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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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There comes a time in each of our lives when we yearn to have a closer connection to our Creator. I experienced such a feeling while writing my previous book, Miracles Can Happen.

The intensity of faith expressed by those I interviewed for that book—everyday people who had experienced miracles in their lives—was, for me, a spiritual eye-opener. It made me want to shore up my own faith in God.

The problem was in not knowing exactly where to begin. So as any writer worth his salt might do, I decided to commence my own spiritual renewal by writing about the subject of faith and renewal.

When my good friend and agent, Claire Gerus, suggested that I interview Country music stars as part of my research for the book it seemed a good idea.

After all, I knew that many Country music performers were deeply rooted in religion as well as music, and that many of them had strayed from the spiritual path only to find their way back again. They would certainly have important spiritual insights to offer me as well as my readers.

So while some pilgrims might begin their spiritual quest by planning a trip to Jerusalem or some other holy site, my journey would lead me to a city called Nashville.

Little did I realize at the time what a spiritual center that city is, and what a positive effect getting to know members of Nashville’s Country music community would have on my own spiritual quest.

As the interviews for the book progressed, and I listened to many Country music artists openly talk about the heartaches, personal tragedies, and spiritual struggles that ultimately led to their spiritual renewal, I became deeply moved by these tales of rediscovered faith.

I also felt inspired by those performers who, despite having faced severe trials and tribulations in their lives, barely faltered in their spiritual walk.

I soon came to realize that no matter how long the detour, and regardless of how many roadblocks there are to faith, there is no such thing as a spiritual dead end if one is truly intent on reaching his or her destination.

With each succeeding interview for the book, my own stumbling gait along the spiritual path gradually became a much more confident stride. I was slowly becoming empowered by these inspirational accounts of faith and renewal that I was writing about.

Instead of just being a listener and a recorder of stories, it was as if something deep inside me was actually being touched by the very spirit of the storyteller. I felt as if some energy vortex within my body had been shifted from the negative to the positive side of my spiritual battery.

This was particularly true during conversations I had with stars such as Donna Fargo, who took the long way back to God, and other performers—like B.J. Thomas, Ricky Lynn Gregg, Louise Mandrell, and Penny DeHaven—whose sensitive and moving accounts of faith and renewal were quite inspirational.

Although today I still feel that I am at the beginning rather than at the end of my spiritual odyssey, I feel blessed that I have been given the opportunity to begin that rewarding journey.

And now that you have been divinely guided to read this uplifting book, I hope that the stories contained within touch your soul as much as they have touched mine, and that together we can continue our journey toward the light …

LESLEY SUSSMAN
New York City,
February 19, 1996



Faith is the substance of things
hoped for, the evidence of things
not seen.

—Hebrews 11:1

Man has not invented God,
he has developed faith to
meet a God already there.

—Edna St. Vincent Millay
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Naomi Judd
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She was named Diana Ellen Judd when she was born on January 11, 1946, the first child of Polly and Glen Judd of Ashland, Kentucky—a baby who quickly grew into a pretty little girl who townsfolk would describe as a “perfect China doll.”

It was here in this fertile central Kentucky horse country not far from the coal mining towns of West Virginia that Diana—who later would change her name to Naomi—learned her lessons about the power of faith from her God-fearing parents and Sunday school teachers.

For Naomi, it is a faith that has been sorely tested over the years, but one which always remained steadfast. She has experienced several dark nights of the soul, including the tragic death of her younger brother from cancer, a bitter divorce, a struggle as a single parent to support her growing family, and, most recently, her life-threatening illness—one which abruptly brought to an end eight glorious years of living the American dream.

Any one of these events might have plummeted another woman deep into the depths of despair. But not Naomi. She has always been a strong and determined woman, one who has created miracles in her life before.

Today Naomi Judd continues to be an inspiring figure who strongly believes in the power of faith—a power, she says, that has built a bridge to healing in her own life …

It was 1990 and The Judds, a sensational mother-daughter Country music act considered by many to be the greatest female duo of all time, were at the pinnacle of their success.

They had arrived on the Country music scene in 1983, capturing the public imagination with their vocal harmonies and sharply contrasting stage personalities. They also impressed critics with their free-flowing, “back-to-their roots” sound and optimistic, down-home lyrics.

The Judds returned to California for a while, where Naomi finished her nursing degree and did some secretarial work to support her family.

For Naomi Judd, it was a time of personal triumph. She could look back to her days of hardship in 1979 with a sense of accomplishment—remembering how she and her two small daughters had arrived in Nashville from California, penniless, jobless, and homeless, and the long hours she worked as a county nurse to support her family as a single parent.

Today, life was very different for The Judds, and Naomi, an ambitious, hardworking woman, had been primarily responsible for their astonishing success.

Through all their hard times Naomi Judd never lost faith in her dream of someday establishing herself as a Country music performer. When she recognized that Wynonna, even at age twelve, was blessed with a beautiful voice, Naomi’s plan to perform with her daughter began to take shape.

When they returned with their earnings a second time to Nashville, Naomi began making demo tapes on an inexpensive home tape recorder. She haunted the city’s Music Row, doing her best to get those tapes into the hands of people in the music business.

And her efforts paid off. She and Wynonna were now, in 1990, at the top of the charts, and the reigning duo of Country music. They were The Judds. In the seven years that mother and daughter had performed together, they had achieved a first for a female harmony group—recording more than a dozen number-one hits (eight of them consecutively), and selling more than 15 million records. Billboard even proclaimed them, “the Number Five Top Artist of the Decade.”

The sky seemed to be the limit for The Judds. It was a clear blue sky, one that appeared to extend to the very ends of the world. But suddenly, without any warning, ominous clouds appeared on the horizon. And for Naomi Judd, a hard rain would soon begin to fall …

Naomi says she will never forget that January 12—the day after her forty-fourth birthday. And how could she? On that day her Cinderella existence would come to an end.

In her best-selling autobiography, Love Can Build a Bridge, she recalls awakening that morning in her Franklin, Tennessee, home feeling unwell. It wasn’t the first time in recent months that she had listlessly gotten out of bed. Maybe it was from too much work, she thought, reflecting on The Judds’ exhaustive concert schedule over the past couple of months.

Naomi writes that she tried to ignore her own discomfort. Right now it was twenty-one-year-old Ashley whom she was worried about. Her young daughter had come down with a bad case of the flu just before returning to college, and Naomi was taking her to the doctor for a blood test.

Seated in the doctor’s office waiting for Ashley, Naomi decided that she would have her own blood count checked. As a trained nurse, she knew that the test would give her a better inkling as to why she had been feeling so run-down the past year.

She writes that when she returned for the results the following Monday, the news that greeted her was unnerving. Naomi recalls how her doctor “cleared his throat and folded his arms across his chest” before addressing her. What he had to say was short and to the point. “Naomi, you’re a very sick woman.”

Naomi discovered that she was suffering from chronic active hepatitis, an often fatal liver disease. Her doctor suspected she had contracted the virus while working as a nurse. Naomi couldn’t believe it.

Her concern, she recalls, grew when she was informed that, regrettably, there was no cure for her illness—in fact, there wasn’t even any medication or therapy that could permanently relieve her symptoms.

In her book, she relates how the doctor explained that, much like the viruses which cause AIDS and cancer, hers also had the potential to kill—it could destroy her liver and eventually take her life. For Naomi, it felt as if she were living with a time bomb. One that could end her life at any moment.

She further reveals that her next thought was the fear that she might be contagious. “My mind flashed on all the times Wynonna and I accidentally shared the same glass of water onstage.” Her doctor didn’t think this was a cause for concern.

But he agreed that more tests would have to be taken before he was absolutely certain. More tests? She bridled. Didn’t the man realize he was speaking to Naomi Judd, part of the hottest show-business act in Country music? The Judds had a full schedule of concerts ahead of them, and they couldn’t disappoint their millions of fans because a doctor wanted to conduct some more tests on Naomi.

“I told him, ‘I’m sorry, but we leave early in the morning for our 1990 tour, so I’ll have to call you after we get back,’ ” Naomi recollects. She writes that her doctor had other ideas. He insisted, “Naomi, listen to me. You’re not going anywhere except home to bed. You’re not gonna feel like putting on panty hose, let alone travel. I’ve seen the amount of energy you put out onstage, and you’re not gonna be able to stand up long enough to sing a single song.”

As Naomi left his office, her mind was “whirring,” and she was sick with dread. “I felt a huge question mark hanging over my head. Before I had walked into the doctor’s office, all I had were symptoms. Now I had a life-threatening disease.”

•  •  •

The symptoms of hepatitis include fever, weakness, nausea, vomiting, muscle aches, lethargy, headaches, and abdominal discomfort. Naomi experienced them all, and recalls them in her book.

“I was so terribly sick, I could barely get out of bed. I felt like I had the world’s worst case of flu for months.” To Naomi, it was simply incomprehensible that all this was happening to her at a time when The Judds were having their greatest year and things were going well for her personally, as well.

“Wy and I had healed our relationship. I was putting Ashley through college. Larry, my Prince Charming, and I were happily married, and we had even found our dream farm. And now this …”

Despite feeling ill, Naomi performed with Wynonna at a couple of concerts. There were moments during those performances that Naomi was so overcome with fatigue, she could hardly go on. But it was just like Naomi to push herself beyond her limits.

Upon returning to Nashville, Naomi paid a visit to yet another specialist. To her shock, this doctor coldly told her that her disease was so deadly, he wasn’t certain if she would die first from liver cancer or from complications of her liver “shutting down.”

When the physician asked to see her in a week, Naomi writes that she mustered up enough energy to tell the doctor off. “Nope. You’ve just shoved me out of an airplane at thirty-five thousand feet without offering anything to break my fall. I’m going to find a doctor who will give me a parachute. It’s called hope.”

She also recalls that in those days after her diagnosis, “I hardly knew myself anymore. There were two Naomis now. The one I had been before, and the stranger to which I found myself chained.”

But there was another Naomi Judd, as well—one who over the years had faced other challenges in her life by relying on her faith that things would work out. Once again, Naomi would be called upon to draw from that reservoir of faith.

“I’ve never had to renew my faith—even after my diagnosis,” she testifies. “I’ve had some very dear friends who have had some really severe valleys of the shadow, but I have never not believed. My trials have always come from the world, but I’ve never had a period in my life where I’ve questioned God.

“I’m so grateful for that because even though I’ve been knocked down so many times and have really been kicked in the teeth, I’ve always known that if I didn’t have anything else but God, I was still going to be okay.”

In the weeks to come, there were more medical tests along with healing prayer sessions. The only good news was a medical report informing Naomi that she was not contagious, after all.

Always an open-minded woman, Naomi began to look into natural approaches to curing illness. She began to devour books about nutrition and nutritional healing, and even changed her diet.

Naomi had launched a quest for self-healing that continues even to this very day. She sought ways to “incorporate God’s promises with modern medicine and psychology.” She believed—as she still does—that such a cooperative approach would be the winning formula to beat her disease. She even aroused the ire of members of a Georgia Baptist church by offering this approach to her audience.

“It was a Sunday morning, and I used the term that after I was given my fatal diagnosis, ‘I stepped out in faith and determined to become a co-creator with God in my healing.’ And I got a lot of flack. The pastor called me and said a couple of people in the church were concerned that I might be going New Age.”

Even today, the annoyance in her voice is clear as she recalls that incident. “Now, I was raised Southern Baptist,” she pointedly asserts, establishing her religious credentials. “In fact, I was the guest speaker at my hometown church—The First Baptist Church of Ashland, Kentucky—last month.”

“So I had this wonderful conversation with the pastor, who said he completely got it—he knew I was only talking about accepting responsibility for doing my part. But some people have this religious indignation, this self-righteousness. God is the Creator.” She continues:

“All I was telling these folks—and this stems from me being an RN and having the heart of a teacher—is that it’s important for people to become involved in improving their own health.”

Naomi also relied upon her sense of humor to remain well. “It’s almost as if every time something disastrous comes into my life, I have this wry sense of humor and say, ‘Okay, kiddo, this sure is a drag but I know I’m going to go to a higher level of awareness because of this acid test.’ ”

In addition, she promised herself not to allow any negative thoughts about her illness to enter her mind. “When one textbook said that I might only have as little as three years to live, I knocked this book out of my lap like it was on fire and got down on my face on the rug beside my bed.”

Then she offered up the following prayer:


“Father, by whom all things are made,
I love medicine but realize I’ve been
treating these books as if they were
a bible and looking to doctors as if
they were gods. I’m asking to join
into a partnership with you so that I
may be co-creator with you in my healing.
I know your desire is for me to be well
and happy. I realize you’re a supernatural
being and that the universe runs on spiritual
laws. I’m stickin’ with you!”



It was from that moment on that Naomi says she began “putting all of my thought processes and all of my resources and all of my energy into my spiritual walk. I had come to discover that security is not in a lab report, CAT scan, X ray, or biopsy … it came from within. Control is an illusion. We only have control over ourselves.”

Prayer became Naomi’s priority—from personal prayer in her private sanctuary located in the valley which she and Wynonna own, to healing sessions with elders of her church. She also put aside all the medical texts she had been reading and has not looked at them since.

“I’m an RN and a member of the mainstream medical community, and I love medicine,” Naomi emphasizes. “I would’ve gone on and gotten my MD had Wynonna and I not taken that detour into singing because of her need.

“But despite my love of medicine I really had to acknowledge that it was so limited. So when you’re unable to look to the outside world—to medicine or science or people or institutions for help—because they all have their limitations, then you have to go within.”

It was this inner road that Naomi traveled, drawing primarily upon the spiritual lessons of her Sunday school childhood in Ashland, Kentucky, for support.

“I remembered that in the Bible it says that nobody can predict the future. Yet some of these doctors in white lab coats were telling me that I only had X amount of years to live.”

She even chewed out one doctor who dared to speculate on her chances of survival. “I challenged, ‘Wait a cotton-pickin’ minute. Nobody but my God can tell me when my earthly time is over with.’ ”

Naomi’s faith was in for another test when she arrived about two months later at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota, for a liver biopsy. The pathology report on her liver condition was discouraging.

Naomi again turned to prayer, this time even asking the doctors and nurses who were preparing her for her first injection of interferon, a drug used to kill cancerous cells, to join her.

“This was the second time in my life I had ever petitioned strangers to pray with me,” Naomi recollects. “The first time had been as I lay on the operating room table earlier that day before the liver biopsy … I was pleased to discover that not only did they not mind, but they appreciated my praying for them as well.”

The side effects of the interferon injection were devastating. “My body’s reaction to the shot exaggerated my discomfort almost beyond my ability to withstand it,” Naomi recalls, wincing at the memory. But there were sweet memories as well. She recalls how supportive her family and friends were, including her husband, Larry, who never left her side. “One of my greatest comforts came from him rubbing my back as we listened to our church choir tapes.”

Several weeks later, Naomi was back on the surgery table for another biopsy—this time for a lump that had been discovered in her breast. Before her surgery, Naomi prayed the entire One Hundred and Twenty-first Psalm out loud. She believes her prayers were answered, because the lump was benign.

There were days that followed during which Naomi felt deathly ill. She admits that on the worst days she sometimes succumbed to feelings of fear and despair. Those feelings, however, did not last too long.

“I suddenly realized that this fear and darkness came from Satan himself. God doesn’t send sickness and trials. Satan does. The devil was trying to make me give up.” That very night, Naomi arranged for a prayer healing by the elders of her church.

“I prayed that I might live. I decided that all my physical symptoms were temporary, so I focused on the restoration of my health. Hope is a gift we give ourselves and remains when all else is gone. From that night on, hope was my constant companion.”

Naomi Judd, singer, has today become Naomi Judd, private investigator, of sorts. She is seeking answers to her healing in an unusual area, given her fundamentalist Christian background. Naomi is exploring how the powers of the mind, combined with faith, can be used to help heal the body. “We’re at a crossroads, today, where medicine, science, and spirituality are coming together as a new force for healing. We’re spiritual beings in a physical body.”

Her approach seems to be working. It has been more than seven years since she was diagnosed with chronic active hepatitis, and Naomi’s disease remains in complete remission. There are even days, she adds, when she feels completely normal.

Naomi recalls how her research into the spirit/mind/body connection energized her during the early days of her illness. “I became enthused because, first of all, I felt there was something I could do—personal improvement. It also gave me a sense of purpose—I wanted to share this knowledge with others. It helped keep my mind off my aches and pains and the dismal prognosis. I guess I’m just one of those people who can turn a lemon into lemonade.”

Nowadays, Naomi is eager to share what she has learned, but sometimes finds that doing so is not that easy. “It gets kind of frustrating because I go out and speak to a couple of thousand people, and afterward people tell me that they don’t have anyplace that they can go to and find out about the spirit/mind/body connection. I leave them literature and give them resource material, but I need to continue to reach them in a broader way.”

Faith is always on Naomi’s mind. These days, in fact, she has just completed writing a song for Wynonna, called “Steppin’ in the Light,” that sums up her feelings about faith.


Many paths but only one journey
to find the seat of your soul,
so many questions yet faith holds
the answer, and peace of mind
is the goal.



Besides keeping one’s faith firm, Naomi has some other advice for people who are ill. She urges them to keep a positive outlook and to seek the support of family and friends. To illustrate this, she again relates an incident from her days as a nurse.

“When I was working in the Intensive Care Unit, I could tell you who was going to make it and who wasn’t. I would take care of a patient for ten straight hours and I would get to know their attitudes. Those with faith, family support, and positive attitudes fared better.”

Positive thinking is nothing new to Naomi since even before her ordeal. “When something awful happens to me—like when I was diagnosed with hepatitis—I just go off alone and say to myself, ‘Okay, there’s another way of looking at this.’

“Instead of giving into the fear, I recognize that there’s going to be some valuable learning experience in it for me. I resist fear. I just really have a lot of trust and faith.”

She is also an advocate of support groups. “I was recently the keynote speaker at the Wellness Institute,” she relates. “We had fifteen hundred healers from all fifty states converge. The sense of knowing, the sense of community that I felt was so uplifting.

“It’s a very special gift to have someone who’s been where you’ve been, whether it’s me talking to someone who has chronic active hepatitis, or another single working mother. It’s the same sense of connection that I have when I go to church. There’s that sense of being on the same level, if you will.”

For anyone whose faith may be lagging, Naomi believes that all it takes to reach God is the simple desire to do so.

“I’m not some magical human being,” she insists. “There’s nothing special or different about Naomi Judd. I have the same insecurities, the same self-doubts, the same challenges that everyone has. What I simply do when something awful comes my way, I remind myself that God is a heck of a lot smarter than I am.”

During such trying moments, Naomi retreats to her special meditation place in the woods. “I have a guardian angel statue there. When I’ve got a need, that’s where I go. There’s a bit of a ceremony about it, so that I can really be in the moment. I believe in rituals and ceremonies. And I have a special prayer taken from Hebrews:


“Let us come boldly before
the throne of grace to obtain
mercy and help in the time of need.”



Naomi believes that the Creator responds to such prayers because people have a “legal binding contract with God.” This “contract” was “written and sealed by the blood of Jesus at Calvary to stand before that throne of grace, to lay down our petitions, to talk to God as His child.”

And Naomi isn’t shy about asking God for good health. “I’ve already started the healing process by just realizing there is Someone I can turn to for help—that it’s not a hopeless situation.”

She points out that the choice of words used in a prayer is vitally important. “One of the things I learned during my illness was so simple I can’t believe that it hadn’t occurred to me before.”

She received the powerful insight while consulting a Christian therapist shortly after becoming ill. “I had a teacher who told me to always pray the answer. Never pray the problem.” Naomi lets the importance of that statement sink in before continuing.

“I had to reorganize my thinking. The Bible says ‘in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God.’

“Words are the expressions of our thoughts. First, we have to get in touch with and take control over our thoughts. And then we have to be responsible for giving them energy. Before I had said, ‘Father by whom all things are made, please be with me because I feel like I have the flu.’ ” She laughs at the memory.

“All I was doing was reinforcing that I thought I had the flu. I wasn’t using the right words. So, I changed my prayer to say instead:


“Gracious Heavenly Father, God of might
and Lord of Love, I thank you that my
body is a miracle. I thank you for your
bountiless promises that offer me the world
of goodness. I thank you that I’m starting
to feel better. I thank you that when I
awaken tomorrow, I’m going to feel much
improved.”



Naomi professes that from the moment she began praying in this manner, “It changed my life.”

Her voyage of self-discovery has led her on a journey to wholeness. These days she keeps her life simple—rarely wearing makeup, raising her own vegetables, and experiencing nature for entertainment. She practices life-centered, present-moment awareness and makes time with her family a priority.

Above all, she keeps the faith that she is being sustained through her love for God and His love for her.

“Nothing beats love,” she declares. “Love is the greatest healing power there is. Nothing else even comes close! Not ancient cures, modern medicines and technologies, nor interesting books we read or wise things we say and think.

“My knowledge that God is the deepest source of my identity has helped me conquer all the battles of my life. Most recently it has even spared me from the dark night of the soul …”
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Barbara Mandrell
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Ever since her early childhood when Barbara Mandrell’s musically talented parents would invite people over to their house on Sunday afternoons for a Gospel music sing-along, religion has always played an important role in her life.

But in 1984, a severe concussion which Barbara suffered as a result of a near-fatal automobile accident changed that. Not only did Barbara begin to neglect her spiritual life, she also experienced a bizarre personality disorder.

It would take an encounter with an evangelist in a downtown Nashville coffee shop to help restore the Country music queen of the mid-seventies and early eighties to the woman that she is today—one who is again filled with joy, the spirit of God, and the kind of tremendous faith that touches everyone’s heart …

Barbara Mandrell’s last clear memory before the automobile accident that so dramatically changed her life is stopping at a red light on Gallatin Road just outside of Hendersonville, Tennessee.

The superstar was returning home from an antique store where she had just purchased some items for a house that Ken Dudley, her husband, was building for his grandmother. In the car with her at the time were her two children, Matthew, then fourteen, and his sister Jamie, eight.

“We’d gone maybe a block, and at a light we saw this station wagon with its tailgate down,” Barbara recalls. “There were some little children in the back. I was thinking that if the driver slammed on the brakes those kids could have been thrown out into the roadway. It was a very dangerous sight.”

Barbara was not the type of driver who liked to wear seat belts—in fact, she detested doing so. But the sight of those endangered kids in the back of the station wagon sent chills down her spine. “Looking at Matthew and Jamie I just felt this moment of great discomfort and concern.”

There was another reason why Barbara felt compelled to buckle up. As she waited for the light to change, she remembers a silent voice urging her to do so. That voice whispering to the talented entertainer belonged to her younger sister, Louise.

“It was Louise that whenever we rode with her, she would insist we put on the seat belts. I used to argue that ‘It’ll wrinkle my outfit,’ or ‘If there’s a wreck, I want to be able to get out’—you know, all the excuses. But she wouldn’t listen to any of them.”

As she continued to wait for the light to change, Barbara finally heeded that silent voice. “I said to myself, ‘Well, let’s put on our seat belts, and then we’ll be okay.’ ” It was a decision that would prove instrumental in saving her life as well as the lives of her two children.

Barbara still remembers that when she instructed Matthew and Jamie to fasten their seat belts, they looked at her as if she had suddenly lost her marbles.

Matthew and Jamie knew all too well that their mother never cared whether or not they buckled up. In fact, she never even bothered to wear a seat belt herself. But the tone in their mother’s voice convinced them that this time she meant business.

“Buckle up. I mean it,” Barbara ordered, fastening her own seat belt to set an example. Despite grumbled protests, Matthew and Jamie did as they were told.

Those words were the last that Barbara would remember speaking until she later awoke in a hospital bed with orthopedic surgeon David Jones standing by her bedside and looking down at her with a worried expression on his face.

Jumbled memories played through her mind—how, as the traffic light turned green, she stepped on the gas pedal. And how, suddenly, with little warning, a car crossed through the turning lane and began to head directly into oncoming traffic.

In bits and pieces she also recalled how a pickup truck directly in front of her swerved to get out of the way. Barbara wasn’t so lucky. Before she could take any evasive action, the oncoming car had smashed head-on into her silver Jaguar.

Police later reported they had no explanation as to why nineteen-year-old Lebanon, Tennessee, college student Mark White had driven his 1981 Subaru so erratically. Tests conducted on his body indicated no evidence of drugs or alcohol. Whatever his reason for doing so, White paid dearly for his action—with his life!

Barbara and her children survived the crash. While the front of her car was completely crushed in the collision, and the hood smashed into the windshield, miraculously, no one in her car suffered any fatal injury. Barbara was seriously injured, but Jamie and Matthew escaped with only minor cuts and bruises.

Today, Barbara exclaims that “without God’s help and those belts we would have been tossed and broken like cheap toys. We would have all three become missiles and there was no way we would have lived. God knew what was ahead for us, and God brought us through it.

“I had a broken thigh bone, broken ribs, a broken ankle, broken toes, cuts on my knees and my left arm, bruises on my face, and I had cuts inside my mouth from hitting the steering wheel. I also had a concussion. But I was alive.”

Although Barbara would eventually recover from her painful injuries, her life would be changed forever. She would never fully recover from the emotional trauma she suffered as a result of that accident, or from the side effects of the traumatic blow to her head.

Even today, the still-popular instrumentalist and vocalist sometimes experiences mood swings which are in complete counterpoint to her usually positive outlook on life. At such moments, Barbara tries to keep in mind that what she is experiencing is a residue of her old head injury.

Despite such flashbacks, Barbara remains grateful to still be alive, and for her ability to continue performing her highly galvanized stage act. “Sure there was great suffering in coming back. But the great physician, Jesus, brought me through things.

“They weren’t sure I’d ever be able to perform again. They weren’t even sure if I would ever in my life be able to wear any sort of heel. And look what God’s letting me do. I don’t know of another woman—especially in my field—who has such a physical show, except, maybe, for my sister Louise. I do it in my heels despite all the injuries I had.”

Born in Texas but raised in Southern California, Barbara at age five was already able to read music and play the accordion. Her first taste of performing in public took place at the church where her uncle was pastor, and from that moment on nothing could stop her desire to exhibit her obvious musical talents.

“When I was five, Momma taught me the accordion, the bass, and how to read music. She just put this accordion in my hands, placed my fingers where the notes were, and told me to squeeze.

“I don’t want to brag, but music came as naturally to me as painting does to some people, or writing, or mathematics. I could just do it.”

Her parents, Irby and Mary Ellen Mandrell, were musically inclined themselves and Barbara began playing with the family band while still a youngster. Although adept at a number of instruments, it was the difficult-to-master pedal steel guitar that she excelled at.

“I was just a kid—maybe ten—but I had this gift of music that was given to me by God. Today Mamma thinks I was probably a child prodigy, but we didn’t think about it in those terms back then.”

By the time Barbara had reached her eleventh birthday, the pretty blond-haired little girl was so proficient with the pedal steel guitar that, while performing at a convention in Chicago, she caught the attention of guitarists Chet Atkins and Joe Maphis. Before the convention was over, the young girl had a contract to perform at Maphis’s Showboat club in Las Vegas. “It was no different from getting up in front of a church,” she asserts. “They called my name and I came out and played.”

Two years later, the talented teenager was invited by Johnny Cash to join him on a tour of military bases in Vietnam and Korea.

Her career got a major boost in 1969, after her family relocated from California to Nashville. Barbara was signed by Columbia Records, and then, in the mid-seventies, changed labels to ABC/Dot records. Several hit songs followed, establishing Barbara as a major star well into the early eighties.

By 1983, the year before her accident, Barbara was so popular that she even hosted her own television program—“Barbara Mandrell and the Mandrell Sisters.” Even at this point in her career, her interest in spirituality did not flag. Barbara would make it a point to close each show with a Gospel tune.

In addition to her television success, she was also featured in her own Las Vegas stage show, “The Lady Is a Champ,” at the MGM Grand Hotel.

All this success would come to an abrupt halt after her automobile accident. Now it wasn’t television cameras or adoring audiences that the superstar found herself facing, but rows of glum-faced doctors who had doubts about her ability to ever fully recover from her injuries.

Barbara still cannot recall whether it was hours or days that she lay in Nashville’s Baptist Hospital’s Intensive Care Unit before fully being able to comprehend the world around her.

What she mostly remembers is the agonizing pain from her multiple injuries, and a sea of doctors’ faces peering at her and trying to explain things to her that she could not quite fully comprehend.

Sedated and still in shock, Barbara remembers looking up at those faces and feeling as if she were in “outer space” where aliens from a different planet were trying to communicate with her.

“The first memory I had since driving along Gallatin Road two weeks earlier was my doctor asking me if it would be all right to switch from Demerol and Valium to Tylenol. I said, ‘Of course.’ ”

Today, more painful than her memories of the accident are Barbara’s recollections of the bizarre personality change which she underwent—a transformation which she compares to Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.

“I was out of my mind, ranting and raving and getting worse.” The doctors later told me that it was absolutely normal for somebody to lash out after an accident from any kind of pain. I was moody with them and even the nurses.

“I was cooperative at times, mean at other times. With Ken I was consistent. Consistently miserable. All the pain I felt, all the anger, all the loss of control, I took out on this big, strong, intelligent man who was coordinating everything.”

In Barbara’s best-selling autobiography, Getting to the Heart, Ken recollects that at one point during his wife’s recovery Barbara’s emotional state was so unstable that he once had to physically restrain her from pummeling a night nurse who had approached Barbara simply to calm her down.

Barbara characterizes her moods as a “runaway tornado,” regretting most of all the cursing that accompanied those moods. “It was bad stuff, the kind you hear out in the street … really heavyweight cussing. I was just a totally, totally different person.

“I had always prided myself on keeping some control, and my language is something that as a Christian and an adult I believed I could control. So I still haven’t gotten over the fact that I was cursing in front of everyone—my doctors and even my parents and sister Louise.

“My mouth became very foul. But there’s one thing that amazed the doctors. I’m told that I never once took God’s name in vain. If I had, I want to add that’s because this can happen to people who have head injuries—it means nothing. There are even ministers who suffer head injuries whose mouths became very foul.”

She recollects that after being released from the hospital, “It wasn’t the old peppy Barbara who returned home. I was in serious pain—particularly my tail bone—and it was not only physical pain. I was depressed. At times I ached so badly that I wanted to be put out of my misery. I didn’t want to die, but I also didn’t want to live.”

Meanwhile, her vicious temper tantrums continued. “I don’t know if you’ve ever had anyone close to you that’s had a brain injury, but things that I once felt very strongly about, I was now totally on the other side of the coin. It was just too strange.

“And I continued to have huge mood swings. Maybe I’d start to cry over nothing or yell and scream at my husband because he set a glass down on my end table or something. It was ridiculous—not even human.

“I stayed in the bedroom for months and months. We had blackout shades, you know. I didn’t want any light. I didn’t want the drapes open—it was just pretty awful.”

When buses filled with her fans would show up outside her Nashville home to show their support for the star, Barbara recalls feeling resentment toward them. “I just wanted the world to go away and leave me alone.”

What saddens her the most about that tumultuous period of her life was losing touch with her spiritual roots. “When I was a kid they used to call our family pew jumpers. Holy Rollers. We went to Pentecostal-style churches in Texas and Arkansas and Illinois and California where people believe in celebrating the Lord in music.

“After the accident I never lost my faith, but it distresses me to realize that I did not ask God’s help at that terrible time in my life. I still wonder why I did not pray. I just had no feelings one way or another. I didn’t care about it. I didn’t miss it. It was weird—another result of the head injury. I used to always think of Jesus as my friend.

“Even if I was alone, taking a bath, combing my hair, driving a car, out of the blue, when something would go through my mind, I would say, ‘Thank you, Jesus,’ and I would talk to Him in passing. We had a relationship, a real relationship.

“And I always believed in the power of prayer. When my father had open-heart surgery, I got down on my knees and I prayed for one solid hour for his recovery. But now in my time of trouble, I did not pray for a long time—although millions of people were praying for me.”

Barbara recollects that even when she was visited by her minister, Mike Nelson, the prayers she said with him did not come from her heart. “Although I might pray with Mike or members of my family, in my private moments I just didn’t feel that God was with me.”

All that would begin to change one afternoon while Barbara was at home switching channels on her television set. She remembers pausing at one station where a preacher was talking about the Word of God. Barbara paid attention. For the first time in months, those words struck a responsive chord in her heart.

“Just hearing him talk about prayer reminded me that I had not prayed for the healing of my pain. I guess my mind was starting to heal at that point.”

Soon afterward, Barbara was approached by a friend who asked if the entertainer wanted to meet with an evangelist who planned to visit Nashville. Barbara remembered once seeing that preacher on television, and had enjoyed hearing what he had to say. So she agreed to do so.

“There was no tent meeting, no fire and brimstone. We met at the coffee shop of the Hyatt—JoAnn, my friend, Ken, the preacher, and I. I really don’t have a good memory of this—I still can’t even remember his name. He was a pleasant-looking man without the flashiness of a public preacher. I remember loving everything he was saying to me.”

It was a conversation that would last for


















OEBPS/images/Suss_9780307553874_epub_L02_r1.jpg









OEBPS/images/Suss_9780307553874_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Suss_9780307553874_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Suss_9780307553874_epub_tp_r1.jpg
g

Neviok  Lookn  Torwn

Srioey Ascind

yes, DC(,)rd,

COUNTRY MUSIC STARS

Im Comm

OF KNOWING GOD

Lesley Sussman





OEBPS/images/Suss_9780307553874_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Suss_9780307553874_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
YES, LORD, I'M
COMIN’ HOME!

Country Music Stars Share
Their Stories of Knowing God

Lesley Sussman

g

Doubleday





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





