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INTRODUCTION
How I Learned to Feel B-L-E-S-S-E-D
When I was growing up in Harlem during the fifties, my  parents attended different churches, and that made  Sundays busy for me and my brother, Charles. First we’d accompany  Mom to 137th Street’s Rendall Memorial, with its Presbyterian, traditional style of worship, led by our dynamic and handsome pastor,  the Reverend Doctor Eugene Houston. He was loved and respected  by congregants, and perhaps especially by the children. We’d run to  him when we could, bestowing hugs, and reveling in his murmured  blessings. Somehow, he managed to deliver inspiring sermons in  twenty minutes or less. Closing my eyes, I can still taste Mrs. Bowman’s famous strawberry shortcake after Sunday morning service.
An hour later, we were back outside, walking along Lenox Avenue, bound for 145th Street, where Dad ushered at Union Baptist.  We knew that once we arrived, we would receive an equally warm  embrace from the men and women of the congregation. One of the  particular blessings of Union Baptist was its strong male presence.  Several of these men became members of our extended family. During the week, many of the men and women worked in uniforms.  Sundays were their shine times, when they dressed in sharp suits and  freshly pressed shirts, with ties and cufflinks; the women’s elegant  dresses and suits accessorized with hats and jewelry and gloves.  Blessings continued as Dad’s pastor, the Reverend Leonard Terrell,  delivered stirring charismatic gospel sermons.
Attending two churches was simply what we did in our family,  and our full days of worship weren’t all that unusual in Harlem.  Both of the churches offered different ways of worshipping, but I  didn’t prefer one place to the other any more than I loved one parent more than the other. We never felt we had to choose. We always  knew we had the support of both congregations. We were embraced  by two wonderful communities of faith, which are still in my life  and ministry today. They truly embody what it means to have  church families.
During the walk to Union Baptist, even on cold days, when the  wind was like a taunting younger cousin that we had to abide, we  might start out with our heads bent, but we knew we couldn’t look  down for long, not with so many people to greet. I don’t mean just  giving people a passing nod. Lots of these folks were from the rural south, and had come north during the Great Migration, squeezing into the former neighborhoods of Italian and Irish immigrants.  One custom they maintained was getting to know their neighbors.  Of course, no matter how familiar with one another, people were  addressed as Mr.  or Mrs. or Miss by children and adults alike; the titles  Aunt and Uncle being reserved for close family friends.
Because of their long workdays, we didn’t see most of these people during the week, but when it became necessary to find someone,  these streets were a good place to start. Come Sunday mornings, Harlem transformed into Church City, with music emanating from  run-down storefronts as well as hundred-year-old architectural wonders with towering spires.
Spilling out of residential buildings, spiffed-up adults set out on  foot, along with neatly dressed children. This was Manhattan, where  parking was scarce and owning a car was more common among the  well-to-do. The adults probably felt more relaxed on Sundays than  they had been the day before or would be the next. Their jobs,  where they were often called by their first names, were still twenty-four hours away. For now their hair was done, apartments cleaned,  chickens, and at least two other meats, were salted and readied for  cooking. Throughout my mother’s lifetime our Sunday dinners were  feasts. This was the day to thank the Lord for the week’s safe journey.
I’ve often reflected on the alluring mix of that Sunday Harlem  crowd: Baptists, Methodists, Episcopalians, African Methodist  Episcopalians and Zionists, Presbyterians, Lutherans, Catholics,  Pentecostals, and Holiness. The holiness women were easy to spot  by their tambourines, lack of makeup, and long black skirts worn  even on the hottest summer days. And Pentecostals had a special  way of returning a greeting. When you said hello and asked how  they were feeling, they often responded, “I’m blessed.” As a child, I  heard that phrase so often it became like any other greeting. Many  years passed until it changed my life, before I could offer it to others who wanted to change theirs.
With so much church in our lives, you’d have thought that I  would drag my feet on the way to Union Baptist. But I didn’t, because I knew that Daddy’s nephew, Uncle Bob, would be standing  out front waiting for us. Uncle Bob had a special connection to our family. Years earlier, when Dad was fifteen, he’d left Prince Edward  County, Virginia, because he was anxious to escape sharecropping,  an existence he found uncomfortably close to slavery. Two years  later, when he was still scrambling to earn a living in New York City,  he would send part of his earnings to his older sister, to help raise  her three children. With Dad’s assistance, one of his nieces, Katherine Cyrus, graduated with a teaching degree from St. Paul’s College  in Lawrence, Virginia. His two nephews enlisted in the service.  When World War II ended, one of the nephews, our Uncle Bob,  moved to New York and began attending Union Baptist, which partially explains why he waited for us outside the church.
Uncle Bob and his friends would always hand me and my brother  dollars, more than enough to buy two cones of homemade ice  cream. Since Dad had provided for Uncle Bob years before, this was  his nephew’s way of “sowing into us.” Before we could finish that  last lick of ice cream, we knew Uncle Bob and everyone else would  ask, “Where you going to college?” School was a ticket to a more  secure life, of course, and he was letting us know that we were expected to attend college. He hadn’t had the opportunity himself,  and neither had most of the grown-ups in our neighborhood.
My mom, Dorothy Johnson, was different from many of our  neighbors when it came to her education. Like her mother, she was  college educated. Immediately after graduation from Fayetteville  State Teachers College, she’d taught twelve grades in a three-room  segregated school in Monroe, North Carolina. Many of the pupils  were her cousins. Before long though, she developed an insatiable  desire to move to New York. This had a lot to do with meeting my  dad, Wilbert T. Johnson.
Years later, I found letters that she’d written to him, with references to the money she’d saved up from a few weeks’ worth of  wages, sent for deposit in his credit union, minimal sums like $1.47.  The two of them were building a nest egg, waiting for the day when  they could be together. Meanwhile, Dad worked on his GED. Mom,  always the schoolteacher, encouraged his progress, and in one letter,  wrote: “Your penmanship is so much better, dear.”
Finally, they married and she moved to New York. By then, Dad  had become one of New York City’s first black trolley drivers, and  a few years later, he was trained as a subway motorman. A few blocks  from our home, on 144th Street, Mom (along with a dynamic  group of black and Jewish educators), began teaching the first of  three generations of black children, at P.S. 194, which was called the  Countee Cullen School, after the black poet who was educated in  New York City public schools before attending Harvard.
Like many members of the emerging black middle class, our family moved to another part of the city as we became first-time home-owners. When I was five, my parents purchased a house in  Northeast Bronx, but we didn’t get disconnected from our roots.  Every few days I paid fifteen cents to hop on the bus and then catch  the D train to Harlem, for piano lessons with Ms. Shep, French fries  with the girls and the corner store, and to meet mom and her colleagues at P.S. 194.
Disembarking from the train, I often ran into Mr. Tex, a numbers runner, his smooth brown head topped with a tall cowboy hat  as he smoked a cigar. Business must have been profitable; he often  gave me five dollars, simply because I was Mrs. Johnson’s kid. In fact,  most of the people on the street recognized or referred to me as  Mrs. Johnson’s daughter. I’d sit in the back of the room as Mom finished her class, but after a while, Mrs. Carroll, the kindergarten teacher, would ask me to sit in her class too, saying I was a role  model for her students. She and other teachers, most of them  women, became another branch of our extended family tree. Their  graciousness, and that which I received from others, imparted a  sense of privilege and protection that made me feel like royalty.
Imagine my shock then, when, after the sixth grade—when I  longed to attend the local public school in my neighborhood—my  parents insisted on enrolling me in the private Riverdale Country  Day school, located in a highly affluent bastion in the Bronx. The  $4,000-a-year tuition was a great sacrifice. But, concerned about the  cutbacks on services in city schools, my parents grew determined to  offer me something more. I got off to a rough start in Riverdale,  where I had my first real encounters with racism. For all their mansions and extensive travel, a surprising number of my white, wealthy  classmates were culturally ignorant, like the girl who touched my  Afro and said it felt like Brillo.
Before long, my parents joined with other black couples, whose  children attended predominantly white private schools nearby, and  formed a black families association that provided a new group of  friends, and eventually dates. I also had a chance to hang out with  kids in my neighborhood when I joined a local girls’ basketball  team.
The alienation I felt at Riverdale continued, however. I only performed marginally well. Then I learned that I’d have to be tutored  in English over the summer, because I’d failed to turn in most of the  homework. This meant missing out on my regular summer trip to  Monroe, North Carolina, where I spent time with my mother’s  mother, enraptured with her stories about the family and the old  days. My grandmother always ended one of her narratives with a parable for life. For instance, she would say, “Suzan, you go back to  Riverdale and paint that school black.” She was telling me to stand  out and make an impression, show my classmates that I came from  a family of worthy people.
My school failure was all the more of a disgrace when I realized  that my summer tutor was a white Riverdale student, just a few  grades ahead of me. I promised myself I’d never be in that situation  again. Returning to school that fall, I started earning As and Bs, and  in the ninth grade I became the school’s first black junior school representative.
That elevated status didn’t stop a racist guidance counselor from  insisting that I was not “mature enough” to spend my junior year  abroad with several of my white classmates in a school exchange  program in Spain. When my parents realized they couldn’t win that  battle for me, they paid for a school course in Valencia, Spain, and  sent me over there for the summer. That next year our family traveled together to Puerto Rico, a trip that allowed me to hone my  Spanish skills. Two years later, at sixteen, I graduated from  Riverdale, and eventually from Boston’s Emerson College, at the age  of nineteen.
College was great but so was the experience of attending a black  charismatic church, St. Paul’s AME in Cambridge. Under the leadership of Pastor John Bryant, with the assistance of his wife, Mrs.  Cecelia Bryant, St. Paul’s became one of the most dynamic churches  in Cambridge. There was standing room only on Sunday mornings,  as black college students from around Boston swelled the congregation. We were drawn by the holistic ministry that encouraged us to  share our gifts while expressing our faith. One young member, who  was working on a doctoral degree in physics from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, was Ron McNair. Later, he became an astronaut, and sadly, died in the 1986 Challenger explosion. Long before that, however, Ron was St. Paul’s karate instructor. He’d earned  a black belt, and with encouragement from Pastor and Mrs. Bryant,  shared his gift with us. As for my contribution, I used my background as a drama and speech major to direct and produce plays involving parishioners.
After years of coping with racism in predominantly white environments, we students appreciated that St. Paul’s encouraged us to  feel brilliant and black and Christian without apology. Passion can  be powerful, especially when people work together in God’s name.  With an eye on world events, the St. Paul’s congregation organized  a telethon, WATER, and raised $60,000 for building wells in the  famine-plagued African Sahel.
After that, it was no longer sufficient to simply read about the  Motherland. Eager to see the continent up close, I volunteered for  Operation Crossroads Africa, a program that served as a model for  the Peace Corps and that was started by a black Presbyterian minister, the Reverend James Robinson, whom I met through my mother’s  church connections. I solicited the required participation fees and,  immediately after graduation, spent the summer months volunteering in Ghana. It was life-changing to see the land from which my ancestors were kidnapped and brought to America in chains. And  something else significant came out of the trip. With no televisions  or radios to distract me, I heard God call me to serve through the  ministry.
Sadly, my father wasn’t there to talk with me about my new endeavor. He died in 1975, during my senior year of college. But heeding God’s call, I asked the new pastor at Union Baptist, the  Reverend Ollie B. Wells, who was my pastor, to recommend me to  the deacons as a candidate for the ministry. I didn’t attend their next  meeting, but the atmosphere must have been charged with tension.  A number of the deacons were in their sixties and seventies, and this  was the first time they’d had to decide whether a woman should be  allowed to preach. What I do know, is how it ended. I’m told that  Reverend Wells reminded the others, “Now, this is Wilbert Johnson’s daughter.” Partially on the strength of Dad’s good name and  forty years of service as one of Union’s gatekeepers, the deacons  scheduled me for a trial sermon. I considered it Dad’s last gift to me.
So there I stood in 1980, all of twenty-three years old, the person who used to be that girl out front taking a few last licks of ice  cream before the service. The church was packed with regular congregants and my large, encouraging extended family. They waited to  hear the young woman who’d gone off to study drama and speech,  and in the intervening years had earned a master’s degree in teaching from Columbia, and worked as a producer at television stations  in Washington, D.C., and in Boston. Now I wanted to preach.
My sermon message was from Paul’s letter to the Church at  Rome. It’s interesting to note that Paul’s conversion occurred shortly  after he’d finished stoning a Christian and was struck blind. Ironically, the people who nursed him back to health were Christians,  and this witness to their faith compelled Paul to change his life. He  gave himself over to the ministry. This story suggests that even  when we want to resist it, truth can confront us. I knew personally  that his call to the ministry must have been humbling, for it required  a turning around in an entirely new direction.
My sermon seemed to win over the diehards. I was given a license  to preach, and soon afterward, began working on my master’s of  divinity from Union Theological Seminary in Manhattan, and eventually earned a doctorate of ministry from United Theological  Seminary in Dayton, Ohio.
My first parish was an assignment at the Mariners’ Temple, a  black congregation of fifteen on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Over  the course of my thirteen years there, Mariners’ grew into two congregations of five hundred each. By the seventh year of pastoring,  my life was out of kilter. I’d spent most of my time tending to the  needs of my congregation, while leaving none for myself. My efforts  to balance my needs with those of others were reflected in two  books, Sister to Sister: Devotions from African American Women  (Judson  Press, American Baptist Churches of the USA, 1993) and Too Blessed  to Be Stressed: Words of Wisdom for Women on the Move.
Following the principles described in the body of my work,  thanks be to God, I can say that blessings have continued to flow. In  1991, I married Ronald Cook, who works as an administrator at the  Convent Avenue Baptist Church. For him I reserve the highest of  compliments: He’s a good Christian man. In addition to being a  wonderful husband, who takes me dancing and cooks most of the  meals, Ronald is a gifted father. Together, we’re raising our two sons,  thirteen-year-old Samuel and ten-year-old Christopher.
Blessings have continued to flow, including my new church planting position at Believers Christian Fellowship in the Bronx, located  a short drive from our home. Ron and I organized Believers in 1996  with twenty-seven founding members, which has grown to include  three hundred families. Six years later, in 2002, I was named to a  four-year term as president of the Hampton Ministers’ Conference, the largest interdenominational clergy conference, representing ten  thousand ministers and three million parishioners. Opportunities  for public speaking have also multiplied, particularly after I began  traveling and speaking with the well-known Bishop T. D. Jakes.
Keeping so many balls in the air has proven to be a challenge. For  this reason, I started looking back to my parents’ life, wondering  what I could salvage from their lessons that would help me serve  God, while living my life to the fullest. They were no longer alive  when I began this work, but fortunately, I continue to feel their encouraging spirit.
My genesis for illustrating spiritual concepts through storytelling  began with my participation, with other African American women  from all walks of life, in a group founded in 1998 named Isis, for  the Egyptian goddess of fertility and motherhood. Gathering  throughout the year, we share stories from our lives that we don’t  share with others. For that reason, we call it “our safe space” and,  thanks to God’s grace, we come away feeling emotionally healed.
I pray that you too will find a refuge in these stories. In some  cases, the early lives of the people in these stories are marked by  what seems a complete absence of hope. In a reflection of the life  of our Lord Jesus Christ, they too struggled from the darkness into  the light. Their narratives make true that old saying: There is no testimony without a test, no triumph without a trial. Their victories  are reminders of the Lord’s ability to redeem and restore; His power  to help us all lived blessed lives.
With that in mind, I’ve returned to those Sunday morning crossroads in Harlem, when my family and neighbors remained mindful  that no matter how difficult the outside world might be, a deep spiritual reserve could protect us by helping us feel our blessings. With my parents as models, I have learned to live as if I’m blessed. This  is not simply something to be mouthed; I’ve put it into action.
For starters, the word “blessed” is comprised of seven letters, a  number that has powerful biblical significance. There were, of  course, seven days of creation, and God rested on the seventh day.  Seven therefore represents the process of creation as well as completeness in terms of perfection and achieving a goal. Seven is also  the number used throughout the Book of Revelation, with its predictions of God’s return.
Just as importantly in terms of this book, each of the seven letters in “blessed” offers a suggestion for how to break through the  most difficult situations. For that reason, this work is divided into  seven parts, with each chapter exploring various aspects about how  we can live as if we’re blessed.
The B—for balance—is a continuation of the messages in my  earlier works, which focus on the importance of maintaining emotional equilibrium. My parents, for example, were hardworking people who also knew how to play hard and make time for worship.  They also understood the L in blessed, which stands for love. This  includes accepting the love that flows from God, and extending it to  partners, children, and family. E for energy is the physical stamina  that powers our dreams and helps us to keep on keeping on by nurturing our physical bodies and minding our emotions.
S as in “spirit,” is the Creator’s power within us, which allows us  to serve as God’s hands. This reminds me of my father when he was  a seventeen year old, sending money back home to help raise his  nieces and nephews, and my mother showing up at the end of the  day with various children from school, urging them to view our home as a refuge from difficult circumstances. After my mother’s  death in 2003, I heard from a woman who explained that my parents had helped her pay her law school tuition, and I’ve since learned  of other acts of generosity they extended.
My parents were far from wealthy, but that brings me to the second S in blessed, which stands for success. Their wise spending and  respect for what they earned allowed them to reach a comfortable  level of financial success. To me, success goes beyond an individual’s  earning power. Financial success empowers us to help others as well.
Thus, it makes sense that the next letter, E, stands for encouragement, which my parents certainly practiced. Finally, the D in blessed  is for devotion to God, which shaped my parents’ lives and mine.
I couldn’t be more grateful for my parents and for what they gave  me, and so I dedicate this book to their rock-solid partnership. To  them I say: Dearest Mom and Dad, who are buried together in New  York and live together with our Lord in Heaven, I am honoring you  through my daily words and deeds. Because of you, I know that I’m  blessed. I promise to live as if I am and to help others follow in that  path.

PART I
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CHAPTER 1
Steadying the Seesaw
I heard a story recently about a woman who was proud that she  was able to push herself beyond the limits of endurance. And  she did manage to get a lot done in the course of the day. But then  again, her “day” didn’t really end at sundown, or even close to it. In  fact, this graphics designer found herself working until 2:30 one  morning, and only stopped when she could no longer hold her eyes  open. Wanting to have plenty of time the next morning—there was  so much to do—she set her alarm for 4:30 a.m. This way, she could  finish the work project, get her son off to school, run errands, and  take care of household chores.
Just as she’d planned, she was up two hours later, waking herself  with a cool shower and mug of steaming coffee. She read her son’s  homework and convinced him to redo certain sections, while she  made him a special breakfast of pancakes. Soon she was waving  goodbye to him at the bus stop. Knowing that two hours of sleep  hadn’t been nearly enough, she scheduled another two at mid-morning and fell into a deep sleep.
When she awoke, she figured that some kind of gooey mucus or  something had dried over her eyes, because her vision was out of focus. When a warm water rinse failed to do the trick, she started panicking, thinking about all the reasons she needed her eyes, wondering  for instance, “How will I see what I want to draw for work? How will  I see how to get down the street to pick up my son?”
She started praying, begging God to help her get her sight back.  “Forgive me for bothering you,” she started. “God I know there are  people who have it worse than me . . . people who can’t see and can’t  hear. But please, if it’s your will, let me see again.”
That calmed her down a little bit, and sometime in the next hour,  her vision began improving, but still wasn’t back to where it had  been. She phoned her physician, scheduled an emergency appointment, but almost pulled a no-show, because she began seeing with  complete clarity again. Still, puzzled over why the loss of vision had  occurred, and terrified that the episode was the first sign of some  terrible illness, she kept the appointment and submitted to a complete physical.
After a full exam, her doctor said he couldn’t offer any explanation for her loss of eyesight. The doctor told her she was healthy:  great blood pressure, cholesterol, blood sugar. And the temporary  loss of vision, he assured her, was not a symptom of degenerating  nerves, brain tumors, etc. He added, “I have to admit that I’m  stumped.”
Grateful and eager to get on with her busy schedule, she thanked  the young doctor and was about to say goodbye, when he turned  and asked, “By the way, before this occurred were you involved in  anything that might have caused you a lot of stress?”
She laughed, and at least that felt good, now that she knew death wasn’t imminent. “Doctor, I’m always doing something stressful.  Last night, for instance, I was on a deadline, so I only slept for two  hours . . . But don’t look so surprised. I took another two hours this  morning as soon as I sent off the completed job.” When he failed  to look impressed, she said, “I try to catch up on my sleep on the  weekends.”
She’d have to do more than that, he told her, if she didn’t want  to suffer another vision loss. “I think your body was telling you  something,” he added, and he asked her to sit at a desk and write  down everything she’d done in the last twenty-four hours.
After reading over her notes and totaling the number of hours,  he shook his head. “If what you’re telling me is correct, you worked  fourteen and a half of the last twenty-four hours; slept for four;  showered, dressed, and made-up in one; four hours were spent running errands and finishing chores, one hour helping your son with  homework, and thirty minutes walking here.”
He paused, and looked at the woman with a puzzled expression.  “Your life is completely out of balance. You’ll have to make changes  immediately. Your body just told you that, and I don’t think it’s in  the mood to negotiate.”
She left, promising him and herself that she’d change her schedule right that moment, that there was nothing that was worth the  loss of her eyesight. Walking home, she noticed the trees and people around her. It was late spring in New York City, the rains appeared to be over, and all around her trees were sporting their new  warm-weather outfits, bursting with green new life. She even appreciated the people rushing around her, because only hours ago, she’d  experienced what it would be like to not see them.
So she thanked God for her vision, and kept taking in the sights, speaking in her head to God, promising that this renewed vision was  enough and that she’d never again take her life for granted. “This  was gift enough,” she finished the prayer. “Lord, I’m not going to  ask for another thing, not anytime soon anyway.”
With that said, she stepped into the bank to use the automated  teller, wanting to buy flowers from the vendor on the corner. But lo  and behold, she discovered that her bank balance was zero. What  had happened? Had someone gotten into her account and ripped  her off? She got out her cell phone and called the bank operator,  but got no relief there. It was no mistake, the operator told her. A  big check had just cleared, and she gave the woman the number. Yes,  she remembered writing that one, but she’d thought she had enough  left over to meet her needs. The bank operator advised: “Go home  and check your deposits and withdrawals and call us back if you  need to. We’re here for you twenty-four hours a day.”
The woman’s steps dragged on the way home, and she certainly  didn’t feel any better after looking through her bank records, because she couldn’t come up with any answer about why the balance  she thought was supposed to be there wasn’t. “All the other checks  I’ve written will bounce,” she thought, and her mind began to fill  with ominous thoughts about how maybe this would never be  cleared up and how it could be turned into a financial catastrophe . . . The mind works overtime in these situations.
Suddenly, she made a connection: out of balance. Hadn’t the  doctor used similar words, about being out of balance? This time  when she prayed, she dropped her to knees. “God, I just finished  saying I wasn’t going to ask for anything else, so I’m sorry about  panicking like this, but please help me work this out. I can’t figure  out the message, but I know it’s got something to do with balance.” She didn’t hear any divine words in her ear, and hadn’t expected  to, but taking a few deep breaths, she phoned the bank again, and  this time she wound up with a bank employee who went out of her  way to help. The two of them discovered the problem together.  During one of her errands, when this woman was rushing through  her busy day, she’d hit the wrong buttons in making a deposit.  Rather than $2,400, she’d left off a zero, and credited her account  with only $240. The situation was rectified; money was transferred  from her savings account to cover today’s incoming checks, and she  was told that within the next twenty-four hours, the correct balance  would show.
Rather than feeling relieved this time, the woman held a finger  to her lips, striking a pose of deep concentration as she wondered  about the day’s theme and what God expected her to learn from  it. Twenty-four hours and out of balance: The words had repeatedly  popped up.
“God,” she prayed again, “I’m going to figure it out, I promise.”  Her prayer was interrupted by a call from her daughter, who was attending an expensive private school out in California. The young  woman’s voice seemed hoarse. “Mom, I’m afraid I have some bad  news. I’ve been in bed for the last few days with a terrible cold. And  you know I’m like you, I never get sick. But . . . and don’t say I told  you so. I’ve been playing Frisbee. I know you told me I needed to  spend any spare time earning good grades, and not waste it with  something silly like Frisbee, but I did. And there’s this girl on my
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