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 Praise for
 The Shadow of His Hand




“Judith Couchman has helped us realize that where there is a shadow, there is always light. Especially when the shadow cast is the shadow of His hand. Losses lead to findings, and pain leads to peace, if we respond rightly to life’s troubles. The Shadow of His Hand will help the broken to find blessing, the fearful to discover courage, and the one who is about to give up, hope. In the end pain drives us to God and deeper into His unlimited resources—if we allow it.”

—JILL BRISCOE, author, speaker,

and minister-at-large for Elmbrook Church in Wisconsin




“With honesty, vulnerability, and a willingness to write out of her own brokenness, Judith Couchman recognizes that life isn’t always fair, fun, or easy. This compilation of short essays gives the reader permission to acknowledge personal pain and provides answers that avoid common clichés. If your life isn’t perfect, read this book.”

—CAROL KENT, president, Speak Up Speaker Services

and author of Becoming a Woman of Influence




“There is truth in the old adage that ‘misery loves company’ because nobody knows what it’s like or how it hurts until they’ve been there. Judith Couchman has been there, and her writing, as well as excerpts from other fine authors who’ve known the bite of the dark side of life, ministers to others who are hurting. Her words are like a soothing balm to a stinging wound.”

—LISA TAWN BERGREN,

best-selling author of The Bridge




“I love honest books … and this is one. Judith is my companion of choice for exploring the pain and paradoxes of life’s unfulfilled longings. Through compelling stories, soul-baring memoirs, and thoughtful reflection on Scripture, she deftly and compassionately shines a light on our yearnings … and then leads us into the presence of the God who comforts and strengthens us. If you’ve ever been battered or bruised by life (and who hasn’t?), you should read this book.”

—SUE KLINE, editor of Discipleship Journal

and author of Your Money and Your Life




“The Shadow of His Hand is a wise, warm, and wonderful book. Thanks, Judith, for sharing on these pages some honest sustenance for our hungry souls. Your openness not only makes the rugged terrain we’re traveling through less lonely, but it also helps illuminate for us the journey home.”

—DEBRA EVANS, author of Women of Courage

and Soul Satisfaction




“In The Shadow of His Hand, Judith Couchman’s own story of finding grace in the midst of loss is joined by words of encouragement from a choir of wise fellow witnesses. In the company of such believers, no reader can feel alone.”

—FREDERICA MATHEWES-GREEN,

columnist and author of The Illumined Heart
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For the Vision writers.
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I have put my words in your mouth
and covered you with the shadow of my hand.

—ISAIAH 51:16
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INTRODUCTION

The Wounded Healer’s Hand

Looking back at my days so far, I’ve never pulled life all together. Not for a moment or even a nanosecond. But God knows I’ve tried. Somewhere I gathered the notion that if I worked diligently, heaping accomplishments in my to-do basket, I’d someday stunningly emerge as a Woman to Admire, brimmed with bounty and graciousness. I’m still scavenging for the iota of spiritual truth in that supposition, but I doubt I’ll ever pluck it from life’s wildness or my weedy heart. Reality proved that the more I heaped, the more I crumbled, and the more I crumbled, the more I exposed my wounds, desperation, and disappointment. Finally, exhausted and facedown and stuck in the brier, I reached up for a hand.

Surprisingly, the hand didn’t haul me under sunbeams to pick off the nettles, brush away the soil, and nudge me back on the pebbly path. Instead, it joggled me deep into the shadows of obscurity, far from the maddening brambles, to lie begrudgingly in the coolness and finally feel the pain of my pricked and sunstroked soul. I hated it. Friends seemed to bask in the sunshine, traipsing to lovely destinations, oblivious to my damage. So why were my aspirations truncated? Why this peculiar, singled-out attention? Yet with time—a time that lingered and lounged, though I urged it to pass by briskly—I identified the darkness as a privileged place. In the dimness I recognized the masterful Wounded Healer. His tender hand had installed me there. He more than anyone understands the longings of a broken heart. Though my wounds throbbed, I resided under his watchful care. I could rest.
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When life disappoints—when it batters and bruises us; when we batter and bruise ourselves—God places us in the shadow of his hand to quiet, succor, and strengthen us. Though we struggle against the solitary darkness, we need its comfort and protection to recover and relearn how to live. The shadow is our refuge and fortress, though circumstances and personal failings rage about and within us. The Almighty weathers difficulties along with his children, sheltering them with himself (Psalm 91:1-2).

In the shadow, God also uses the hardship to change us for the better, if we’ll withstand the initial agony of his lancing our festered hearts to begin the transformation process. The difficulty that bares our wounds can range from a trifling nuisance to a full-scale, life-ending trauma. Over the last six years, God has unveiled my sheerly disguised need for change and healing through job loss, personal sin, family fissures and illnesses, career failure, financial deprivation, chronic physical pain, relationship blunders, intense spiritual warfare, and the loss of my home. I’ve withstood public criticism and misunderstanding, feared bankruptcy, been rejected by friends, and struggled against my propensity toward denial, disobedience, and procrastination. At times I’ve wanted God to “just take me up there” because I keep messing up down here. Instead, he’s insisted that my responsibility on earth isn’t “being good,” but rather, accepting and reflecting his grace.

Still, some of you opening this book have endured far more hardship than I ever will. Your stories speak of searing pain, unending disappointment, and justifiable questioning vastly greater than mine. You’re also better acquainted with the profundity and necessity of dwelling in the shadow of God’s hand. Because of this, I’ve struggled and stalled writing these pages, feeling inadequate and baffled by the task. Who am I to write about the perplexing problem of pain, when the suffering but sinless Job couldn’t comprehend it? But again, God requests that I be myself—a memoirist, not a theologian or a psychologist—and that I write about what I’m learning with the hope of casting insight and encouragement on your struggles, inviting you to nestle under the shadow too.

With this mandate, I’ve written about my uneven and ongoing journey, wanting to keep you plodding toward personal transformation and a meaningful walk with God, despite the troubles in your life. That type of perseverance isn’t simple, but given time and surrender, it can be personally and spiritually rewarding. I’ve also placed my stories within the context of several stages we pass through while encountering, learning from, and changing through difficulty. From the first shock waves of loss through the dulling dailyness of pain or discontent, learning to thrive and not just survive is a long-term process. Through it all, God guides us bit by bit and hand in hand toward a new understanding of him and his purposes.

But one author can’t experience or know it all, so to broaden and deepen the perspective, I’ve interspersed classic and contemporary writings of Christians who’ve faced life’s complexities and found God shining into the darkness. Even if you discard my words and only read their essays, I feel certain of the Lord’s comfort extended to you. So whatever you select from these pages, read with the assurance that God loves you intensely, wants to heal your wounds, and beckons you to safety in the shadow of his hand.

—Judith Couchman


Psalm 91

He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High
will rest in the shadow of the Almighty.
I will say of the LORD, “He is my refuge and my fortress,
my God, in whom I trust.”

Surely he will save you from the fowler’s snare
and from the deadly pestilence.
He will cover you with his feathers,
and under his wings you will find refuge;
his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart.
You will not fear the terror of night,
nor the arrow that flies by day,
nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness,
nor the plague that destroys at midday.
A thousand may fall at your side,
ten thousand at your right hand,
but it will not come near you.
You will only observe with your eyes
and see the punishment of the wicked.

If you make the Most High your dwelling
—even the LORD, who is my refuge—
then no harm will befall you,
no disaster will come near your tent.
For he will command his angels concerning you
to guard you in all your ways;
they will lift you up in their hands,
so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.
You will tread upon the lion and the cobra;
you will trample the great lion and the serpent.

“Because he loves me,” says the LORD, “I will rescue him;
I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name.
He will call upon me, and I will answer him;
I will be with him in trouble,
I will deliver him and honor him.
With long life will I satisfy him
and show him my salvation.”



PART ONE

When Life Interrupts

We all harbor images of an ideal and obtainable lifestyle. But eventually something intrudes and a painful gap yawns between our desires and reality. We experience losses of all kinds and the disappointment sinks deep.

As Christians we’re not immune from the feelings and misunderstandings that emerge when life interrupts. We live in a fallen world, and though we search for a time when “everything works out,” reality insists that life is flawed and fragile. So are we. Yet if we belong to God, we also possess a dependable hope.




An Unexpected Truth


Unless you expect the unexpected,
you will never find [truth],
For it is hard to discover and hard to attain.

—HERACLITUS



I sat at the desk with my palms propping up my forehead so it wouldn’t lunge forward and bang on the unforgiving metal. That would call an ever-loyal assistant to my side of the office divider, and I didn’t want to explain that she worked for a burnout, though I suspect she already knew it and politely obliged me. I felt beyond tired. Trying to focus on the financial report inches from my face, I imagined my eyeballs falling out, cartoonlike, attached by an invisible string and resting on the printout, perhaps to help me focus.

How much have we spent on telephone expenses? I squinted at the figures again, imploring my eyeballs to wake up. Well, at least my ears still worked. They alerted me to a rustling in the room, and I jerked up my head, with eyeballs snapping back and focusing just in time. It was our magazine’s publisher, followed by the financial manager. For the chief editor of a publication, that’s seldom a reassuring duo to have invade your office. The publisher might be a welcome sight, but not those two together. That combo almost always sniffs of messy business.

And it did. Long story short, after only four issues we could no longer afford to publish the magazine. Unless we raised a million dollars in the next thirty days, it wouldn’t survive. Neither would I, nor our carefully acquired editorial staff. We’d all lose our jobs. Part of me expected this pronouncement; the other part didn’t. (In most companies even the most guarded information somehow leaks and rumors spread.) At this point I knew a million dollars in a month formed an impossible goal, but I still couldn’t believe we’d crash. Not after all our incessant work and prayer. God wouldn’t allow that, would he?

Years later I can talk about this incident matter-of-factly. But back then, after the bad-news boys left my office, I locked myself in an empty conference room and shook with silent sobs, too numb and exhausted to create noise. I couldn’t decide whether to muster up faith or begin packing. For a decade I’d dreamed and prayed about launching a spiritually attuned magazine for women, especially those who lingered at the edges of Christianity and needed inner replenishment. For another four years I planned, raised money, and shaped the publication, mostly while holding down a full-time job elsewhere in the sponsoring organization. It’d hoard too many pages to describe how God directed each step; how I learned that he, not I, owned this project. He’d spun miracles and assembled a small group of creatives to ensure the magazine’s launch. (Even today nobody can dissuade me of God’s involvement.) It looked like a long-awaited dream come true.

On the other hand, I worked so much I fell to depression and fatigue. The pressure of a startup surfaced the worst in some staff members, and I felt chronically frustrated, stuck in a “don’t manage it this way” example from a How to Work with Difficult People seminar. Critics within and outside the organization misunderstood the magazine’s mission, and some accused me of apostasy. I tried to please everybody and satisfied hardly anybody under the constant threat of unrealistic deadlines and a shutdown because of insufficient funds. I canceled my personal life, quit my passion called writing, thickened my skin toward criticism, lagged behind because of insufficient help, struggled with chronic back pain aggravated by stress, and weathered it all because I believed God would reward us in the end. We’d own a magazine that met women’s deep needs, and of course, he’d bless me for my perseverance. I would be living proof that a good God fulfills our heart’s desires.

Instead, the new fiscal year found me alone and draped on the living room couch, unemployed and afraid of losing my home, stunned by the biggest flop of my life. When I tired of the pain, I curled up and slept for hours. But even my dreams seemed to ask, “God, what have you done? How will you disappoint me next?”

It’s probably best I didn’t hear anything back. I’d have been horrified by the answer. “Well, Judy, now I’m going to take you through the worst of times and the best of times. Circumstances may grow worse, but I’m going to change you for the better.” My brain would have frozen on the first half of that so-called reassurance. Things might get worse? Who in their right earthly mind wants to hear that? It took a few years for me to realize that only God can adjust our spiritual senses to discover the blessings in brokenness. Only he can teach this truth in a comprehensible lesson and free us with it.

An anonymous contemplative from the fourteenth century claimed we exist in a “cloud of unknowing” that separates us from God. It’s a darkness that obscures our understanding of the Maker and his ways.1 I think that’s where most of us stand when the unexpected hits, especially if we’re accosted by a dastardly something or someone we’d rather not meet. Suddenly we don’t understand much of anything because God didn’t perform as we thought he would or should. We’re hurt and afraid, confused and probably angry. Who knows what our wobbly selves might threaten to do? If Somebody up there still cares, he’d better reach through that cloud and clutch us with all his might.

And that’s what God says he’ll do.
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Then you will know the truth,
and the truth will set you free.

—JOHN 8:32




Where’s the Script?


If this were played upon a stage now,
I could condemn it as an improbable fiction.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,
TWELFTH NIGHT



In high school my greatest desire centered on winning the lead in our school musical. Other girls languished about boyfriends, cheerleading, popularity, or reigning as homecoming queen, but I wanted to act and sing my way to Central High fame. Never mind that most students and teachers considered me shy and awkward and I probably didn’t possess enough talent to pull it off fabulously. It still remained my dream, and sometimes dreams debunk realism.

However, a few people thought I might win the lead role during my senior year. The previous fall as a junior I’d captured a small starring spot in the musical; seniors played the rest of the leading parts. Often a junior with this distinction moved up to a major role as a senior. Besides some decent grades, it’s what I wanted most from high school.

Imagine my disappointment, then, when I didn’t win the lead and the choir director awarded it to my friend. He didn’t even name me as understudy (he awarded that to another friend), and instead, my misguided teacher added me to the list of dancers. I hadn’t auditioned for a dancing part, had never hoofed in my life, and possessed the physical grace of a heifer. Too hurt to face my teacher and explain that dancing horrified me, I struggled through the routines that required tons more coordination than acting/singing roles. Even though I’m short, the choreographer tucked me in the back row of dancers, extreme stage right. (Perhaps if I collapsed, I could conveniently crawl offstage?) My stumbling around embarrassed me and disturbed people at my church who declared dancing “unchristian” and designed by the devil. Still, I endured the rehearsals.

I also assumed the duties of stage manager, and a few weeks into rehearsals, the music teacher drove me home after a late practice. I don’t know what possessed him, but as we pulled up to my house he cleared his throat and dropped an emotional bomb. “You know, Judy, I should have given you the lead role. I’m sorry that I didn’t. At the time I was concerned that your singing voice wouldn’t project loud enough.”

Loud enough? If he wanted to hear loud, he could listen to the sound of my shattering heart. (I couldn’t dance, but I still had a firm flair for the dramatic.) Somehow I managed more rehearsals and three performances, and I kept the photos to prove it.
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That disappointing episode must have imbedded deep in my psyche because three decades later I still dream about tryouts, rehearsals, and stage faux pas. These performance dreams emerge when I’m stressed, and lately that’s most of the time. I’ve dreamt so many unsettling variations, I recently started recording them in a hand-sized journal lying on a nightstand inches from my bed, with the hope of understanding why they still plague me. When I wake up I can roll over and scribble, attempting not to lose the details to morning rituals. It’s almost like jotting notes for a novel; the story line keeps building toward a suspenseful conclusion.

The dreams initially centered on the choir director sponsoring try-outs for a musical, but he won’t let me audition. I beg, insisting I’ll do better this time, but he won’t budge. Sometimes I’m my current age, explaining that as an adult I’m more confident and can perform much better than “those kids.” Next the dreams shifted to attending the tryouts, but I’m unprepared and can’t remember the lyrics to a song or focus on the fuzzy-lined script. I’m panicked, certain I’m about to fail, humiliating myself before everyone present, which seems like the entire world.

These days the slumbering stories finally land me on stage with a role in the performance. Unfortunately, dread and dismay join me. I can’t recall rehearsing, can’t figure out my cues, can’t keep pace with the other actors. Often my frustration focuses on the libretto: everyone flips through one but me. Frustrated, I cry, “Where’s the script? Would somebody please give me a script?” Nobody responds, or if I finally hold one in my trembling hands, I can’t find the pages with my character’s lines. Or once again the words blur and I can’t read them. Once again I wind up missing what’s important to me.

A friend told me that when we recognize a dream’s message, it’ll disappear from our subconscious, so after years of dreaming about the stage, I’ve decided to decipher its meaning. I’ve culled several promising interpretations from these metaphorical stories, and I’m sorting out their causes and remedies. (So please don’t send me your ideas.) I’ve thought about my “Where’s the script?” question, privately using it as a humorous response when I feel clueless. Much like the “Where’s the beef?” ad that tickled the nation years back, it’s grown into an overused slogan, but for an audience of one.

I suspect, though, that lots of us would like to ask the script question, especially when life swerves in an unexpected direction. “Where’s the script? Would somebody please tell me what to do now? I’m flailing over here.” It seems we’re the only one out of sync, unable to flow with the performance. Nobody told us about panic and missteps, and there’s no prompter in the orchestra pit feeding lines to us. Life didn’t hand us a libretto. Even worse, when we listen for God, pain and confusion freeze the senses, blocking him out, and if we strain for the Voice, we only hear the buzzing in our brains.

What can we do? Actually, at first we needn’t do much. It takes time to thaw the numbness, soak in the reality, grapple with the pain. This process prevents us from cowering in denial, creating greater calamity for ourselves later, living with frozen emotions and waking up from nightmares for the next thirty years. When my father died I heard it’s best for a widow not to make major decisions and changes for at least a year. My mother would agree with that now, regretting a few things she sloughed off too soon. After the magazine’s demise an older friend advised, “Don’t try to do anything now. Just rest. God will speak when it’s time.”

Even the teacher who sentenced me to performance nightmares dispensed wise advice to choir members after he announced the leads for our musical. “If you didn’t get a part, give yourself time to feel bad.” He believed that when we’re hurt we should allow ourselves enough time to grieve in proportion to the event that stabbed us. “Then pick up and go on.” I’ve followed that advice most of my life, recognizing the chasm between grieving a death and a rejected manuscript. Take time to feel the pain, but don’t stay there forever. It’s the way to eventually heal.

Still, we don’t need to recover immediately. Life might only allot months or days or minutes before we must act, but even for moments we can give ourselves permission to feel clueless and pain full. For a prescribed or even an indefinite time, we’re scriptless, and that’s all right. We can stop, call a time out, breathe. Nobody else knows our prescribed path anyway, except for the One who created everything. If we can’t hear him right now, he’ll wait—and speak when our ears open.
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I will not leave you as orphans;
I will come to you.

—JOHN 14:18




The Reality Gap


In the difficult are the friendly forces,
the hands that work on us.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE



Life is difficult.”

In the 1980s M. Scott Peck introduced his best-selling book with that brief statement. The treatise sold wildly, but when a friend tried to read The Road Less Traveled, she sampled those three words and shelved the book indefinitely in her office. She didn’t want to ingest that truth; wasn’t sure if she ever could. It sounded too disappointing.

I don’t think she ever read the book.

In defense of my friend, she’d already weathered tough times, and considering her circumstances, I wouldn’t wish any more disappointment on her. She needed comfort. But she’d also confess that something in her didn’t want to accept that our good expectations about life, about ourselves, don’t always pan out. We fail. People hurt us. Circumstances shift beyond our control. Life is difficult.

I really didn’t want to own that truth, either, but because I’m sometimes masochistic, I devoured the whole book and got depressed. My friend and I had reached our early thirties, the life era when childhood dreams develop fissures and crack a little. We didn’t want to discover that gaps might occur between our expectations and reality, that a broken world can’t serve us the perfection we crave. But the cracks widened without our consent anyway, and there we were, falling.

Now, the positive slant on hitting bottom is there
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