hour ago. I guess I got a little distracted.”

Grinning, he said, “What store is having a sale?”

“Ha. Ha. Cute. Nobody is having a sale. As a matter of fact, I was thinking 

about Paul.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Paul who? Some ex-boyfriend of yours?”

I was tempted to dump the tea in his lap, but I refrained. “The apostle Paul, thank you very much. I was just wondering how he could have been so optimistic, so content, when everything in his life seemed to be going badly.”

Mark gulped the tea down without taking a breath, and held out the glass for a refill. “More, please . . .” he said with a roguish grin. 
As I refilled his glass, he remained quiet. Then, after a couple more gulps, he looked at me and said, “Paul was content because he chose to be. Contentment is a choice. We can either dwell on the things we’re not happy about, or we can dwell on God’s goodness to us.”

I knew he was right. When our happiness is contingent upon something more than we already possess, we will never find contentment. There will always be something more and something more and something more. But at the moment, such idealistic thinking seemed a little out of my reach. “Paul must have been a better person than I am,” I replied.

I sat down on the sofa next to my sweaty husband, and picked up my Bible again. Just a few verses after Paul wrote about being content, he wrote, “My God shall meet all your needs, according to His glorious riches in Christ Jesus,” (Philippians 4:19). Questions continued to flood my mind. “Mark, how could Paul, in such a rotten situation, write words filled with such hope? How did he maintain serenity and peace when he must have wanted to scream in frustration?”

Mark shifted into preacher mode. “I guess Paul somehow reached an understanding of what God was doing. He understood that God would never leave him, and that in itself was enough. And perhaps he understood that God always has in mind a greater purpose than what we can grasp with our human minds. Remember, it was during that time of struggle in Paul’s life that much of the New Testament was written. Had Paul been free, he would not have had time to pen what is now God’s written word to us. Where would we be today if Paul had not endured that difficulty?”

As Mark spoke, I was reminded that God has in mind a greater purpose for each of our lives than we can imagine. And as much as we would like for our lives to be easy, it’s not during the easy times that God’s great work is usually accomplished. Instead, it is most often during the times of heartache and struggle. You see, God created us to be like Him, to accomplish great and mighty things for Him. But in order to be like Him, we must first die inside. Then, He will give us a new life, a better life.
Mark kissed me on the cheek and exited into the back yard, refreshed and ready to weed-eat. As he slid the door shut, I couldn’t help thinking, But it hurts, God. It’s not fair. Why can’t you just do your ‘great work’ in me without making me go through all this? I knew I could plea my case with Him all day. But He gently reminded me that it is only when we are broken and humble before Him that He can come in and put things back together the way He wants them to be. And that is always better, by far, than what we had in mind for ourselves. But still, it didn’t make it hurt any less.

I made an effort to remind myself that God is good and loving. He allows painful things in our lives, but only because He wants to take us to a better place than we could have reached without the pain. In a small way, I guess it is like taking medicine. Medicine is yucky. It tastes bad, and sometimes it even makes us sleepy or nauseous. But when taken under the direction of a qualified physician, it will make us better. God is the great physician, and He allows us to go through some difficult things so that at the end of it all, we will be better. In the meantime, we must learn to be content. And we must learn to trust Him to meet all of our needs.

So somehow, I maintained self-control. I did not kidnap anyone’s baby. I did not even cry when my girlfriend Dana mailed out pregnancy announcements. I stood at my mailbox and read all about the happy couple. The sweet little card closed with “Expectant mother is happy and gaining!” I smiled, carried the mail inside and set it on the kitchen table. Then I grabbed my Bible and the tub of Cookies ‘n Cream ice cream and had my own little prayer meeting, complete with refreshments.

And when I turned on the television only to see the baby Olson twins gazing into the camera, I reminded myself that God was not holding out on me. He was simply holding back, waiting for the perfect time to fulfill His great purpose in my life. And I changed the channel.

And when I did cry, Psalm 56:8 reminded me that He kept a record of every single tear. Every single one. 
Could He really love me that much?
Filling up . . .

Paul wrote in II Corinthians 12:9, “But He said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you.”

Paul wrote this during a time of physical ailment, probably increasing blindness. The word “sufficient” means “meeting all of one’s basic needs”.

How does God meet your needs?

Can you think of three ways God has blessed you above and beyond your basic needs?

Chapter 4 – Fertility 101
The day finally came for our appointment with Dr. Thomas. I was nervous. I changed my mind four times about what to wear. As if that would make a difference. I wanted this doctor to like us, to see what wonderful parents we would be; maybe then, he’d work extra hard to make sure we got a baby. I finally decided on a brilliant purple blazer with a cinched waist, black pants, and high-heeled boots. Responsible. No-nonsense. But with a hint of playfulness.

During our first visit with Dr. Thomas, he offered a few non-invasive suggestions. He made sure we understood the exact time of the month we could get pregnant. We discussed body temperature and ovulation. He asked us to try those ideas for six months, and see what happened. I could not believe my ears. He was actually explaining the basics of fertility to us. Did he not understand that I had already read every fertility book I could find?

On the way home from the doctor’s office that first day, I cried. “We’ve tried those things already, Mark! I thought he was actually going to do something. Adding six more months to the years we’ve already waited seems pointless!”

Ever the voice of reason, Mark’s reply was calm, with just a hint of sarcasm. “Apparently, my love, we haven’t been doing it right. Maybe now, with Fertility 101 behind us, we’ll get it right.”

Six months later, we still apparently weren’t doing it right. 

We made another appointment, and I was scheduled for a H Y S T E R O -

S A L P I N G O G R A M. (Pronounced “torture chamber.”)  I lay on a table while dye was injected into my uterus. Dr. Thomas watched the dye travel through my tubes, trying to see if there was any blockage. The pain was severe, and I cried like a baby right there in front of the doctor, the lab assistant, the nurse, and my sweet husband. I hate crying in front of people. My nose gets all red and swollen and my skin gets all splotchy—not the image I like to present to the world.

That is when God in His mercy reached right down and took the shape of Dr. Thomas. He looked at me in my miserable state and said, “I think you’ve been through enough. It’s time to get this show on the road.”

That month, we decided to try intrauterine insemination. Mark had passed his sperm count test with flying colors, and I was given a cocktail of fertility drugs. I had to take some pills on days one through three of my cycle. Then, on days seven through nine, I had to take some shots. I’m not sure what all I put into my body, but I know there was some estrogen and some progesterone and something to make my ovaries spit out a lot of eggs. My female parts became so tender that it hurt to even sit down! Then, on day fourteen, Mark dropped off his donation, and we both waited in the doctor’s office. We prayed once more, “Please give us a child.”

Doctor Thomas hooked up the ultrasound machine and took a look at my ovaries. His eyebrows lifted, and he told us that what he saw was encouraging. Encouraging!

Then he flipped the screen around and showed us what he saw. He pointed to each egg as he counted aloud. “There’s one, two, three over here, and one, two three, four, five over here. You have eight good eggs.”

Eight good eggs! That was very encouraging! . .. But what exactly did that mean?

He explained to us that our chance of a multiple pregnancy was high. I was thrilled! “You mean we might have twins or triplets? I would love that! Mark, wouldn’t that be great?”

Mark remained silent. He looked a little pale.

Dr. Thomas gave me a steady gaze and said, “I suggest you consider all your options.” That was all he said. I wasn’t sure what he meant by ‘consider my options’. But I didn’t want to appear ignorant, so I just nodded.

Then we were told to examine the syringe with my husband’s name on it, to make good and sure it was the right stuff. Finally, I was injected with Mark’s super-duper manly love potion, and told to lie still for 15 minutes. It was over.

Consider our options. To the best of my recollection, it took me a couple of days to figure out which options he meant. When it finally dawned on me that he was referring to selective reduction, I was forced into a crisis of belief that I had never before had to face.

Selective reduction! Why, I was the most pro-life person I knew! Of course I would never abort my babies, not even one of them! Would I? What if there was little to no chance of survival? What if the babies would be severely handicapped? What if some of them could be saved only if others were eliminated? What if it put my own life in jeopardy? The what ifs were countless. I had never before had to look faith in the face as closely as I did now. I prayed desperately, but I didn’t really even know what to pray. Finally, I asked God to spare us from having to make that choice.

We asked some close friends for prayer. We were shocked when one of them, without thinking, said, “Maybe this shows you shouldn’t go trying to control human life. That is God’s place. When man starts trying to control God’s business, everything gets messed up.”

That was easy for her to say. She had a whole litter of children at home. I ranted at Mark, “I’ll just bet she would go to the doctor if she had pneumonia, or cancer. Next time she gets sick, remind me to tell her not to mess around with God’s business!” Mark just rubbed my back and didn’t say a word. I couldn’t tell if he was handling it better that I was, or if he was just too angry to speak.

I believe now, as I always have, that I could not have chosen to end the life of my child. I believe that, no matter what, God would have honored the decision to keep any number of babies that may have turned up in my womb. However, He chose to grant our request. Two weeks later, I held a positive pregnancy test in my hand. Mark and I laughed and we cried and we laughed some more.

The next day, a blood test confirmed what we already knew. Dr. Thomas wanted to do an ultrasound to find out how many people were in there. The ultrasound showed that we had one strong, healthy, fertilized egg. “Congratulations!” he said, as he printed out the ultrasound image for us to take home. “It looks like you are going to be parents!”

We thought our baby was beautiful! Before hanging the picture on our refrigerator, we showed it to everyone we knew! What looked like a dot on a page to most people was the symbol of God’s goodness to us. We had a baby! Now, if we could just make it through the next eight months.. .

Filling up . . .

Psalm 52:9 says, “I will praise you forever for what You have done; in your name I will hope, for Your name is good.”

What are some good things God has done for you? Spend time today praising Him and thanking Him.
Chapter 5 – Rotisserie

After so many years of trying and praying and crying, I could not believe it had been so easy to get pregnant! We had friends who had been through countless cycles of treatment with no success. God had been faithful to us.

I was ready that first week to shop for maternity clothes. I wanted the whole world to know I was pregnant! My mom and Mark’s mom (AKA “Mom” and “Mama C.”) were happy to comply. The three of us visited every maternity shop we could find. In one store, I decided to try on a few things. I hadn’t gained an ounce yet, and the store clerk suggested I use a maternity pillow. She handed me a huge pillow with a strap on the back. I was to wrap it around my middle before I tried on the clothes. This would help determine if the clothes would still fit in 6 months.

I couldn’t help but laugh at my image. I walked out of the dressing room to model a beautiful, salmon colored suit with pearl buttons. “This can be my Easter dress!” I exclaimed. “But I’ll never be this big.” I gestured to my enormous middle. My two moms just looked at each other and smiled, as if they shared a secret. I ignored them and continued to try on clothes. Hey, I could get used to this pregnancy thing. New baby aside, I was all for anything that required buying a whole new wardrobe!

I walked through each day as if in a lovely dream. I was thrilled with my growing mid-section. I didn’t even mind the nausea and throwing up. Well, I sort of minded that part, but who wants to complain?

We began clearing out the spare room, getting ready for a nursery. It was time for more shopping! “Mark, are you sure we should go with the Noah’s Ark theme? This cowboy bedding is soooo adorable!”

“Whatever you want, my love.” Mark was more than willing to leave the home décor up to me. In the end, we decided on a black and red Noah’s Ark comforter set. We found a lovely oak crib and changing table as well.

Then, at 17 weeks, another ultrasound told us that our boy was actually a girl. At first I was shocked. I’d been so sure it was a boy! But then, I thought about giving birth to a fellow shopping buddy, a soul-mate, a best friend. I knew God had given me a wonderful gift. 

I returned the red and black bedding and found a girly Noah’s Ark set. We painted the nursery pink, and prayed that our daughter would be healthy, smart, beautiful, witty, charming, and everything else good. Those months were the happiest of my life.

At 27 weeks, all was going well. Mark wanted to attend a pastor’s  conference in Florida. “What? You’re going to leave me here all alone?” I complained. But then, I realized how much it meant to him and I encouraged him to go. My parents would visit me for the weekend, and there were countless people at our church looking out for me. So off he flew, and I settled in for a happy weekend of shopping with Mom.

I remember the moment as if it happened minutes ago. Mom and I were in a flower shop, looking at plants and stuffed animals and floral arrangements. Suddenly, I began having contractions. Now, I had never had contractions before, but I knew without a doubt that’s what they were. The muscles in my cervix were flexing back and forth, and there was nothing I could do to stop them. It didn’t hurt at all, but I knew it was all wrong. I knew this should not be happening.

“Mom, something strange is going on.”

“It’s probably just the baby moving.”

“No, Mom. I think I need to call Pam.” She handed me her cell phone, and I called my nurse-midwife at home. She was a close family friend and a member of our church, and I had her number memorized.

“Pam, this is Renae. Something weird is happening. I think you need to take a look at me.”

“Okay. I’ll meet you at the Family Birthplace in ten minutes.”

We hurried to meet her, and she was waiting for us when we got there. She smiled calmly and said, “It’s probably nothing, but better safe than sorry!” She continued to make small talk with my mom as I undressed.

Her calm expression took on a look of concern as she examined me. “You have dilated to about two centimeters. I think you should go to the emergency room. 
“Whatever happens, just try to stay calm. The doctor may give you some medicine to stop the contractions. Worst case scenario, your daughter will be born soon. It is possible for a baby to survive outside the womb at 27 weeks.”

We climbed into the car and headed for the emergency room, all the while begging God to intervene. Over and over I prayed, “Please, God, don’t let her be born yet.” Mom held my hand and tried not to cry. I’m so glad she was there with me.

We called Mrs. Kelly, Mark’s secretary, and told her what was happening. “Do you think you can track Mark down at the convention and tell him what’s going on?”

“You bet!” she exclaimed, and we knew the task was as good as done. She soon called back to let us know Mark would catch the first available flight home.

A few minutes later, the cell phone rang again, and this time it was Mark. “Sweetheart, I’ll be there as soon as I can. I love you.”

We reached the emergency room, and Mom filled out the paperwork and presented my insurance information. Meanwhile, the emergency room nurse hooked me up to a monitor. The narrow exam table was uncomfortable, and the constant beep-beeping of the monitor made it difficult to remain calm. We learned I was still having some big contractions.

A different nurse came into the room and began adjusting cords and pushing buttons. “Miss Renae, it’s a little too early for you to be here. We’re going to do our best to send you home today! I looked up and saw Brenda, another member of our church. Her familiar face and sweet spirit served as a calming agent. She handed me a glass of water and suggested I drink lots of clear liquids. We watched the monitor, and the contractions continued. Glory be to God, however, they seemed to be slowing. Finally, they stopped altogether. God is good.

I was sent home with a doctor’s appointment scheduled for Monday morning. Mark flew in later that evening, and I tried to take it easy for the next couple of days. When my doctor examined me, she promptly wrote a note excusing me from work. I was put on complete bed rest for the remainder of my pregnancy. “Can’t I at least go in and say goodbye to my fourth graders?” I asked.

The doctor’s look was grim. “No. I want you to go straight home and get in bed. Lie only on your side, never on your back or front. Be sure to rotate from side to side, too.” Great. Now I was a rotisserie chicken.

Over the next week, my emotions ranged the scale, from sheer terror to absolute relief to utter despair to complete boredom. I was afraid for my child. I was heartbroken that I wasn’t even allowed to say goodbye to my students at school. And I grew weary of counting the dots on the ceiling.

 Then my friend Joan told me, “Renae, once that baby gets here you won’t get any rest for the next twenty years. Enjoy this!” I tried to take her advice.

Mark tried everything he could think of to cheer me up. He prepared my favorite foods. He wheeled the television to just the right place in the living room. He bought girl movies for me to watch, picked out cross stitch patterns, chose Christian Romance novels, and basically did everything that a Prince Charming would do. He even attended childbirth classes alone, then taught me what he had learned! I’d give anything to have been a fly on the wall at those classes. 

And we prayed.

I had many visitors at first. But after a few weeks, the visitors dwindled to a few faithful, dear ladies in our church. Their visits meant the world to me, as they brought baked goods and magazines and much-needed companionship. They taught me a great deal about true Christian love.

The weeks slowly passed, and there were no more contractions. I read to my baby, exposed her to classical music, and did all those things I heard good expectant mothers do. And I prayed a lot. God used those weeks to once again bring me to a point of desperate communication with Him. I prayed for every aspect of my unborn daughter’s life, and claimed mighty and wonderful things for her years of service to Him. Over and over I promised, “God, I will do all in my power to bring up a strong, committed Christian lady.”

At 35 weeks, I was told I could sit at the table for short periods of time. At 37 weeks, I was released from bed rest, and attended a massive baby shower thrown by my church family. And, at 40 weeks and 2 days, I delivered a miracle. She was a beautiful, healthy, 8 lb. 2 oz. bundle of God’s love. Her name was Charis Rebecca Brumbaugh, and she filled up our hearts.

This was only the beginning. Charis was the first in our home full of children. Would there be more?
Filling up . . .

I Samuel 1:27 tells us of Hannah’s answer to prayer. “For this child I prayed, and the Lord has granted me what I asked of Him.”

Psalm 37:4 says, “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.”

Spend time in His presence today, delighting in Him, and letting Him know the desires of your heart. 

Chapter 6 – Still Room in My Lap

I once heard it said that to make the choice to become a parent is to make the choice to wear your heart on the outside of your body for the rest of your life. This is an accurate analogy. Charis’s entrance into this world proved to be the most amazing, overwhelming, beautiful experience of my life, and I know Mark felt the same way.

In spite of all this, Mark and I found ourselves somewhat unprepared for parenthood. Our first attempts at diaper changing were comical at best, and for a while, it took both of us to make the thing stay on. And nursing? My goodness! You’d think something so natural would be easy. For me, the first two weeks of nursing were harder than labor. But we eventually settled into a pleasant routine. Nursing became a pleasure. And Mark and I each learned to change a diaper—all by ourselves!

Though parenthood brought many adjustments, we really had nothing to complain about. Charis was truly one of the sweetest, most agreeable babies I have ever known. She slept through the night by the time she was two weeks old, and we weren’t even trying to put her on a schedule. She cooed and smiled and rarely cried. She made everyone she met feel special, and she was loved by all.

I poured everything I had into Charis. She was a joyous, permanent attachment to my hip. I spent hours cooing and laughing and playing and reading to her, often neglecting laundry and housework. Ever the elementary school teacher, we had regular classes in which I taught her colors, shapes, and the alphabet. “Charis, what color is Winnie the Pooh? Yellow? That’s right! And look, he’s wearing a red shirt.” I did this almost daily, from the time she was only a few weeks old. (Think what you will. We had fun!)  Charis soon became a miniature best friend to me. We did everything together; we adored each other.

She was a Daddy’s girl, too. “There’s my girl!” Mark exclaimed each time he saw her, and she’d giggle and squeal. Whenever Daddy was near, she only had eyes for him. 
Mark and I loved being parents, and we thanked God often for His grace-gift to us. The word “charis” is Greek for “God’s grace,” or undeserved favor. It was an appropriate name for our daughter. Her middle name, Rebecca, means “captivating one,” and she certainly captured our hearts.

Our home décor soon became early Pooh-Bear, and it wasn’t long before our favorite music was anything sung by the Cedarmont Kids. Everything we did revolved around Charis, and we liked it that way. She was so easy to love, so easy to care for. She was obedient, compliant, and pleasant from the start. Her rare outbursts only assured us that she was a real child, and not just a beautiful dream.

Mark and I began to wonder why people ever complained about the hardships of parenthood. By the time she was a year old, Charis was the adoration of her parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, and many surrogate family members in our church. And we were ready for another one.

After all, we were good at this parenting thing. Charis was a happy, healthy, gorgeous child. Why would number two be any different? Mark and I were not normally so prideful. But there is something about chubby arms around one’s neck and a cherub face saying “I wuv you, Mommy and Daddy,” that can cause even the most humble person’s heart to fill with pride. 
From the time Charis was born, we had never done anything to prevent another pregnancy. But now, we stepped back into the whole temperature-taking, calendar- watching regime. We hoped and prayed that this time it would happen the old-fashioned way.

I was once again disappointed each month, but Charis helped to keep my spirits high. Her first sentence was “Mama, sit!” She motioned to the place next to her and handed me her favorite book. I will treasure that moment always.

Although my days were filled with glorious motherhood, my family didn’t feel complete. I didn’t want Charis to be an only child. I wanted her to have a playmate while she was young. I wanted her to have someone with whom to share life’s memories. I didn’t want her to someday shoulder the responsibility of caring for aging parents alone. And to be perfectly honest, I just wanted another baby. There was still room in my lap.

The time came when I had to fight depression. Some days, I kept moving for Charis’s sake alone. Mark shared my desire for a second child, but he didn’t share in my desperation. He frequently reminded me, “Sweetheart, God has given us one perfect, healthy child. Don’t forget how blessed we are.”

He was right, of course. God had been so good and so gracious. I felt greedy at times. But in spite of trying to keep things in perspective, the desire for a second child proved to be every bit as powerful as the first.

I can’t explain to you why I wasn’t satisfied with Charis as an only child. She was more wonderful than I could have ever imagined. She filled my heart. But I knew that with more children, the blessings would only increase. I wanted a home full of children. I wanted my lap to be full. I wasn’t finished. I wanted another baby.

One Sunday morning, I dropped Charis off at our church nursery. There was another little girl, about Charis’s age, crying and throwing a fit. “I want Bubba! I want Bubba to stay with me!” I looked to the child’s mother, wondering why she wouldn’t just give the child her toy. But then I realized “Bubba” was not a toy. Bubba was baby-speak for “Brother.” The little boy, about 7 years old, knelt and gave his sister a hug.

“Bubba will be back soon, I promise! I have to go to my class now, and you have to go to your class. You’ll have fun, and then I’ll be back!”

I stared, open-mouthed, at the love this little boy and girl shared. I wanted Charis to know that kind of love.

I ordered adoption information through the mail. I didn’t care about the nationality or race of a baby. I was anxious to care for any child God chose to give us. But it wasn’t such an easy decision for Mark. “Sweetheart, I don’t know. I want more children, too. But adoption can be a long, difficult, expensive ordeal. I ‘m happy with the child God has given us, even if we never have any more.”

I stopped voicing my desire for number two. But the ache in my heart continued. I pasted a smile on my face and moved through my days mechanically. I pretended all was well. I am so thankful that God surrounded me with a few close friends to whom I could confide. These women were a lifeline to me. Their prayers carried me through days when I am sure I would have otherwise melted.

I finally came to the conclusion that I had nothing to feel guilty about. I was not greedy for wanting what most couples can have so easily. It was not wrong to have a desire that was so clearly God-given.

I thought of placing an advertisement in the paper. “WANTED: YOUR BABY.” I thought of begging and pleading in front of a family planning clinic. I even half-humorously thought of kidnapping. But fear of hard prison time kept me acting like a sane person, even when I didn’t feel like one.

Once again, I came to the point where trusting God was a minute by minute, hourly choice. But somehow I kept making that choice. I prayed without ceasing and cried out with the same desperation I had experienced before. “Please, God. Please give me another child.”

I questioned God. At times, I doubted Him. “God, why are you doing this to me? Why is this so easy for so many people, and so difficult for me? Why doesn’t my body work the way it is supposed to? It’s not fair, God. I don’t understand why this is happening to me!” Somehow, through the tears, the anger, the begging and pleading, I kept the lines of communication open with God. 
My heavenly Father always came through for me in those desperate moments. Just when I felt I would be forever lost in a pool of depression and despair, Charis would bring me a wildflower, or dance wildly to The Four Tops, or dump the spaghetti bowl on her head. Mark reminded me often that I was loved, and his dry sense of humor kept me smiling. These little things drew me back into reality, and I’d remember to count my blessings instead of my tears.

My life wasn’t going exactly as I had planned. I wondered what God had in mind for me. Was He going to give me another child? Would this aching in my heart ever go away? It was all I could do to just keep breathing, in and out, in and out. The only choice I had was to simply wait and see what God had in store.

Filling up . . .
I Thessalonians 5:17 says, “Pray continually.”

This simply means to take God with you throughout your day. Talk to Him silently or out loud as you drive, as you wash dishes, as you walk your dog, as you do whatever you must do. Try to pray continually today. You may be surprised at how often He talks back!
Chapter 7 – Left Behind
Life kept going, and Charis kept growing. Mark and I kept praying and trying for another child, but to no avail. I began to wonder if God really did want Charis to be an only child. It was an idea I just couldn’t bring myself to accept.

One day my friend Susan stopped me in the church hallway. “Have you heard the news?” she asked.

“What news?”

“Cindy is pregnant.”

“Oh!. .. no, I hadn’t heard. How exciting!” I gushed. I had gotten pretty good at faking enthusiasm for other people’s babies.

A couple of weeks later, I saw Cindy. “Congratulations! I heard about your great news.”

“Thanks!” Cindy beamed. “And did you hear about Mary Jo?”

“ . . . No, what about her?”

“She’s pregnant, too. She’s due one month after I am. It looks like this one will have a playmate!” she said, gesturing to her middle.

“Wow. I guess the church nursery will be filling up!” I gave her a bright smile and remembered something I needed from Mark’s office.

Mark looked up from his desk as I shut the door behind me. “Hello, my love.”

“Did you put something in the water here?”

Mark lifted his eyebrows.

“Did you put something in the water? Because everyone at this church is pregnant. Everyone but me, that is.”

“Everyone? Really? Mrs. Kelly is pregnant? She didn’t tell me. And Joan, too? And Mira? And Gaylene? Wow! That is amazing.”

I gave him a mean look. A really mean one.

He stood up, walked over to me, and wrapped his arms around me. I gave him a brave smile, took a deep breath, and turned to leave.

“I love you, Sweetheart,” he called as I left for my Sunday school class. 

That afternoon, I was quiet. I snuggled with Charis as she lay down for her nap. I was just about ready to give up. But not quite. I just couldn’t make the desire for another child go away completely, no matter how hard I tried. “Dear Father,” I prayed, “it’s the waiting, the not knowing, that is so hard. Please give us another child soon, or let us know for sure that it’s never going to happen. This waiting is making me insane.”

I once heard an excellent description of the emotions experienced by an infertile couple. I don’t recall the source, but the infertile couple was compared to the family of a soldier missing in action. The family waits, hopes, prays, longs for their missing son or daughter to be found. If the soldier is found alive, the family rejoices! If the soldier is found dead, the family mourns, and although the ache and emptiness of having lost a child never leaves completely, there is eventually some healing. After a time, the family can continue their lives. However, as long as the soldier is missing, there is a continual hope that is never realized, a dream left unfulfilled, a nightmare that never ends. 

In much the same way, the infertile couple waits for a child without ever knowing if that child will arrive. There is always the dream, the hope, the possibility. But often, the dream is never fulfilled, the hope never realized. If and when a couple learns they can never bear children, mourning takes place, and eventually, healing. But for couples like Mark and me, when pregnancy is a possibility, there is the continual waiting. The hoping. The praying. The lack of closure. It’s enough to drive a person crazy.

Or at least to chocolate. Lots of it. And shopping, too. But that is a whole different book.

I decided to approach Mark about the possibility of giving Dr. Thomas another call. “Honey, I think I’m ready to try fertility treatment again.”

“I’ve been thinking about that, too. Why don’t you call tomorrow?”

My jaw dropped. I don’t know why I had expected him to resist the idea. “Okay!” I said with a smile. I guess that settled it.

The call was made, and an appointment was scheduled. Within a few weeks, we sat once again in Dr. Thomas’ office. This time we came bearing gifts. He unwrapped a picture of Charis in a tiny silver frame. “Thank you!” he exclaimed. “You don’t know how much this means to me. Since I don’t actually deliver babies, I often lose touch with families after they move on to an obstetrician. I have just the spot for this in my office!”

“We can never thank you enough for helping bring her into our lives,” I told him.

He looked deeply touched. “This is why I do what I do. All my patients don’t have such a happy ending. I’m glad this worked out for you.”

Mark leaned back in his chair. “Well, Doc, this is working out so well, we’d like to place an order for another one‑ just like the first!”

Dr. Thomas laughed. “I don’t know if I can do that for you, but I’ll sure try. The good news is that we already know what works for you. How old is Charis? Three? My, how time passes. We won’t waste any more of your time. How soon do you want to get started?”

“Right away!” I exclaimed. My stomach leapt into my heart, and I felt giddy. This had worked before. There was no reason it wouldn’t work again. This time next month, I would be pregnant.

The doctor scrawled on his prescription pad. “Take a shot of this one on days three through five of your next cycle, and then take these pills on days seven through nine. Call me on the first day of your cycle so we can set up an appointment for the insemination on day fourteen.”

On the way home, I talked Mark into stopping at an upscale resale shop near the hospital. “They usually have some great maternity clothes. I promise not to buy anything, but I’m really in the mood to look.”

He rolled his eyes and steered the car into the shop parking lot. “You have fifteen minutes,” he said. “I’m going across the street to that bait and tackle shop. Don’t buy anything!”

I kissed him on the cheek and hopped out of the car. I practically skipped into the shop and found my way to the maternity section. I didn’t see much that interested me, so I moved on to the baby section. Before I knew it, I had an armful of things I wanted to show Mark.

“No!” he said as he came in the door. “I thought you wanted to look at maternity clothes.”

“I didn’t see anything I liked. But just look at—“

“No.” He took the clothes out of my arms and put them back on the rack. “We’ll have plenty of time to shop later. And maybe we’ll actually have some money then, too. Come on. I need to get you out of here. You are a wild woman.”

“But—” I saw it was no use. He had my purse, and was headed out the door. Oh, well. You win some, you lose some. It didn’t have even the tiniest effect on the joy I felt at knowing I’d be a mother again soon. Defeated, but still happy, I followed him out the door.

Over the next couple of weeks, I popped my pills and took my shots with a smile. O-day (O for ovulation) fell on a Sunday morning, and Mark and I discussed our options. “I’ll just get someone to preach for me,” Mark said.

“Then everyone will ask why you were gone. I’d rather this be a surprise. Why don’t you just turn in your jar, and go on to church? I’ve been through this before. I’ll be fine.”

Mark was hesitant, but he agreed. On that Sunday morning, Mark and I took separate cars to the hospital. He and Charis escorted me to Dr. Thomas’ office, and together, we prayed, “Dear Father, let this work. We know that in spite of all the doctors and medications and scientific advances, You alone can create life. Please give us another child.” Mark kissed me on the tip of my nose, gathered Charis in his arms, and went to church.

Dr. Thomas smiled as he entered the room. “Good morning! Are you ready for this?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied. With the assistance of his nurse, Dr. Thomas used the ultrasound machine to examine my ovaries. “Looks good,” he stated, and then I was injected with Mark’s syringe. “Lie still for fifteen minutes. My nurse will let you know when you can get dressed.”

Just like last time. I sure hope the outcome is the same.

I waited the fifteen minutes, got dressed, and drove home. I had a good feeling about this. I couldn’t wait to tell everyone we were pregnant. Two weeks, and we’ll know for sure. It was going to be difficult to keep from telling anyone before then.

At our Sunday evening worship service, I learned Erica was pregnant. Everyone was abuzz about all the new babies coming up. Just wait till they hear about me! I smiled and kept my little secret.

I counted the days, knowing that each box on the calendar brought me one day closer to the joy of actually knowing for sure. The joy of being able to present Mark with another child, to present Charis with a sibling.

On day twelve, that joy was deflated. I sat in the bathroom. I couldn’t even cry. I was numb with shock. It just didn’t make sense. To be perfectly honest, the thought that this wouldn’t work had not even seriously occurred to me. Oh, I knew the statistics. Dr. Thomas had been clear about the fact that for many, this method failed more often than it worked. But it had worked for me. It was supposed to work again. I dreaded telling Mark. I wanted to wake up and find I was just having a terrible dream.

But it wasn’t a dream. I found Mark in the den, watching television. I sat down next to him but didn’t say a word.

“Hi, hon. You gonna watch the game with me?”

The floodgates opened. I didn’t make a sound, but the tears wouldn’t stop.

“Sweetheart! What’s the matter?” Mark’s arms folded around me. 

I couldn’t speak. Somehow, Mark sensed what was wrong. He grabbed the remote control and clicked off the television, and then he just held me. Neither of us said a word for a long time.

“Mark, I’m sorry. It didn’t work. We’re not pregnant.”

He handed me a tissue, and we both somehow laughed as I honked my nose. “It will happen. We’ll just try again.”

I hope he’s right. I hope it will happen. I just wish I could know for sure. 

Filling up . . .

Isaiah 49:23 says. “. . . those who hope in me will not be disappointed.”

Have you lost hope in the Lord?
Chapter 8 – Roller Coaster
I called Dr. Thomas’ office to tell him I wasn’t pregnant. He reassured me. “It’s rare for this to work on the first try. Let’s just keep going for it. I’ll call in your prescriptions, and you know the drill. My nurse will set up an appointment for day 14.”

So, here we go again, I thought. I wasn’t nearly as excited this time as I had been last month. All those hormones made me sore, irritable, and highly emotional. I hadn’t banked on having to take them again this month. But I felt I had little choice in the matter. We wanted another baby. Nothing else had worked for us.

The phone rang. It was my dear friend, Eileen. She knew of our desire for another child, and was one of the few people who knew we had returned to Dr. Thomas. “I was just thinking about you. How are things going?” she asked.

I knew that was a polite way of asking if I was pregnant. “It didn’t work,” I told her.

She was quiet. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “Are you going to try again?”

“Yes. I’ve already made an appointment for two weeks from now.” 

“We’ll just keep praying that it works this time,” Eileen replied. She had a gentle and encouraging spirit, and I was grateful for her friendship.

“Thanks,” I whispered. We said our goodbyes, but I couldn’t help but feel there was something she wasn’t telling me. It was probably the hormones. They made me a little crazy.

A couple of days later, Eileen called again. “How are you doing?” she asked. 

“About the same, I guess. And you?”

Silence. “Hello?” I asked.

“Well. . . I’ve got some news. I don’t really want to tell you, but I also don’t want you to hear it from anyone else.”

This time, I was silent. Finally, I found my voice. “You’re pregnant?”

“Yes.”

I couldn’t believe this was happening. As my heart cried, “Et tu Brute?”, somehow my lips found the words, “Congratulations! That is great! I am so happy for you. Samuel will be a wonderful big brother. I’m sure Jay is thrilled! I am so, so excited for you all.”

“Are you sure? Because it’s okay if you’re not. I understand this is difficult for you.”

“No, I’m fine with it. What happens in someone else’s womb has nothing to do with me. I couldn’t be happier. Really!” Those hormones were turning me into a shameless liar. What next?

Eileen’s voice was gentle. “Thank you. I appreciate that. And I just know it’s going to happen for you and Mark again, very soon.”

“Thanks for your encouragement. Oh! Charis is making a mess. I have to go. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Okay. Bye!” She was gone. The traitor.

I continued the medication, and on day 14, Mark and I sat once again in Dr. Thomas’ office. He was becoming a regular fixture in our lives. As always, he was friendly and compassionate. 

“Hello, Brumbaugh family! How are you doing today?”

“Sore,” I replied.

He smiled. “Those hormones really do a number on your body, don’t they?”

“Let’s just hope it works this month, Doc. My wife has cried at every Hallmark commercial for the last month. If this lasts much longer, we’ll need to buy stock in the Kleenex company!” Mark lamented.

“That’s probably not a bad idea, regardless. Let’s take a look at your ovaries.” He once again used the ultrasound machine to confirm that everything looked good. We checked the syringe, and the insemination took place. I had the routine memorized. Perhaps when all was said and done, I’d attend infertility school. I’d probably graduate as valedictorian.

Dr. Thomas instructed, “Lie still for – ”

“I know,” I interrupted. “Lie still for 15 minutes. The nurse will tell me when it is time to get dressed.”

“You’re getting the hang of this.” Dr. Thomas laughed. “Hopefully you won’t have to do this again.”

“Amen to that!” I exclaimed.

Over the next two weeks, my mood gradually improved. It had to work this time, right? Surely, I was pregnant. I didn’t feel pregnant. But then, I hadn’t felt pregnant with Charis until I was six weeks along, and the nausea had begun. So maybe the fact that I didn’t feel pregnant was a good sign. Yes, it was definitely a good sign. I counted down the 14 more days I had to wait until I’d know for sure. Each day that passed was good news. 

I went to church, but I stayed to myself. I just really didn’t feel like pretending to be happy for the Fertile Four. Next month, hopefully, we’d be the Fertile Five, and then I would celebrate. For now, I just needed to be alone.

I seemed to be hanging by a thread. I was terrified to go to the restroom, for fear of finding bad news. I was pumped full of artificial hormones, and I felt like I’d burst into tears at any moment. It was all I could do to keep a calm facade. I really just wanted to curl up in a fetal position and wait for the news, whatever that news may be.

I wanted to pray. And I suppose I did pray, in my spirit. But my mind was so muddled, I couldn’t think of words to say to God. Not any that made sense, anyway. “Please, God. Please,” I whispered over and over.

I’ve heard it said that God always answers prayer. His answers are “Yes,” “No,” or “Wait.” I felt I’d waited long enough, but God didn’t agree with me. He apparently had other plans. Twelve days after the insemination, I learned once again that I wasn’t pregnant.

This time, I responded in anger. I stomped out of the bathroom. I threw a hairbrush across the room. Then I melted onto the floor, in a puddle of sobs. “Why, God? Why is this happening to me? Why are You doing this to me? You could make all of this. . . this heartache go away. You could give us a child. Why are you doing this?”

I felt gentle arms around me. “Why are you sad, Mommy?” My sweet Charis had come to comfort me, to wipe my tears. I pulled her into my arms, and tried to regain composure. 

“Mommy’s okay, Sweetheart. I just don’t feel good. I’ll be okay.” We held each other for a few minutes, and then I said, “Come on. Let’s go in the backyard and blow some bubbles.”

“Yeah!” she cried, and practically pulled me to my feet, through the house, and out the back door. I thought about calling Mark at the office, but I decided to wait. Charis needed me right now. And I needed her.

It was a beautiful, crisp fall day. I sat in a chair on the back porch and blew bubbles, while Charis chased them. No, God had not given me the answer I wanted. But in that moment, He sent a comforter in the form of a three-year-old, curly-haired, blue-eyed angel. Yes, I was still sad. But for that moment, I was at peace. For that moment, I stopped worrying about what the future held, and gave my full effort to blowing bubbles, listening to my daughter laugh, and soaking in her beautiful presence. There would be plenty of time to mourn. Now, in this moment, God had offered a respite, and I was going to take it. 

Filling up . . . 

Ecclesiastes 3:4 tells us there is “a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance.”

Make time today to laugh, and to dance.

Chapter 9 – A Needed Break

It was early November. Mark and I decided to focus on Thanksgiving, and on all we had to be thankful for. We decided to take a break from infertility treatment, from stress, from watching the calendar, from anything that hinted of babies.

Now, in my family, Thanksgiving is a big deal. Colossal. The number of people present at the actual meal has very little to do with the amount of food prepared. We believe in having more leftovers than actual food eaten. In fact, if there is not enough food to feed my parents, my brother’s family and my family for a week, then something is not right.

 So, I volunteered to have Thanksgiving at my house. After all, I needed a diversion. I began researching recipes, learning napkin-folding techniques, making a guest list, and planning seating arrangements. We lived in a military community, and there were often soldiers with no family nearby, so they were included in our holiday plans. My grandmother and my aunt were invited, as well as a young soldier from our church. There would be thirteen of us in all. 

I solicited cooking advice from anyone who would listen. My friend Joan and I walked each morning, and I asked her, “Have you ever cooked a turkey?”

“Oh, Renae! The best turkey I’ve ever made was in was of those baking bags. I just followed the directions on the box, and it was so easy!”

I asked the produce manager at the grocery store, “Is sweet potato pie better when made with fresh sweet potatoes or canned?”

“My wife uses canned. I’ve never had it with fresh. In my opinion, you might as well keep it easy!”

I asked my mom, “Can I have your recipe for dressing?”

“Renae, you know better than that. I don’t use a recipe! A little of this, a little of that, and you keep sampling it until it tastes right.”

“. . . Uh, Mom? Would you make the dressing?”

The invitation list continued to grow. Dad and Nancy (Mark’s dad and step-mom) decided to join us. Mama C. was invited, but she already had plans. I was concerned about fitting fifteen people into my dining room, so plans were changed. Thanksgiving would now be held at Mom and Dad’s place. They had a huge room where extra tables could be set up.

For a few short weeks, I was able to breathe. Oh, I still thought about babies at night. I still prayed. But each time I found myself dwelling on my desire for more children, I simply pulled out a cookbook or a SOUTHERN LIVING magazine, and focused on the coming holiday. My body, mind, and spirit needed a break, and if something as trivial as a squash casserole could help provide that, then by golly, squash casserole it was. It may sound silly, but trust me. It helped. Even if I did have to switch over to my “fat” clothes.

I baked and froze, baked and froze. Charis helped me put together a fabulous pumpkin pie. She was quite proud of her accomplishment, so we went ahead and ate the pie. She was glad to help make another for our feast. 

The day before Thanksgiving, Mark, Shelby and Dad moved extra tables into my parents’ great room. Debbie and I set up a smaller table for the four children. I was only a little jealous that three of them belonged to my brother. I pretty much claimed my nieces and nephew as my own, anyway.

Mom, Debbie and I labored over the tablecloth, napkins, and place settings. Fall flowers, gourds, and oil lamps were arranged in the center. Then, exhausted, we all decided to go out to eat. “I vote for Mexican food!” Mark exclaimed, so we loaded the children into their car seats, piled into three different vehicles, and headed for Casa Ole. I thought of all the food we had in our collective freezers and giggled. This was sure a lot of trouble for one meal, but we were enjoying all the fuss. 

The next morning, I lay in bed long before anyone else was awake. “Father, I do thank you. I know sometimes I lose focus of all You’ve given me. Thank you for my family, my friends, my church, my home. Thank you for my good health. Forgive me for forgetting to say ‘thank you’ enough. Amen.”

When we arrived at Mom and Dad’s, my eighty-five-year-old grandmother and Aunt Betty Sue were already there. “My goodness! Look at how Charis has grown! Doesn’t she look like her Mama!”

Soon, the cousins arrived and Charis was off like a bullet. I watched them romping around the big yard, and smiled. Charis was not alone. God had given her many cousins, on both sides of the family. If anything ever happened to Mark and me, she’d have family and friends scrambling to take care of her. Only child or not, she was a blessed little girl.

Our soldier friend arrived, and finally, Dad and Nancy. The kitchen smelled heavenly, and the women-folk helped set out the food while the men watched the football game. (What is with that, anyway?)  After we all gathered around the big table, Dad said the prayer. “Father, we thank you for all of your extravagant blessings. We know we don’t deserve them, but you give them out of love for us. May we live each day in gratitude for that love. Amen.”

Amen indeed.
Filling up . . .

Psalm 136:1 says, “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good. His love endures forever.”

Tell God ‘thank you’ for at least five things today.

Chapter 10 – Breakdown
December came, and brought with it twinkling lights, Christmas trees, and a whirlwind of activity. As we prepared for the celebration of the birth of our Savior, Mark and I considered postponing treatment another month. But we decided, instead, to go for it. After all, what better time to conceive a child than during the season celebrating the Christ child?

So, in the midst of shopping, wrapping presents, caroling parties, choir productions and missions fundraisers, I took my shots and popped my pills. O-day fell seven days before Christmas, which came on a Sunday. (Hey, at least I was consistent.)

Yes, I was hormonal. Fortunately, however, I was too busy to notice. I just kept plowing through, singing carols, decorating the house, attending parties, and taking my drugs. And like any other self-respecting drugee, I locked myself in the bathroom when it all became too much to deal with. I carried all of my make-up in my purse, and when my mascara ran, I just washed my face and started over. I was becoming really good at this hormonal thing.

On the Sunday before Christmas, Dr. Thomas greeted me with holiday cheer. “Happy Holidays! Maybe this year you’ll get your best Christmas present ever.”

“I sure hope so.” The prayer in my heart repeated itself over and over. Please, God. Please let it work this time.

I took a deep breath and lay back. I knew what to do. As I waited for the nurse to tell me I could get dressed, the tears flowed unchecked down my cheeks. I tried not to think too much about the unfairness of it all, but the thoughts just kept coming. I should be in church right now, Lord. I should be singing ‘Oh Come All Ye Faithful’ with the choir. I should be sitting on the second row, listening to Mark’s sermon. I should be there to pick up Charis from her class and admire her work. Why am I here, Lord? Why can’t my body just do what it’s supposed to do?
As the nurse knocked on the door, I forced my thoughts back into submission. Getting dressed, I continued my prayer. I know You must have some great purpose in this for me. I know you’re teaching me something here. But Lord, let me learn it and move on! This hurts so much. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.
Driving home, I began to feel peace. I decided to let go of the pity party and just trust God. Jeremiah 29:11 came to mind. “ ‘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 a hope and a future.’ ”

Thank you, Lord, for the good things I know You have in store for me. Please let one of those things be a baby, and let that baby arrive in my arms in 2001. Once again, peace settled around my heart. Somehow, I just knew this was going to all work out.

Christmas came and went, as we celebrated God’s greatest gift to the world. Charis acted out the Christmas story again and again with a blanket over her head and baby Jesus in her arms, singing “Away in a Manger” with such a sweet, holy expression that it brought tears to many who watched. I tried to push thoughts of a new baby aside as I prepared to sing a solo in church on New Year’s Day. I chose one of my favorite hymns: “He Hideth My Soul.” 

On Sunday morning, I woke up humming that lovely hymn, reflecting on its message. I shuffled to the bathroom, and suddenly remembered that today was the day. It had been 14 days since the insemination. I hadn’t started yet – I must be pregnant! Then, upon further examination, I discovered the opposite was true. I honestly don’t remember my thoughts at that moment. I do know that somehow I got Charis and myself dressed and drove to church, where Mark had arrived earlier. I don’t even remember if I told him the news or not. I took Charis to her class, did a quick sound check, and quietly waited for the service to begin. When people spoke, I spoke back with a smile. I was a robot.

At the appropriate time in the service, I stepped onto the platform and took the microphone. The music began, and the words began to flow.

A wonderful Savior is Jesus my Lord,

A wonderful savior to me.

He hideth my soul in the cleft of the Rock

Where rivers of pleasure I see.

Exactly when the tears started, I don’t know. I looked to Mark for encouragement, and he smiled and nodded. I didn’t know if that nod meant, “Keep going!” or “It’s okay to have a public breakdown, and I will love you anyway!”

I did both. I kept singing, the words barely audible as the tears flowed freely. I didn’t know what else to do. I wanted to run from the room, or crawl under a pew. But no, that would be even more ridiculous than crying like a baby in public. I hated the looks of pity I read on people’s faces. I was so embarrassed, humiliated, devastated. I could not believe I was standing here in front of  200 people, melting into a puddle. But I sang as I melted.

He hideth my soul in the cleft of the Rock

That shadows a dry, thirsty land.

He hideth my life in the depths of His love

And covers me there with His hand . . .

And covers me there with His hand.

Somehow, I finished the song with Mark smiling his encouragement. I exited the platform, grabbed my purse, and left the building. I was almost to the parking lot before Mark caught me. He wrapped his arms around me and held me. “I love you, Sweetheart,” he whispered.

“I know. But please don’t make me go back in there. I just can’t.”

“Go home. I’ll take care of Charis, and I’ll see you after church.”

I was unlocking my car door when Kimberly and Eileen, my two dear friends, found me. I was surprised to see mascara tracks on their faces. Eileen, the fertile one, and Kimberly, who was also experiencing infertility, both felt my pain. We group hugged and wept, right there in the parking lot. I don’t remember who said what. I do remember that one of us, at some point, decided that chocolate was the cure for our ailments, and we headed to Eileen’s house. (Did I tell you she is super-skinny and a great cook? Some people just get all the breaks.)

We sat around Eileen’s kitchen table and ate brownies and ice cream. As I looked at these two precious friends, I couldn’t help but be thankful. God always sent an earthly angel when I needed one. Here was Kimberly – flowing blonde hair, flawless complexion, super-model good looks. There was Eileen – amazing sense of style, pillar of feminine grace. And me. Red nosed, and with brownie crumbs spilling out of my lap. Oh, well.

We laughed and cried and prayed together, and I was comforted by their friendship. In a million years, I would not have chosen to have an emotional breakdown in front of the entire church. But that morning holds a memory I wouldn’t trade for anything. God used my friends to remind me that I wasn’t alone. I may not have a baby, but I had friends. And friendship is a gift beyond measure.

Filling up . . . 

Ecclesiastes 4:12 says, “Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not easily broken.”

Have a cup of coffee and some chocolate with one or two friends this week.

Chapter 11 – Breakthrough

That day was a turning point in our quest for another child. That afternoon, I lay my head on Mark’s shoulder as we watched Charis work on a puzzle. 

“I think we need to stop,” he said to me. 

I fought back tears. I knew he was right. We just couldn’t keep going like this. It was too stressful. But even with my embarrassing public breakdown, I wasn’t ready to give up. “Can we try just one or two more times? Please?”

Mark leaned over and kissed the top of my head. “Two more times. No more.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. I wanted a baby more than anything. I think I had lost my ability to think rationally, to make sound decisions. It felt good to have the decision made for me. It felt good to see the light at the end of the tunnel, to know the season of hormonal torture was drawing to a close.

“Should we start looking at adoption agencies?” I asked. “We could start filling out paperwork. That way we’ll be that much ahead if. . .”

“Let’s just wait and see what happens,” Mark interrupted. Typical man. Never plans ahead. “You have enough on your mind right now,” he continued. “We don’t need to add to your stress.”

Okay. I forgave him. I’ll just order some information through the mail. It can’t hurt to look . . .
So, I took my Clomid pills on days three through seven. I took my two shots of Repronex on day nine. I used the Internet to research adoption agencies, and ordered brochures and pamphlets. Charis sat on my knee at the computer, and asked when she could have a baby. “Do you want a brother or a sister?” I asked her. 

“I don’t care,” she answered through rose-petal lips. “I just want a baby.”

“Daddy and I are working on that for you. Have you told God that you want a baby?” 

She dropped to her knees and began to pray. “Please, Jesus, give me a baby. I don’t care if it is a brother or a sister. Any baby will do. Amen.” 

Amen.

 O-day fell on a Saturday, and Mark and I were surprised when what looked like a fourteen-year-old boy wearing a lab coat walked into the exam room. Glasses were propped on a freckled nose, and his hair lay in carefully mastered disarray. “Hello. I’m Dr. Johnson. Dr. Thomas couldn’t be here today, so I’ll be handling the insemination.”

I made a mental note to close my mouth. I wanted to bolt from the room. If I’d been wearing more than a paper sheet, I would have.

Mark reached to shake the child-man’s hand. “Hello, Doctor. I’m Mark, and this is my wife, Renae.”

The young doctor pulled out the syringe with Mark’s name on it, and he and Mark continued to make small talk as I considered whether or not I could escape unnoticed. After a moment, both of them looked at me, awaiting a response. “I’m sorry, did you say something to me?” I asked.

Doctor-boy smiled. “Just lie back and relax.”

Panicked, I stared at Mark. Was he actually going to allow this, this travesty of medical justice to take place? Was he actually going to let Doogie Howser fill in for Dr. Thomas?

Mark held my hand and smiled. I guess he was going to allow it. I leaned back, held my breath, and counted to ten.

“The nurse will check on you in fifteen minutes. Lie still until then,” he said as he exited the room.

Don’t tell me what to do, young man. I was already married before you graduated from junior high school. “Mark, he is a child! He can’t possibly be older than 22 or 23!”

“Oh, I bet he’s at least 26.” 

Like that made a difference. There was no point in discussing it any more, anyway. What was done was done.  

Adoption information arrived through the mail. I looked at pictures of beautiful babies, and I planned and dreamed and hoped. I had secretly given up on having another biological child. In my mind, we would adopt.

I looked adoringly at infants of every race and nationality. It didn’t matter to me which child God chose to send us. I just couldn’t wait to hold him in my arms.

Twelve days after the insemination, we learned once again that we were not pregnant. Only something was. . . different. I can’t really describe it; it was mostly just a feeling. On day three of my cycle, I reached for the Clomid. This is the last week I will take these. I held the glass of water in one hand, ready to swallow the pills, but something just didn’t feel right. Something inside my body said, No! Don’t take those pills! 
On a whim, I grabbed a pregnancy test out of my stash. I can’t believe I’m wasting eight dollars by using this. Minutes later, I held it up to the light. No line. Or was there? If I squinted, I thought I saw a hint of a blue line.

I walked into the kitchen to show Mark. “I don’t think that’s dark enough to count,” he told me.

“Pam said any line counts. Let’s call her.”

It took less than five minutes for her to drive the two blocks to our house. Holding the test up to the light in our kitchen window, a slow smile spread across her face. “That is a line! I’m going to take a blood sample to the lab just to be sure, but I’d say congratulations are in order. You’re pregnant!”

I had no reaction. I was numb with shock. I decided to wait for the lab results before I let myself get too excited.

Three hours later, the phone rang. “Congratulations!” sang Pam’s voice from the other end of the line. Mark wrapped his big bear arms around me, then knelt and kissed my stomach. “We did it! God did it! There’s a baby in there.”

I was pregnant at last. I should have been overjoyed. But I couldn’t help but be concerned. If I’m pregnant, why am I bleeding?

Filling up . . .

Philippians 4:6-7

“Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”

What are you anxious about today? Tell God your fears. Tell Him your desires. Then wait for His peace. 

Chapter 12 – Trouble in Paradise

Dr. Thomas was thrilled when we called with the news. “I can squeeze you in tomorrow morning say, 10:00? Swing by and we’ll take a look.”

The next morning, we were awe-struck at the living, moving dot on the ultrasound screen. There was really a baby in there! “I’m not overly concerned about your bleeding,” Dr. Thomas told us. “That’s common. But I want you to take some progesterone just to be on the safe side.” 

Wonderful. More pills. But it didn’t matter‑ I had a baby. After so many years of praying and trying and begging and crying, God had answered our prayers with a wonderful “Yes!” He had finally given us another child, and we were overjoyed.

On the way home, Mark and I held hands in silence. We were both overwhelmed. Thank you God. Thank you God. Thank you God.

I finally broke the silence. “Should we tell people right away, or should we wait a few weeks?”

Mark squeezed my hand. “Let’s tell our parents now. We can wait a few weeks to tell everyone else.”

I smiled. I couldn’t wait to call Mom and Dad! It was going to be difficult to keep this secret.

We laughed and cried as we shared our news with our family. And I kept my mouth shut! I didn’t tell anyone else. Except Eileen. And Kimberly. Oh! And Joan. But that was it.

The following Sunday, I brought a tray of muffins into the Church Council meeting. (No, I wasn’t Betty Crocker. It was just my turn.)  As I entered the room, Mark stopped the meeting and announced, “Attention, everyone! I’d like to present to you. . . my pregnant wife!”

The room erupted with cheers and applause. I blushed to my roots, and Mark beamed. A few weeks, huh? I guess Mark was as excited as I was. I looked around the room at the shared joy on people’s faces, and I felt beautiful.

It was a good thing Mark decided to go ahead and share the news. We learned later that Charis would have spilled the beans, anyway. “My baby is in there!” she told anyone who would listen, pointing to my middle. Her innocent smile cast beams of joy into my heart. I was so grateful to be able to give her this gift. Thank you, God, for giving her a sibling.
A few days later, nausea kicked in. It lasted all day, and most of my meals ended violently in the toilet. I tried to focus on the positive – I was pregnant! And on top of that, I was fitting into my skinny clothes.

The nausea hung over me like a black cloud. Dark circles under my eyes did little to enhance my green complexion, and my clothes hung loosely on a skeletal frame. I dragged myself from the bed a few times a day to feed and care for Charis. I hated using the VCR as a babysitter, but sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do.

Someone recommended the use of doxylamine succinate, a sleep-aid which also helps to control nausea. I was hesitant to take any unprescribed medication, so I called Dr. Thomas.

“Doxylamine succinate is pretty safe. At this point in your pregnancy, I’d say the risks of taking it are probably less than the risks of poor nutrition.”

*So, I took ½ of a pill each night before bed, and the other ½ each morning. The results were astounding. The nausea never completely went away, but it became manageable. I could eat without throwing up. I began to feel more rested. Once again, I felt the joy of the life within me. 

And of course, I shopped! I bought the cutest, trendiest maternity clothes I could find, and wore them long before I needed to. The bleeding had stopped, the nausea had slowed, I had new clothes. Life was good.

At church, I was the center of attention. It seemed to take me forever to make my way from one end of the hallway to the other.

*Please check with your doctor before taking any medications during pregnancy.

“Congratulations!”

“Thank you!”

“Oh, just let me hug you!”

“Thanks.”

“I just knew you and Mark would be next!”

Smile.

I was surprised to find my usually empty second-row pew was filled with purses and Bibles. Suddenly, the other members of the Fertile Five crowded in. “We thought it would be fun if we all sat together.”

I giggled. Scenes from junior high flashed through my mind. It felt good to be one of the in-crowd.

Then, at 10 weeks, I began to bleed again. In nervous hysteria, I called Mark at the office. “Calm down,” he soothed me. “Have you called Dr. Thomas? I’ll tell you what. Hang up, and I’ll call him. Then I’ll be right home.”

Twenty minutes later, Mark found me sitting quietly on the sofa, trying to remind myself to breathe. I was having cramps, and my chest felt tight. Breathe in. Breathe out. This can’t be happening. Breathe in. Breathe out. Please God, no.

“Dr. Thomas wants us to come right away. Mrs. Kelly is on her way, to watch Charis. We’ll leave as soon as she gets here.”

Within minutes, Charis squealed, “Mickey!” and lunged into the arms of her favorite friend. (“Mickey” was baby-speak for “Mrs. Kelly,” and the nickname stuck.)  Ann Kelly was one of the many angels God had placed in our lives, and we thank God for her to this day.

We got in the car, and Mark tried not to break too many speeding laws. A nurse ushered us into the exam room right away, and Dr. Thomas wasted no time. He squeezed some cold gel on my abdomen and started looking around with the ultrasound machine. I remember the sterile scent of the equipment as I watched his face, bracing myself for what he’d find.

Concern gave way to the beginnings of a smile. “Listen to this,” he said as he increased the volume on the machine. There it was, loud and clear! The whoosh-whooshing we heard kept time with the fluttering movement we saw on the screen. “That’s a nice, strong heartbeat. Your baby is fine.”

Mark exhaled and squeezed my hand. I laughed, and then the dam burst as tears flowed unchecked down my cheeks. Our baby was okay!

“Why do you think she’s bleeding?” Mark asked.

“It’s hard to say. I’m going to increase your progesterone. Instead of pills, you’ll need to take a shot each day.”

I was happy to comply. Anything to get this little guy here safely.

So, we continued our journey to becoming second-time parents. I took my shots and walked around in a bubble of excitement that couldn’t be popped.

Though the bleeding slowed, it didn’t stop. But our baby had a strong, healthy heartbeat. We had heard it, thanks to the benefits of modern technology. I often went to sleep at night with the beautiful whoosh-whooshing sound playing in my memory, and dreamt of sweet baby smells and downy fuzz hair. Life was good, and it would only get better. 

Wouldn’t it?

Filling up . . .

Luke 1:36-37   “. . . she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. For nothing is impossible with God.”

Do you believe in the impossible?
Chapter 13 – A New Start
A few months earlier, Mark had been contacted by the pastor search committee at a church in Louisiana. We weren’t interested in leaving our current church. This had become our home, the people here our family. But for some reason, Mark decided to let the process keep moving. 

“They’re probably looking at dozens of guys,” Mark told me. “Let’s just see how far we get with them.”

I didn’t worry too much about it. I knew Mark was a gifted speaker and pastor. But I felt confident that if given the chance to leave here, he would choose to stay. The snowball kept rolling, and before we knew it, Mark was invited to preach in view of a call. 

“How would you feel about moving to Louisiana?” he asked me one day.

NOOOOOOO! my heart cried. This is our home. We love it here. The people here love us. I’m PREGNANT, for goodness’ sake. But I wanted to be a loving and supportive wife, so I just smiled. “If you feel we should go, you know I’ll follow you anywhere. I don’t want to leave here, but I’ll support your decision.” Those were some of the hardest words I ever spoke.

But the more I thought about it, I decided a new start might not be such a bad idea. I felt like I had become known around town as the “infertile one.” Infertility had taken over my identity. If we moved, we would just be the new pastor’s family. One child, one on the way. Almost normal.

So, the date was scheduled. When I was thirteen weeks pregnant, Charis, Mark and I drove to a small town in Louisiana for a weekend of interviews, parties and receptions. We were greeted at our hotel room with a gorgeous arrangement of spring flowers, and an enormous basket overflowing with every imaginable snack food. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad place after all.

I played the part of the smiling new pastor’s wife to the best of my ability. I greeted people and tried to remember names. I complimented the architecture of the church, showed interest in the city’s demographics, and gushed over home-cooked meals, prepared and presented with typical southern flair. It was the age-old story of every church in quest of a new pastor: They tried to impress us, and we tried to impress them.

“Mark and Renae, meet Monte and Renee!” We were introduced to the church’s youth minister and his wife. The other Renee was a darling young woman in her twenties with a beautiful smile framed by the biggest dimples I had ever seen. And she was eight weeks pregnant. “Renae and Renee, both pregnant! This could be confusing.” We laughed.

Back at the hotel, stress and exhaustion closed in on me. I caressed my mid-section and wondered if this was a good time to tell Mark what had been bothering me. 

“Sweetheart, I’m concerned about the baby.” Mark gave me his full attention, so I continued. “I haven’t felt any movement. Charis was fluttering all over the place by this time. And I’m entering my second trimester, but I’m not getting any bigger.”

Mark put his arm around me. “Remember, Dr. Thomas said the baby is strong. We heard the heartbeat. I’m sure everything is fine. You’re just nervous about this weekend, about the move. Everything will be okay. You’ll see.”

He was right, of course. I was worrying myself over nothing. The next morning, Mark preached a stirring sermon, and we had lunch with members of the search committee and their spouses. Then we zipped back to the hotel to change our clothes and prepare for a question/answer time at the church, followed by the evening service and the vote. I was tired. I wanted a nap. These people were all so very nice, but I wanted to go home. I didn’t want to move to Louisiana.

Mark read my mind. “You really don’t like it here, do you?”

“I like it here. Everyone is just. . . lovely. But it’s not home. I’m not sure it’s where God wants us.” Thoughts of Jonah being called to Ninevah fleeted through my mind. No offense to the good people of Louisiana.

“What would it take to convince you that God wants us here?”

I thought about that for a minute. Finally, I came up with what I thought was a brilliant answer. “A unanimous vote,” I told him.

Now, we had been involved in Baptist church life for years. All our lives, really. No pastor ever gets a unanimous vote. Ninety-five percent, maybe. Even ninety-nine percent. But there is always some yahoo who wants to go against the crowd.

Mark and I eyed each other. I had him, and he knew it. But he also knew I’d follow him anywhere, even if I did follow him kicking and screaming all the way.

“Okay,” he finally said. “We’ll come if the vote is unanimous. Otherwise, we’ll stay in Copperas Cove.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. Lord, help us get through tonight. I just want to go home.

An hour later, Mark looked dashing in his new suit as he stood in the hot seat. He gave impressive responses to questions about everything from missions to evangelism to church budgeting. I sat on the front row and tried to look appropriately demure. At the end of the session, Charis was brought in from the nursery, and everyone oohed and aahhed over how cute she was. Mark held the microphone for her as she quoted John 3:16. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whosoever believes in Him will have any-lasting, turnal life!” The room exploded with applause.

Just before the service began, a gray-haired man approached me. “A little bird told me that you sing. Would you mind sharing a song with us tonight?”

That was like asking Bugs Bunny if he would like a carrot. I love to sing! “I haven’t prepared anything, but I’m sure I can sing a hymn or something, if you’d like.”

So, the evening proceeded. I sang, they clapped. Mark preached, they clapped. (That was new and different.) Then, they ushered us into a back room and held a vote by secret ballot. It took a while to count all the votes, but finally the chairman of the search committee opened the door.

“Mark and Renae, the most amazing thing has happened. You are not going to believe this. The church has just voted unanimously to call you as our pastor.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. Then, my cheeks flooded with heat as I fought back tears. Mark pulled me to him. “Calm down. We’ve got to go out there and tell them we accept.”

Great. Now I was all splotchy. I could feel it. I didn’t want to go stand in front of all those people. We should never have let Charis say that verse. Who in their right mind would vote against THAT?

In a daze, I followed my husband back into the sanctuary. I blinked back tears as the congregation rose to their feet in a standing ovation. Why, God? Why? I don’t want to move here.  I just want to go home! Why are you doing this?

I mustered every ounce of self-control I could find, and managed to smile and nod as the entire congregation filed into line to shake our hands. 

I had issued God a challenge, and He had met that challenge head-on. This was all my fault.

Filling up . . .

Jonah 3:1-2  “Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time. “Go to the great city of Ninevah and proclaim to it the message I give you.”

Has God ever told you to do something you didn’t want to do? How did you respond?

Chapter 14 – Silence
The word spread like wildfire. Phone lines buzzed, and soon everyone knew. The Brumbaughs were moving to Louisiana.

I walked each morning with Joan. She blinked back tears as she said, “Renae, I can’t believe you’re leaving. I can’t imagine you all not being here. I can’t imagine Charis growing up somewhere else.”

Mrs. Kelly, in typical stately elegance, responded with a simple, regal command. “You two can go where you want. Charis stays here.” Then, after a brief pause, she added, “And when that baby is born, he’s coming back here too.”

My parents were devastated. They had recently retired, sold their Houston home, and moved to Kempner, just a short drive from Copperas Cove. They’d bought forty acres with a pond, a stream, and many deer; built a home. We had looked forward to our children growing up near Mimi and Poppy’s “farm.”

I stoically tried to convince myself and others that I was happy about this move. “The people there are so nice! I’ll bet it won’t take long for Louisiana to feel like home.” The words sounded empty, even to my ears. But like it or not, we were moving, so I tried to just grin and bear it.

The next few pages are painful. I must include this, for it is part of my journey. However, if you have recently experienced a miscarriage, you have my permission to skip to the next chapter.

On Thursday of that week, I went for my monthly appointment with Pam. We chatted for half an hour before we even got around to my exam. As I finally lay back on the table, she shook her head. “I just can’t believe you’re leaving us.” She placed the stethoscope in her ears and laid the cool round piece on my belly. “I can help you find a nurse-midwife there if you want.” She moved the disc to another spot.

“That would be great,” I responded, watching the ceiling. “I’m not sure what is available there.” She moved the instrument again.

I looked at my friend as she crossed the small room and picked up my chart. Was she avoiding my eyes?

“Fourteen weeks today, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I replied.

She smiled at me. With her mouth. Why aren’t her eyes smiling?

Returning to my side, she asked, “Where is Mark today?” She once again placed the cold stethoscope on my abdomen.

“He had to make a quick trip to Fort Worth. He’ll be back tonight.”

Silence. Then that strained smile. “I think I’m going to have to send you to Metroplex for an ultrasound. The baby is playing hide and seek.” Reading the panic in my eyes, she held my hand. “It’s probably nothing. Don’t get yourself all worked up until we know something for sure. Babies do this sometimes! I’ve had trouble finding the heartbeat with other patients, and sometimes the baby is just in a funny place. The ultrasound will be able to find the little guy.”

Deep breath . . . I’d choose to believe the best. My baby is fine. My baby is fine. Please, God. My baby is fine. I listened as Pam phoned the hospital to schedule the appointment. Hanging up, she squared her shoulders and smiled again. That smile. 
“They couldn’t work you in until this evening, but you need to go ahead now and register as an out-patient. Then, go home and relax for a few hours. Do you need me to drive you?”

“No thanks. I’ll call Mom. She can drive there with me.”

Awkward silence.

“Pam, does Mark need to come right away?”

There it was. That look. I knew her too well. “You might want to call him. He won’t want to miss an ultrasound.”

I must have entered a gray haze at that point, for the following events are a jumbled mess in my memory. I talked to Mark, but I don’t know what I said or what he said. Mom showed up, bless her. Mrs. Kelly kept Charis.

The sun cast windowpane shadows on the brown tiled floor at the hospital as I gave them my insurance information. Funny I should remember that.

Mom drove me home, and I sat on the couch waiting for Mark. It could have been minutes or hours. I didn’t speak, I didn’t function. My baby is fine. My baby is fine. Mark came. It takes two and a half hours from Fort Worth to Copperas Cove, so I know that much time had passed. Or maybe not.

The hospital waiting room was empty. What is taking them so long? We waited hours. Or maybe it was minutes. I’m not sure.

The lab technician was friendly and polite. “Mr. and Mrs. Brumbaugh? Hi, I’m Kathy. Right this way, please.”

The room seemed large for just one patient. And dark. Why was it so dark?

“Lie back on the table. There you go.” The clear gel was cold to my abdomen. Click, click – she pressed some buttons on the machine. “I understand your nurse couldn’t find a heartbeat. Let’s see if we can find it.” Her friendly features turned professional. Serious. Concentrating.

I stared at her face harder than I have ever stared at anything in my life. I squeezed Mark’s hand until it turned white with the pressure, and watched, trying to read something. Anything.

Nothing. Just serious, professional. Her eyes never left the screen. She clicked buttons, moved the ultrasound wand, clicked more buttons, moved the wand. Finally, staring at the screen, she took a deep breath.

Compassion-filled eyes looked at me, then Mark. She shook her head. Not a word, just that slight, sad shake of her head. Finally, her voice seemed husky as she said, “I’ll give you two a moment.” She handed us a box of Kleenex and left the room.

For perhaps the first time in our married life, I watched my husband weep. My big, strong, broad-shouldered husband. Those shoulders shook as he opened his arms to me. I fell into his embrace, and we gave way to our grief.

After a while, Kathy knocked and re-entered the room. “I’m so sorry. I know this is difficult. I’m afraid we need this room for the next patient, but I’d be glad to show you to another room. We have a chapel, if you’d like to go there.”

“That won’t be necessary.” Mark’s voice was thick, and his eyes were red. But his hands were strong and steady in comparison to my shaky ones. I picked up my purse.

Kathy stopped us. “I’m not sure if you will want this. But I printed an image of your baby.” She held out a cardboard frame decorated with baby blocks and teddy bears. Inside was our baby. Beautiful. Perfect. 

I remember fat teardrops making fat splashes on the floor as I strained to make out every tiny feature. “Was it a boy or . . .”

“It’s too soon to tell.”

I held the card to my chest. I hope I told her ‘thank you.’  I’ve always worried about that.

Just who made that first phone call, I don’t recall. Maybe it was Mark. But soon, everyone knew. I stayed in my bedroom. Dear friends came, and Mark turned them away at the door, as per my instructions. Precious friends called, but I would speak to no one. Well-meaning, wonderful souls brought all kinds of food, but I ate nothing.

Shelby came. My dear brother. They had lost a baby. He didn’t say much, just sat there. Then he left.

Somewhere along the way, Dr. Thomas had given us his home phone number. Mark called him, and his compassion was heartfelt. “You need to see an Ob-Gyn tomorrow. I know you were using a nurse-midwife, so if you need one, I recommend Dr. John Eastman.”

Dr. Eastman was . . . kind. He was a skilled physician, too. But the most important quality that I needed in a doctor was compassion, and he was compassionate. Once again, God sent an angel.

A D&C was scheduled. On the day of surgery, I was wheeled away from my family and into the holding area. I lay on the sterile cot and cried silent, endless tears. Nurses came and went, came and went as I lay there with great, hot droplets running into my hair and ears. I felt a gentle hand on my foot. I opened my eyes, expecting to find one of the nurses, but it was Dr. Eastman. He didn’t say a word – just looked at me with compassionate eyes, kept his hand on my foot for I don’t know how long, but long enough. Long enough for me to know that someone cared. Finally, the nurse appeared and asked me to count backward from ten. I made it to eight.

I woke up, and it was over. I felt empty. My baby was gone, and with him, my spirit.

Filling up . . .

Isaiah 54:10  “Though the mountains be shaken and the hills be removed, yet my unfailing love for you will not be shaken nor my covenant of peace be removed,” says the Lord, who has compassion on you.”

Chapter 15 – A Dark Place

Miscarriage is a fact of life. It happens to a lot of people, right? It is sad and disappointing, but you deal with it. You move on. Or at least that’s what I thought before it happened to me.

I didn’t realize that with the premature death of my baby, I would also mourn the loss of something intangible, unspoken. When my baby died, hope died. At that point, I entered a black tunnel of grief and despair that is beyond description.

Somehow, I kept moving. But I can’t really say I kept living. My life took on a robot quality; I moved, I spoke, I did what was required of me. But there was no spark, no life.

Mark and I drove to Louisiana to shop for a house. I know that God was watching out for us, for we found the perfect one, at a price we could afford. But it would not be vacant until a month after we were scheduled to move.

So, we packed our things and stored them in the moving van. My girlfriends threw me a going away bash, and I remember feeling a little something at that party. I had friends who loved me.

But then, I retreated once again into a mechanical existence. We arrived in Louisiana, and stayed a week here, a week there at the homes of kind and generous church members. It was hard to be “homeless” during that time. But Mark was busy during those first several weeks, and I can see now that perhaps God, in His great wisdom, knew I didn’t need to be left alone. Finally, the month passed, and we moved into our new home.

I attended church, and tried to be the perfect android pastor’s wife, smiling and nodding, trying to remember names, trying to say and do all the right things. But the protective shell I’d placed around my heart was a thin one, and was in danger of cracking at any moment.

My poor Charis. The television became her baby-sitter. Somehow, I fed and clothed her. But during that time I was not the kind of mother she deserved.

I didn’t eat. I didn’t sleep. All I really did was cry. Not the deep, heart wrenching sobs that require great emotion. Instead, silent tears slid down my face so often that I almost stopped noticing them. Most days, I stayed in my pajamas. Some Sundays, I didn’t even have the emotional strength to get dressed and go to church. I just couldn’t do it.

I quit talking to God. I was mad at Him. I couldn’t understand why He had played such a dirty trick on me, dangling my baby in front of me like that, and then taking him away. And I didn’t want to know why, either. I was so angry at God, I didn’t really care what He had to say.

Late one night, I awoke Mark from a deep sleep. “Sweetheart, I have to tell you something.” He rubbed his eyes and squinted at me. 

“I know this will be hard for you, because you’re a pastor and all. But I’ve decided not to have a relationship with God anymore.” 

He blinked at me. Long silence. Finally, he asked, “Just like that? You’re going to stop loving God?”

I looked at him like he was nuts. “Stop loving Him? I never said that! God knows I love Him with all my heart. I just don’t think He loves me. And I can’t handle that, so I’m going to cut all ties with Him.”

More silence. Long, thick silence. Finally, he spoke. “Well . . . just don’t be too mean to Him. He is my boss, you know.” And he rolled over and went back to sleep.

And so, I began my life without God. Or at least I tried. Have you ever tried to ignore someone, but they just wouldn’t leave you alone? That is what God did to me. He kept whispering words of love and comfort into my spirit, and I kept pushing Him away. I just didn’t want to hear it.

Eventually, I got sick. It started out as a cold, but I just couldn’t shake it. So I went to see a doctor. She was a kind, soft-spoken woman, and she gently questioned me about my health. Before I knew it, I was sobbing and pouring out my whole sad story to her. She listened and handed me Kleenex. Finally, I looked up at her and she shook her head. The next words out of her mouth shocked me to my core.

“Renae, you have post-partum depression.” Post-partum depression? I thought that only happened to women who gave birth! I never dreamed it could happen after a miscarriage.

She continued. “I’m going to write you a prescription for an anti-depressant.”

I snapped to attention. “No! I mean, no thank you. I really don’t want to take an anti-depressant. I . . . I guess deep down, I’m still hoping I’ll get pregnant again. I don’t want to take anything that could harm my baby.”

She eyed me for several long moments. “Then I’m going to insist that you seek professional counseling. Your insurance will pay for it. But you can’t keep going this way, not eating, not sleeping. You probably shouldn’t even be driving in your condition.”

I was that bad, huh? I didn’t think it was that obvious. I looked at the doctor, then down at my feet. “Okay, I’ll go to a counselor.”

Filling up . . .

Isaiah 43:2 – 3a “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze. For I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.”

Do you feel like you are drowning? Copy these verses on an index card, and read them each time you feel overwhelmed.
Chapter 16 – Release

Before Charis was born, I had taken a few counseling classes. I had earned about twelve credit hours toward a degree in professional counseling. But I never dreamed I would be the one who needed it.

I thumbed through the phone book and found the name of a counselor in a nearby community, just one town over. Close enough to drive. Far enough away to avoid prying eyes and wagging tongues. A few days later, Mark kept Charis as I drove myself to the counseling office. (I had failed to mention the doctor’s driving comment to Mark.)

I signed in, and was given a long questionnaire to fill out. It asked all the standard health questions. Then, it got personal. “Are you suicidal?” That question nearly leaped off the page at me. Was I? Perhaps. I certainly felt dead already. I wanted to die, for that would be better than the deep pain and depression. That would be better than the rejection I felt from God.

But there was Charis. I didn’t want to leave her. I couldn’t help but wonder, though, if she wouldn’t be better off without me. Hesitantly, I circled yes.

Then, I finished the questionnaire. I was about to hand it to the receptionist when I remembered something I’d learned in one of my counseling classes. Something about suicidal patients. What was it again? Was the counselor required by law to notify the authorities, or family members or something? Oh, great. Just what I needed. Our whole town, lining the streets to watch the straight-jacketed new preacher’s wife being driven off to the Looney Farm. I found the suicide question and changed my answer to no.

The counselor was an attractive woman, perhaps in her forties or early fifties. She wore a tan pantsuit. I remember wishing my legs were as long as hers. Good grief. I was in the middle of a life crisis! I guess vanity dies hard.

She asked a few questions, and I answered. I was uncomfortable at first. But before long, she had me feeling at ease. She nodded compassionately, and made me feel like she understood. 

“You’ve been through a lot,” she said. “Infertility alone can be devastating. So can a miscarriage. So can a big move. You’ve experienced all three within a few months.”

“But I feel like I should be handling it all better,” I told her.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. Give yourself some time. I am most concerned that you’re not sleeping, though. I know you don’t want to be medicated, but you can’t continue this way. I want you to start exercising.”

Exercising? Was the woman nuts? I didn’t care about losing the baby weight or fitting back into my skinny jeans. The last thing I wanted was to attend a peppy aerobics class with some cute little instructor named Kimmy telling me to “Make it burn!”

“I know you’re exhausted, Renae,” she continued. “But your mind won’t let you sleep. You have to push your body to be even more tired, so that you’ll  finally sleep. Try just a brisk walk every day, and see if that helps.”

She could see I was hesitant, but she kept insisting. Finally, I agreed to try walking a few minutes each day. My word. I was glad the insurance was paying for this. Fifty dollars an hour to be told to walk. Sheesh! I was expecting something a little more life changing.

But walk, I did. And I had a walking buddy – God. During those walks, I could hear Him talking to me. And without all my usual household distractions, I was forced to listen.

He told me He loved me. He told me He knew I was hurting, and that He was hurting, too. He whispered to me and wooed me, and before long, I surrendered. With tears streaming down my face, I finally told God, “Look. I don’t know what You’re doing. I don’t have any idea why You took my baby, or what You have in store. None of it seems right or fair to me. But, okay God. I give up. I surrender. I’m going to trust You.”

And with those words, a release button was pressed somewhere deep in my soul. All the anger, grief, bitterness, and hurt finally had a place to go. Slowly but surely, the heartache that had been bottled up, festering deep within me, began to disappear.

Oh, it wasn’t instant. But healing had begun. I still cried myself to sleep at night. But sleep came.

One night, as I turned my tear-soaked pillow to the dry side, I heard a voice. Not an audible voice, but a clear one nonetheless. Somewhere, in the recesses of my mind, I heard the voice of God whisper, “If you only knew what I have in store for you, just around the corner, you would not be crying.”

Surely, I was losing my mind.

Filling up . . .

Psalm 116:5 – 7 “The Lord is gracious and compassionate; our God is full of compassion. The Lord protects the simplehearted; when I was in great need, he saved me. Be at rest once more, O my soul, for the Lord has been good to you.”

Are you holding something back from God? Surrender it to Him, right now. Then, get ready to experience His peace.

Chapter 17 – The Phone Call

Just two days later, I ran into Josh at church. Josh was a young army recruit stationed at Fort Polk, near our new town. He had also been a member of our former church in Copperas Cove, TX. His family still lived there.

We made the usual small talk. I asked about his family, and specifically about his sixteen-year-old cousin, Lilly. Lilly had lived with Josh’s family for a couple of years, and I hadn’t thought about her in a while. But something prompted me to ask about her.

“Funny you should mention her,” Josh said. “I spoke to Mom and Dad yesterday, and they told me she’s pregnant.”

“Oh, I see . . .” I replied. “What does she plan to do?”

“She wants to give the baby up for adoption. Oh! Look at the time! We’d better go or we will be late for the service!” And with a polite smile, he was off to meet the others in our church’s singles group.

I stood there, watching him walk away, my heart pounding, struggling to breathe. I somehow found my way into the sanctuary and sat in my usual pew. But my mind was not on the service, or on my husband’s sermon. Josh’s words kept spinning in my head. She wants to give the baby up for adoption. She wants to give the baby up for adoption.

I couldn’t hope. Could I? No, surely not. It could never work. Could it? Please God. Please don’t let me hope. Please don’t let me think there’s a chance if there isn’t.

Could it work, God? Oh, God, please. Please. I want this child, God. Please give us this child. Please, God.

At the close of the service, I nearly ran over several dear church members, trying to find Josh. I caught up with him as he was making his way to the parking lot. I had no idea what to say to the young man. He’d probably think I was nuts. And he would be right. But I had nothing to lose.

“Josh!” He turned in my direction. “Josh, I wanted to talk to you about Lilly. I . . . uhm . . . well . . . you may know that Mark and I recently lost a baby.”

His eyes were compassionate. “Yes, ma’am. I’m very sorry about that.”

“We are thinking of adopting. Would you mind just mentioning that to your parents?”

He smiled. “I’ll call them this afternoon.”

“Thanks,” I whispered. And with a smile and a shake of his head, he was gone.

What have I done? I haven’t even talked to Mark. What have I done, Lord?

That afternoon, I told Mark about the conversation. He responded with, “We’ll see what happens.” Calm. Detached. Typical man.

At 3:04 p.m., the phone rang. It was Paul and Nancy McGee, Josh’s parents. I wish I could give you a word-for-word account of the conversation, but I can’t. I think Paul and I started out on the phone, then Paul and Mark talked a long time, then Nancy and I. All I really remember is that somehow, the ball started rolling. That conversation set into motion . . . a miracle.

Filling up . . .

1 Corinthians 2:9 "No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him."
Do you love Him, my friend? If so, then be assured He has some pretty wonderful things in store for you!

Chapter 18 – This is My Father’s World
The following Friday, Paul and Nancy’s truck pulled into our driveway. The back of it carried suitcases and boxes. The door opened, and out stepped Paul, Nancy, . . . and Lilly.

Turns out, she liked the idea of me and Mark being her baby’s parents. She’d talked to several other families. But when she learned we were interested, she chose us. She chose us. 

She wore an oversized Dallas Cowboys t-shirt. She smiled shyly at Mark, and said, “I wore this just for you.”

Now, it was common knowledge that Mark can’t stand the Dallas Cowboys. Despises them. Roots for any team that plays against them. (If you are a Cowboys fan, then what can I say? I have no control over my husband’s football preferences.)

That t-shirt was the perfect ice-breaker. Mark and Lilly went at it with playful, tough-sounding sports talk. I watched, humored at the exchange. The girl before me was beautiful. Stunning, really. Tall, willowy elegance. Long, straight, white-blonde hair. Porcelain skin. And eyes that were . . . terrified.

We made our way inside. Charis took Lilly by the hand and showed her new sister her room. Lilly was to stay with us until the baby was born.

God had worked out each and every detail. Lilly was a military dependent, and what do you know? We lived near Fort Polk. All her medical bills would be covered. A generous lawyer in our church offered to handle all the legal work for the adoption – for free. And remember how I had shopped for maternity clothes before the miscarriage? Lilly and I were close enough in size that she could wear my clothes.

It seemed God was actually giving us a baby. Free and clear. Now, if that’s not your idea of a miracle, I’d like to know what is. For the first time in a long time, all seemed right with the world.

Lilly had waited a long time before she told anyone she was pregnant. They arrived at our home on Friday, September 7, 2001. She was nearly six months along. The following Tuesday morning, we sang along with Charis’ toddler praise cassette as we drove to Lilly’s first doctor’s appointment. We stopped by the church first. Mark was away at a leadership conference, and I needed to get the checkbook from his office.

“Lilly, would you wait here with Charis? I’ll be right back.” I left the two girls in the running car, and breezed into the church office. “Good morning,” I called. It was the first time in months, I felt light-hearted. 

I was surprised to find all three secretaries and Monte, our youth minister, glued to a television set that had been wheeled into the main reception area. They shushed me, and I turned my eyes to the screen. I could not comprehend what I saw. An airplane was flying into one of the Twin Towers. I’d visited there when I was in college. There was no commentary on the news program. Just silence. Stunned silence.

Finally, Monte spoke. “I think the U.S. is being attacked.”

“Oh, no! Surely not. That was just a terrible accident, don’t you think?” I remember clutching my middle.

Everyone in the room turned to look at me. “Renae, that was the second plane,” Linda said. 

I sat in one of the office chairs, eyes on the screen. The clip played over and over. I forgot about the checkbook. I forgot about the appointment. My husband was hours away in another city. My baby, no, my babies were waiting for me in the car. And all was not right with the world.

Somehow, I shook myself into my role as a responsible adult, and retrieved the checkbook. Sliding back into the car, I clicked on the radio and found a news station. “Lilly, something bad is happening. Something really bad.”

She listened, wide-eyed, as I told her what I knew. In the back seat, Charis sang “This Little Light of Mine”.

When we arrived at Fort Polk, red lights flashed everywhere. I learned later that flashing red lights were the signal for high security alert. I also learned that I’d no longer be allowed on Fort Polk.

“But Lilly has to see the doctor here on post,” I told the uniformed man.

“She has a military pass, so she can come. You’re a civilian. I’m sorry.”

“But she can’t drive!” I argued.

“Then you’ll have to find someone with a military ID to bring her to her appointments.”

I understood. I really did. I was glad our military was taking every possible measure to keep potential terrorists away from our military installations. But I was not a terrorist! I just wanted to be a part of this birth. I wanted to be at the appointments, watch the ultrasounds. Couldn’t they see I wasn’t a terrorist?

Lilly put in her two cents as well. “I want Renae to come with me. I don’t want to go to the doctor alone. I don’t know anyone else here!”

The uniformed man just shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said.

That evening Mark arrived home, and we called Paul and Nancy. As if there wasn’t enough going on in the world. We now had our own little crisis to deal with.

I don’t know who Paul called, or what strings he pulled, but a few days later Lilly was given permission to see a civilian doctor. I’d be able to accompany her to her appointments, after all.

The world around me was in chaos. But God is good, and He is a very big God. I was humbled and amazed that, in the midst of a universal crisis, He took time to step into my little universe and take care of my little problems. He seemed to be pouring out His love on me—my cup overflowed. At a time when the rest of the world was falling apart, my world seemed to be coming together. Crumbling or not, this was my Father’s world, and He was still in control.

Filling up . . .

Psalm 9:9 – 10 “The Lord is a refuge for the oppressed, a stronghold in times of trouble. Those who know your name will trust in you, for you, Lord, have never forsaken those who seek you.”

Seek (verb) – to search for, strive for, ask for, head for, or attempt something.

Seek God today, my friend.

Chapter 19 – Labor Pains

The next few months were interesting. Lilly and I developed a cautious friendship layered with uncertainty. Each of us had our own private issues to work through. Some days we seemed like close, loving sisters. Other days we avoided each other.

We worried that Lilly would feel pressured or forced to give us this baby. She’d already made her intentions clear, but we knew she might change her mind. And as much as we wanted this child, we didn’t want to make Lilly feel trapped. Maybe bringing her to live with us wasn’t such a good idea, after all . . . 

We found her a private counselor, and she visited weekly. We found a lawyer to represent her interests in the adoption. We found her a part-time job so she could have a life outside our four walls. 

I tried to push aside the worries and trust God. But the questions kept returning. What if she changes her mind? What if she lets us adopt this child, but then won’t keep her distance and let us raise him in peace?
And watching her wear my maternity clothes was more painful than I could have anticipated. She looked lovely in them. Some days, she let me fix her hair, and I had fun playing beauty shop. She was like a life-sized, pregnant Barbie. But I wanted it to be me.

There is no question that my struggles were selfish and petty compared to what she was going through. As a teenager, she was experiencing all the normal teen-hormone issues. On top of that, she was pregnant. And on top of that, she was facing the most difficult decision of her life. In a strange town, away from her family. The combination of those three was, at times, explosive.

“I feel like you’re stealing him from me!” She cried one evening. “It’s not fair!”

I was glad Mark was there. I stood silently in the corner and let him handle this one. “Lilly, no one wants to steal your baby. I thought this was what you wanted.” His tone was gentle.

“It is, but . . . Why can’t I just keep my baby?”

“I don’t know, Lilly. It’s your choice.”

Silence.

More silence.

Finally, she sobbed, “I can’t keep him because I’m not married. I don’t have a job. I don’t have an education. I want him to have a good home with two parents. I want him to have more than I can give him.”

“Okay,” Mark said. “So, do you still feel like we’re trying to steal your baby?”

“Yes!” she yelled.

Mark paused. After a time, he asked, “Would you like me to take you home? I’ll drive you home first thing in the morning if you want.”

She looked at him, stunned. “But, I . . .” she was speechless.

“Lilly, we want to adopt this child. But we are not in the baby-stealing business. If that’s how you feel, we will take you home.”

More silence.

Finally, she whispered, “I want to stay.”

Mark and I left her alone, sobbing into her pillow. I was glad Mark had handled that. I wouldn’t have known how.

After about an hour, I knocked on her door.

“Come in,” she called softly.

I entered and sat on the edge of her bed. Strings of blonde hair covered her face. I placed my hand on her back and prayed silently that God would give me something, anything to say to comfort this broken-hearted child.

“Lilly, I know this is hard for you. I can’t say that I understand what you’re going through, because I’ve never been through it. But Mark and I do love you, and we do care.”

Slowly, she brushed the hair out of her face and looked at me with pain-filled eyes. The next words out of her mouth both shocked and surprised me, and caused my heart to fill with more love for her than I would have thought possible.

“Renae, I think you are one of the only people who does understand what I’m feeling. You lost your baby. So you know what it feels like for me to lose mine.”

I wrapped my arms around that young woman, and together, we cried for many minutes. 

Finally, I think I offered to make her some chocolate fudge brownies.

“No thanks,” she replied. “I think I’ll just go to bed.”

Later that night, I confided in my husband. “Maybe we should take her home. I don’t think she really wants this. What will we do if, once the baby is born, she changes her mind? I don’t think I’ll be able to handle that.”

Mark rubbed my back and said, “If that happens, we will handle it. But we have nothing to lose. At the end of this road, more than likely, we will have a baby.”

I sighed. I wanted a baby more than anything. But this was not fun. In a way, I guess these were my labor pains.

Filling up . . .

Isaiah 54:1 “Sing, O barren woman, you who never bore a child; burst into song, shout for joy, you who were never in labor . . . “

God wants to turn your sadness into joyful singing! Sing to Him today. 
Chapter 20 – Happy Birthday!
Lilly didn’t want to attend classes at the high school. She feared that being the new, pregnant girl was sure to attract lots of whispers and gossip, and she was probably right. Besides, she’d only be there a short while.

So, we made arrangements for a teacher to visit her at our home each day. Lilly was especially interested in art, and our dining room table stayed piled high with her latest projects and supplies. She even collected boxes, and built and painted the most adorable, high-rise dollhouse for Charis.

She also became an active member of our church youth group, and the teens there welcomed her with open arms.

Each evening, I invited Lilly to sit in as I read Charis a bed-time story. It seemed to relax her, and I secretly hoped that the baby would get used to hearing my voice. The baby, which we now knew was a boy, was due in early January. On December 10, 2001, Lilly was unusually quiet. She stayed on the couch most of the day, watching television. I just assumed that she was having one of her moody days, and I tried to leave her alone.

But then, at about 8:00 p.m., I knew something was wrong. I could tell by the look on her face that it was more than a bad mood.

I sat on the sofa next to her. “Are you having cramps?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“How often?”

“All day,” she whispered.

“How far apart are they?”

Suddenly, she looked at me like a deer caught in the headlights, as realization occurred. “No, Renae. I’m not in labor! It’s too soon.”

I took her hand in mine. “You may not be in labor. But I need you to tell me how far apart your cramps are.”

“Every few minutes.”

I handed her my watch. “Tell me when the next one starts, and how long it lasts.”

I tried to busy myself in the kitchen. I didn’t want her to feel like I was breathing down her neck. But I watched her.

During the next hour, her contractions came every five minutes. I called the hospital, and the nurse said to get her there immediately! Fortunately, we had already packed her bags. Unfortunately, she didn’t want to go.

“No!” she yelled, angry. “It’s not time. I’m not ready for this!” Then, her expression changed to fear. “Renae, I’m not ready for this.”

I sat next to her and held her hand again. “I know you’re not ready, Lilly. But the baby might be ready. And I know you love this baby with all your heart. You want him to be healthy, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Then we need to get to the hospital. If he’s born tonight, he’ll be several weeks early. He may need medical attention.”

Reluctantly, she stood, her broken heart spilling through her eyes. It wasn’t just that she wasn’t ready to give birth. She wasn’t ready to give up her baby. She wanted to keep him a little longer.

I called DeLaine, a dear friend, and made arrangements for her to come and stay with Charis. I called Mark, who was out making visits, and he said he’d meet us at the hospital. Finally, I called Bunny, one of our youth workers. She and Lilly were close, and I wanted someone to be there just for her. No strings attached.

The next few hours passed in chaos. Lilly put up a fight. She wasn’t ready for this, and in her young mind, she thought she could will it to stop. She didn’t want the nurses touching her. She didn’t want the doctor touching her. I offered to leave the room and let Bunny stay with her. She grabbed my hand and looked deep into my eyes with a ferocity I can’t quite describe. “I want you!” she said. She was scared to death, and I don’t blame her. 

I didn’t leave her side for a moment after that. By the time she was ready for an epidural, it was too late. She had fought against the nurses and the doctor for too long, and the window of opportunity had closed. The baby was ready to be born. Lilly would give birth naturally, without the assistance of drugs.

After a series of “I can’t do this, I can’t do this!” she did it. Lilly gave birth to a healthy, albeit small, baby boy. At 12:01 a.m., December 11, 2001, Foster James Brumbaugh was born.

The nurse took Foster, weighed him, washed him, and handed him back to Lilly. He was four pounds, fifteen ounces. Red. Wrinkly. Scrawny. I thought he was beautiful.

She held him tenderly, and gazed at him with as much adoration as I have ever seen pour out of a human being. Then, in the most selfless act of love I have ever witnessed, she gave him to me.

I had a son.

Filling up . . .

Isaiah 9:6 “For to us a child is born, to us a son is given . . .”

Make a list of some of the great things God has given you.
Chapter 21 – Yes, You Can!
Remember the months I spent on bed rest during my pregnancy with Charis? Well, during that time I read. A lot! And one thing I learned was that it is possible to nurse an adopted child. That’s nuts! I remember thinking. But I tucked that bit of information into my mental file cabinet. I’m so glad I saved that file! 

I remember nursing Charis. Now, nursing is a natural thing, designed by God, so it should have been easy. But it was not! At first, it was worse than labor. Such a sweet, cherub face, and no teeth—just soft little gums—but OUCH! That sweet little thing caused more pain than I am at liberty to describe in this book. But we finally settled into a routine, and nursing became a pleasure for both of us.

Five years, many rounds of infertility treatment, and a miscarriage later, I held my son, Foster James Brumbaugh, in my arms. My adopted son! Now, I cannot imagine my life without him. He was God’s perfect gift to us, and we would not have him if pregnancy had been easy for us. Each time I look at him, I’m reminded that God’s plans for us are always good.

As I prepared for Foster’s arrival, I remembered about adoptive breastfeeding. Nursing had provided such a special bond with Charis, and I didn’t want to miss out on that with my son. I also wanted him to have the very best nutrition. 

So, I began my quest for information. What I found was limited. I went to three doctors before I found one who would help me. And his knowledge was lacking, though he tried to provide as much help as possible. Finally, God sent an angel in the form of Maria, a La Leche League representative. She encouraged me, did research, and provided the push I needed when I was close to throwing in the towel.
Nursing Foster was not easy. But then again, nursing Charis was no walk in the park! With each of them, it was difficult and painful for the first few weeks. But the years I spent nursing my children is an experience I would not trade for anything. Now, my children are older, and I would like to share my experience with fellow moms. If you are planning to adopt a child, don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t nurse. You can! Here is my advice for preparing to nurse an adopted child:


         1. Buy, borrow, rent or steal (just kidding, please don't steal) a really good electric double breast pump. I used a Medela. Pump as often as you are able, as much as every two hours. (Don’t worry if you can’t do it that often. Just pump when you can.) God has given your body all the equipment needed to nurse, but it won't have the hormones to kick those milk-making parts into action. Pumping will trick your body into thinking you already have a hungry baby, and it will figure out how to feed it. Soon, you may see a few drops of milk! Don't expect much. The baby will do a better job than the pump. You are just getting your body ready.

2. Drink lots of water. Water equals milk! Try to drink 6-8 oz. every time you pump, and continue drinking as much as possible after your baby arrives.
         3. Buy a supplementer. Lact-Aide brand was my favorite, and Medela makes a good one too. It is a bottle or bag with tubes. You hang it around your neck and fill with formula or donated breastmilk. At first, when you have your baby, you will use surgical tape and tape the tube to your breast. (Sounds crazy, I know.) This way, the baby nurses you and gets the formula as well, because you may not make enough milk to feed your baby all on your own.  

Don't worry, you will make some, and your baby will get all the wonderful benefits. But we want healthy, FAT babies with full tummies. Anyway, later on, when you and your baby get used to nursing, you will be able to start nursing and then slip the tube into the side of baby's mouth. Milk production is based on supply and demand, so it is important to use a supplementer and not a bottle. 

As your baby nurses, your body will make more milk. And, this way, baby gets breast milk and not just formula. For a supplementer, you can contact your local breastfeeding consultant, or find one of these on the internet.

4. Don't get discouraged! Nursing is hard, even for biological moms. It is difficult and clumsy at first. It’s not just hard for adoptive moms. It is hard for all new moms. Period.            
         5. There are some natural teas and supplements you can take to help with production. I used a drug called Domperidone, an anti-nausea drug that has milk production as a side effect—sometimes even in men! It can be difficult to find and is not available in the U.S. I found several sources on the internet. It is not illegal in the U.S., just not manufactured here. It is sold over-the-counter in many countries, including Canada, and is approved by the American Academy of Pediatrics for use in breastfeeding mothers. I also used a tea called Mother's Milk—check your local health food store. I still think lots of water is the most important thing, though. The others may or may not help. For me, they mainly made me feel like I was doing something, and they may have helped a little.

6. Finally, if you have a trusted friend or relative who will give birth around the same time you will adopt, talk to her about donating her breast milk. Many new biological moms have more milk than they know what to do with, and would be honored to help you and your baby out! Make sure the milk is frozen right away, and kept frozen until use. And of course, use the greatest cleanliness and hygiene, and make sure the woman is healthy. 

A wonderful lady, Nicole, donated her milk to my son. She was a nursing super-woman, and was able to produce enough for both her son and mine. She told me that helping to feed my son was one of the best things she’d ever experienced. I can’t find words to express how grateful I am to her, and to God for leading her into my life.

Foster and I went on to enjoy a wonderful nursing relationship which lasted much longer than necessary, and which he and I both hated to give up! Both our children are healthy, strong, intelligent, funny, and everything fine that we could have hoped for in children. I am so thankful to God, who only gives excellent, perfect gifts, for blessing us beyond measure. He has truly filled up my lap, and our lives, with His goodness.

Filling up . . .

James 1:17 “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights . . .”

Thank Him, today, for the good and perfect gifts He has in store for you.

Chapter 22 – Same God, Different Stories
This has been my unique story. More than five million couples in the United States alone struggle with infertility each year, and each of them has a story to tell. Each woman dealing with infertility will face her own tears and triumphs, but she does not travel that road alone. She is in the company of some amazing women throughout history. And she is in the company of her Heavenly Father, who loves her so very much and will never leave her.

From the beginning of time, there have been broken-hearted men and women who, in spite of every effort, were not able to conceive a child. Interestingly, God’s word tells us of quite a few barren women. Most of these were eventually rewarded with a child and, in each case, that child played a significant role in God’s plan.

Take Sarah, for instance (Genesis 18:9-15, 21:1-6). She and Abraham had been married for years! She was well beyond the age of childbearing. Yet God had promised her husband that his descendents would be as numerous as the stars. Sarah had given up all hope that she would be the one to give her husband a child. She even took matters into her own hands and insisted Abraham sleep with her slave girl, Hagar. She later became jealous when Hagar bore Abraham a child. 

Eventually, she sent Hagar and her son Ishmael away. At age ninety, Sarah laughed when she heard God Himself tell Abraham they would have a son within a year. She laughed once again when she and Abraham welcomed that son into the world. They named him Isaac, meaning “laughter.” That son, Isaac, was the beginning of a bloodline that eventually grew into the nation of Israel, God’s chosen people.

Isaac married Rebekah, and they remained childless for the first twenty years of their marriage (Genesis 25:21-26). God finally answered their prayers and blessed them with twins, Jacob and Esau. Along with the birth of these twins came a promise: “Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you will be separated; one people will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger,” (v. 23). Once again, God chose to carry on the bloodline of the nation of Israel through a barren woman.

Jacob’s wife Rachel was infertile, as well (Genesis 30:1-24). She was the favored wife, but even her husband’s love couldn’t make up for her empty arms. She wanted children. She even tried to claim the sons of her slave, but her heart was still not satisfied. She wept bitterly and begged God for a child. The son she eventually bore was Joseph, the very man who would save the nation of Israel. 

And, there was Hannah (I Samuel 1). She was not only childless, but was badly mistreated by her husband’s second wife, who was very fertile. Instead of becoming bitter, Hannah turned to her heavenly Father. She begged God for a child, and prayed with such desperation and anguish that Eli, the priest, thought she was drunk! 

She pleaded with God, promising to commit her child to the Lord’s service. She gave birth to Samuel and kept her promise to God. When Samuel was three years old, she left him at the temple in the care of the priest. She visited her son and made clothes for him, but he spent his young life in preparation for service to God. Samuel became a priest, a prophet, and the last judge of Israel. God also blessed Hannah’s faithfulness by rewarding her with three more sons and two daughters.

And, we must not forget Elizabeth, Mary’s cousin, who was an old woman before she gave birth (Luke 1:5-25). She and her husband, Zechariah, were upright and devout. God blessed their faithfulness and sent an angel to tell Zechariah, “Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. He will be a delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord,” (v. 13-15). After this, Elizabeth became pregnant, “and for five months remained in seclusion. ‘The Lord has done this for me,’ she said. ‘In these days He has shown His favor and taken away my disgrace among the people,’ ” (v. 24-25). The child born to Elizabeth and Zechariah was John the Baptist, and he had the distinct privilege of preparing the way for the Messiah.

In each instance, a woman had endured the heartache and humiliation of not being able to present her husband with a child. We know Isaac and Rebekah prayed, and Rachel and Hannah wept bitterly and begged God to intervene. It seems possible that Sarah and Elizabeth had simply given up hope. Why did God choose to use these women to bring such significant human beings into the world?

Anna’s story is different (Luke 2:36-38). She was married at a young age and was widowed seven years later. There is no indication in Scripture that she bore any children during those seven years, and she never remarried. Instead, she spent the remainder of her days serving God. Scripture tells us, “she never left the temple, but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying.” When she was in her eighties, God rewarded her with the privilege of being among the first to recognize His own Son as the Messiah. When Mary and Joseph brought the infant Jesus to the temple, Anna approached them and “gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Israel,” (v. 38). She got to see Jesus with her own eyes, touch his baby face, and tell the world of his arrival.

Why did God use childless, barren women so often in Scripture to bring about his great plan? The truth is, we really don’t know. But it happens too often to simply call it coincidence. I choose to believe that God was preparing each woman’s heart for special service to Him. It is interesting that God used infertile women in the establishment of the first three generations of Israel, God’s chosen people. Perhaps He was driving home the point that the nation of Israel came from God, not from man. Perhaps he was also preparing Sarah, Rebekah, and Rachel to mother three of His important servants.

Hannah probably would not have given her first born son over to the Lord’s service at age three if she had not first reached the point of desperation. God brought her to the place where she was willing to promise Him anything! She just wanted a baby. Elizabeth and Zechariah were godly, wise people, and John was their only child. I’m sure they were no different than most parents of an only child. They poured all their energy into making John the person God intended for him to be. And God spent years preparing Anna for that one great moment when she, a childless, elderly widow, would announce to the world that the promised Messiah had come. Wow!

I don’t mean to imply that great servants of God can’t come from large biological families. Many great men and women of the Bible came from large families. One example is David, who was the youngest of eight sons (I Samuel 16). He started out as a shepherd boy, and he saved Israel when he slew Goliath, the giant, with a stone and a sling. He eventually became the king of Israel. He was called “a man after God’s own heart,” and his bloodline eventually led to our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

Therefore, we can see that barrenness in and of itself is not the prerequisite for mothering a great man or woman of God. Instead, God can use infertility in a woman’s life as a means of bringing her to a point of humility and desperation before Him. Often, these qualities can cause the barren woman who has finally been blessed with a child to approach motherhood with a seriousness of purpose, with an overwhelming commitment to the task, and with a determination to take hold of every moment in a way that is pleasing to God. She knows the magnitude of the gift that has been given, and she is ready to present that gift right back to God as a living testament of her gratitude. It is not barrenness that qualifies a woman as a godly mother. It is the state of her heart.

For these biblical women, and for us today, the years of barrenness need not be barren at all. Instead, they can be a time of great fertility of spirit. For the woman who will let Him, God will use those years as a time of preparation for something so incredible that she, like Sarah, will look back and laugh with overwhelming joy!

There are some powerful examples of adoption mentioned in the Bible, as well. The first one mentioned is Moses, who was adopted by the Pharaoh’s daughter (Exodus 2:1-10). God placed him in exactly the right family. After all, Moses eventually became the man who would lead God’s people out of slavery, through the desert, and all the way to the Promised Land. Those early years shaped him into the kind of man who could, through God, accomplish such an amazing task, and provided him with the education to author the first five books of the Bible.

Another example is Esther, who was adopted by Mordecai, her cousin (Esther 2:7). Esther eventually became queen and saved the nation of Israel from certain demise. It was through her close parent/child relationship with Mordecai that she learned of the impending threat to Israel. Once again, God had placed His servant in the right family to fulfill His purpose.

Moses and Esther were used in amazing ways by God. They were, through God’s divine purpose, placed in the perfect families to shape them into the leaders they would eventually become. Even today, God continues to place children with the parents who will help bring about His divine purpose in their lives.

Jesus was adopted, as well. Don’t you know God took extra-special care in selecting Joseph, the man who would be Jesus’ earthly father? Joseph loved his adopted son, and even left his home and business for a few years in order to keep that son safe (Matthew 2:13 – 23). Joseph trained Jesus to be a carpenter, and provided a solid, loving home for the Son of God, the King of Kings, the Messiah.

The most important adoption that takes place in God’s Word was by God Himself. Ephesians 1:5 tells us, “In love He predestined us to be adopted as His sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with His pleasure and will.” Many couples view adoption as a last resort. However, the God of the Universe, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, the Great Creator had only one biological child. He certainly could have created for Himself a large biological family.

But instead, He chose us. He demonstrated the greatest love of all by using His own biological child to bring about the adoption of anyone who would seek Him as their Father. God demonstrated that adoption is not something to be seen as a last chance, or second best. Rather, adoption is something to be acquired at great cost. John 3:16 tells us that God loved us so much that He gave His only Son to die for us, so that whoever believed in Him would spend eternity with Him in heaven. Romans 5:8 tells us that God demonstrated His great love for us in that while we were sinners, Christ died for us. To God, our adoption was worthy of the ultimate sacrifice.

Each journey of infertility will end at a different destination. Some will end with a biological child. Some will end in adoption. Some people, like Anna, will find great purpose in life without ever becoming parents. Wherever your journey may lead you, you can be sure that God will walk with you each step of the way.

And if you let Him lead, and follow Him willingly, He will take you to a level of unimaginable purpose and fulfillment. Jeremiah 29:11 tells us that He has good things in store for you, plans with a future and a hope, plans to prosper you and not to harm you. Take His hand, my friend, and see where He leads. I promise it will be a great place.
Filling up . . .

If you have never been adopted into God’s family, you can be adopted now! Simply say this prayer from your heart.

Dear Father, 

Thank you for sending your son Jesus to take the punishment that I deserved. I know when He died on that cross, He died in my place, so I could be adopted into your family. Please forgive me for the sins that placed Him on that cross. Come and live in my heart, and adopt me as your child. I love you.

Amen

John 1:12 – 13 “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed on his name, he gave the right to become children of God – children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.”
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