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Using her Glad Game to grow spiritually

& have more joy in your life!
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The beloved classic by Eleanor H. Porter

with an introduction, book group discussion questions, 

thoughts on how to play the Glad Game, 

and a chapter-by-chapter devotional 

by Autumn Jane Macarthur
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Be glad in the Lord, and rejoice, ye righteous:

and shout for joy, all ye that are upright in heart.. 

Psalm 32:11 KJV
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​​​​About the book
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We all need more joy and faith in our lives!

.

A beloved classic of children's literature, Pollyanna, the best-selling 1913 story by Eleanor H. Porter, shows how orphaned child Pollyanna Whittier transforms an entire town for the better with her “glad game” — optimism, faith, and determination to look for the good in everything.

.

Yet the story is also so much more than that! If all you know of Pollyanna is the Disney film version or reading the book as a child, you may find reading it as an adult surprising. Pollyanna has so much to teach us about living a meaningful Christ-like life, growing spiritually, and experiencing deeper joy, the joy God created us to know and hold fast to.

.

Includes the full text of the original story, introduced by USA Today bestselling Christian romance and devotional author Autumn Jane Macarthur, plus:

- discussion questions for book groups

- suggestions for playing Pollyanna's "Glad Game"

- a Bible-based devotional for each chapter to dig deeper into the story

- personal journaling suggestions

.

An accompanying print journal is also available.
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​​​Introduction

[image: ]


God wants us to live in joy. 

We can be sure of that, because He tells us so, often! Pollyanna’s father reminded her there are 800 rejoicing verses. My search in the New International Version on the words joy, rejoice, glad, happy, happiness, and praise actually gave nearly a thousand results. That’s a lot of praise and rejoicing!

If we follow Jesus, we should have joy. R.C. Sproul says, “Over and over again in the pages of the New Testament, the idea of joy is communicated as an imperative, as an obligation. Based on the biblical teaching, I would go so far as to say that it is the Christian’s duty, his moral obligation, to be joyful.”

But that doesn’t mean it’s easy. Most of us experience fleeting moments of happiness. Maybe sometimes, amazingly, even days, weeks, or months of it. But we’re not in the habit of joy. Inevitably, something will happen to knock us out of our joy.

One of the reasons the book and film of Pollyanna is so beloved is the emphasis on gladness. Cynics see Pollyanna as deluded and unrealistic, so much so that The American Heritage Dictionary defines “Pollyanna” as “a person regarded as being foolishly or blindly optimistic.” It’s become a criticism to call someone a Pollyanna. 

In fact, the book is far from deluded or blind to the faults of people and the world. The author is gently satirical, contrasting Pollyanna’s optimistic and literal-minded interpretation of what she sees and hears with people’s actual intentions. Pollyanna does see things that aren’t how she hoped, she is fearful, she grieves. But she also looks for the best in everything, the blessing to be grateful for. 

“People have thought that Pollyanna chirped that she was ‘glad’ at everything... I have never believed that we ought to deny discomfort and pain and evil; I have merely thought that it is far better to ‘greet the unknown with a cheer’,”  said the author Eleanor H. Porter, defending herself and the book against criticism. “Pollyanna did not pretend that everything was sugar-coated goodness.... Pollyanna was positively determined to find the good in every situation.”

The truth is, we don’t live in a good world filled with good people who always do the right thing. Neither did Pollyanna. We live in a fallen broken world, with fallen broken people. Bad things happen, things we don’t want and don’t understand. We make mistakes. Wishing it was different doesn’t make it so.

Faith in God is what lifts hope we can make the best of things from blind optimism to a true spiritual practice. Trusting that He has a plan and a purpose to bring good out of all that happens to us makes it possible to feel true confidence in the present and the future, and know a real and lasting joy, no matter what happens. As John Piper says, “Hope that is really known and treasured has a huge and decisive effect on our present values and choices and actions.”

When I read Pollyanna as a child, I enjoyed the story, but never guessed how much spiritual truth was hidden within it until I re-read it as an adult. There’s so much we can learn from this story! Though on the surface it’s a children’s story, it reads as if much of it is targeted at Christian women. As the story was initially serialized in a Christian women’s magazine, they would have been the main readers, at least initially. God has a message for us with this story, even now, over a hundred years after it was written. 

We’re designed to feel joy. God programmed it into our very DNA as He created us. Too often, the hurts and challenges of life can stop us feeling that joy, but God’s will is for us to rediscover it and to revel in it!

Rejoice always, pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances;

for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.

1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 (NIV)

We need to choose joy, not just once but again and again and again. Choosing joy is one of the biggest ways we can show our faith and trust in God. It means truly believing that He can and will bring our highest good from everything that happens, even our own wrong choices.

When I started on this project, I was pretty much the last person you’d think God would call to write a book on growing a more joyful life! After a year of challenges, I was downright miserable, despite my apparent faith. I’d struggled to accept a new long-term health issue, one that thankfully won’t kill me but does make life way more difficult than I like and has meant I can’t see any way to fulfill so many dreams. I’d achieved far less than I wanted to do with my writing, chronically behind schedule despite working as hard as I could. I felt I’d failed as a wife, often annoyed and impatient with my doubly disabled husband. I regretted so many mistakes and wrong choices I’d made in my life. Oh, I posted plenty of pretty faith-filled memes to social media. I prayed and read my Bible every day. 

But all that hid the ugly truth: I wasn’t feeling any joy or love. I wasn’t writing, because how could I write joyful triumphant stories of love and overcoming when I wasn’t feeling it? 

For years, I didn’t own any clothing in grey, thinking it was a non-color, dull, lifeless, joyless. Or black, a mourning color. Yes, they look beautiful on some people, but not me. I always wore autumn colors like my name, warm browns, vibrant teal and turquoise, bright leaf greens and rich sea blues. But almost all the clothes I bought in the past year are grey. Most days, you’ll find me wearing grey.  I realized, I’d gone into mourning for the old me, the me and all the hopes and dreams that died when I got ill. Last time I did that was years ago, after my fifth miscarriage. I looked in my wardrobe one day about six months after losing baby Rose, and realized everything was black. I hadn’t planned it like that, it just happened.  

So the idea of choosing joy was about the furthest thing from my mind. I think if someone suggested it to me as an option for getting out of the hole I was in, I would have screamed at them — How can I possible choose joy, when my life has fallen apart? 

The story I’d been working on, oddly enough, featured a disabled hero, angry with God and everyone around him. The heroine was very much a Pollyanna, always looking on the bright side, despite her own life challenges. Naturally, she drives the hero nuts, in a good way! But only when God nudged me to read Pollyanna again to get some insight for her character (and okay, I admit, I was procrastinating writing that story,too!), did I realize that my bubbly, bouncy, always-happy heroine hid her own anger with God. Only when she admitted that to herself, admitted she couldn’t forgive God for all the many things that hadn’t worked out the way she’d hoped and prayed, could she drop the false front and find true joy.

Like Pollyanna, both those story characters (in The Real Thing) and I had to learn that God wants us to live in joy, but that feeling the joy and gladness He intends for us is our choice. We need to grieve, we need to feel sorrow and anger when things feel like they’re going wrong, and then we need to move past that, handing those feelings to God, and trusting Him to take care of our present and our future. Joy and bitterness can’t live together in the same heart, as Miss Polly finds in Pollyanna.

~
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The Holy Spirit produces a different kind of fruit: unconditional love, joy, peace, patience, kindheartedness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. 

Galatians 5:22-23 VOICE

~
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Joy is not negotiable! It’s a fruit of the Spirit. Not a gift given only a few but something we all should demonstrate in our lives. 

So we start by opening our hearts to God on to His Spirit. Being honest with Him and ourselves about what we really feel and the mistakes we’ve made. We ask Him to forgive us, and to help us trust that despite the things that have gone wrong in our lives, He does intend our highest good. We need to make the conscious choice to look for the blessing and to choose to give thanks for everything, not just the easy, obvious things. To play the Glad Game, no matter what, trusting that He has a plan and a purpose for it all, even with the biggest, baddest, so-hard-to-give-thanks-for things! Like every skill, our capacity for gladness grows the more we practice it. 

Read Pollyanna, and prayerfully consider the study devotional I’ve added for each chapter, and the Bible verses. Take the time to ponder and ideally journal your answers for the questions in each one.

The God who brings the dead to life and turns water into wine can also mend our broken places and transform our hurts into joy, if we let Him. That joy can be wild and exuberant and overwhelming, shouting praise to God with our arms in the air. Or at more challenging times, it may be quiet and stubborn and persistent, a candle flame in the dark that can’t be extinguished. What it always is, is real.

Right here in the midst of all that seems wrong with our lives and the world, God is ready and waiting for us to ask Him in, waiting for us to play His version of the Glad Game. There is always a reason to be glad. Let’s look for it, find it, and be thankful.

We throw open our doors to God and discover at the same moment that he has already thrown open his door to us. We find ourselves standing where we always hoped we might stand—out in the wide open spaces of God’s grace and glory, standing tall and shouting our praise. 

Romans 5:2 MSG
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PS: If you’re not sure you have a personal relationship with Jesus, or if you’re a seeker wanting to know more about what it means to be a Christ-follower, you might find the chapter here is a good place to start.
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​​​Using the Chapter-by-Chapter Devotional & Journal Questions
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Dig deeper into the spiritual truths hidden in the story with this devotional and journal questions for personal or group study! The idea isn’t to take the fun out of the story by making it work, but to discover and hand over to God any blocks to us living the abundantly joyful live He intends for us.

Each chapter of the story has its own devotional chapter, with a quote from the book, questions to think about, and relevant Bible verses. You can stop to ponder issues related to the chapter, or use the link at the start of each devotional to jump to the next chapter and keep reading the story. If you want to navigate and find a specific chapter or devotional, use the Table of Contents.

To get the most from the devotional and journal questions, take your time. You’ll find doing one entry a day or even slowly working through just one a week is plenty! You’ll get more from the process by slowing down and allowing the questions to sink deeper into your heart and mind. Some of the suggestions look deceptively simple but may open up a lot of thoughts and emotions, so give yourself all the time you need to process that and take it to God.

As you start each section, ask God to show you what He wants you to see today. You can simply read the questions and ask that God gives you insight as the day goes by. You may be surprised what answers surface! 

Or written journaling is a wonderful way to get in touch with your thoughts and feelings, and to discern God’s guidance. You could buy the paperback version of the journal to accompany this book, add notes in your ereader, use a notebook, or open a document for notes on your phone or laptop. Write as much or as little as feels right to you. Some days that may be just a few lines, other days a topic may particularly resonate with you and you’ll want to write far more.

As you write, listen for God’s still small voice speaking in your heart and mind, and measure what you hear against what you know of God from His Word. Over time, you get better at hearing it, and knowing you can trust it. There are no right or wrong answers. It’s very likely that as you read thoughtfully, you’ll see other truths in the chapter beside those I discuss. But don’t push it if you’re not getting a lot some days. You may find that you ask the questions in the journal session, and the answers come later.

It’s worth going back to look at those questions you wrote very little on, maybe a few weeks or months later. Ponder the questions prayerfully. If you look at the questions and your answers and feel a sense of peace, it could be that you have no issue in that area. That’s great! But if you look at the questions and want to turn the page as fast as possible, it could be that’s the exact topic God is asking you to look at more closely. It’s not easy, but try to be willing to go with that. Ask God to guide you and support you.

If a question touches on something you find an especially sensitive issue, it’s wisest not to force yourself to push through pain. You don’t have to deal with it alone. Pray, seeking support first from God and then from someone you trust—a friend, a family member, or your pastor. Some of the questions go deep. Sometimes we need to let go of old deep hurts to be able to feel the joy God has waiting for us.

My prayer for you as you journal your way through the story is that you will find joy. True joy, not a superficial false front, going through the motions of being glad, but a soul-deep heart-felt joy no circumstance can shake. God intends for us to live our lives gladly and joyfully. He created us for joy. With His help, let’s open our hearts and minds to living with joy, trust, and gratitude every day, no matter what we face in our lives.
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​​​CHAPTER 1 :MISS POLLY
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Miss Polly Harrington entered her kitchen a little hurriedly this June morning. Miss Polly did not usually make hurried movements; she specially prided herself on her repose of manner. But to-day she was hurrying — actually hurrying.

Nancy, washing dishes at the sink, looked up in surprise. Nancy had been working in Miss Polly’s kitchen only two months, but already she knew that her mistress did not usually hurry.

“Nancy!”

“Yes, ma’am.” Nancy answered cheerfully, but she still continued wiping the pitcher in her hand.

“Nancy,” — Miss Polly’s voice was very stern now — “when I’m talking to you, I wish you to stop your work and listen to what I have to say.”

Nancy flushed miserably. She set the pitcher down at once, with the cloth still about it, thereby nearly tipping it over — which did not add to her composure.

“Yes, ma’am; I will, ma’am,” she stammered, righting the pitcher, and turning hastily. “I was only keepin’ on with my work ‘cause you specially told me this mornin’ ter hurry with my dishes, ye know.”

Her mistress frowned.

“That will do, Nancy. I did not ask for explanations. I asked for your attention.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Nancy stifled a sigh. She was wondering if ever in any way she could please this woman. Nancy had never “worked out” before; but a sick mother suddenly widowed and left with three younger children besides Nancy herself, had forced the girl into doing something toward their support, and she had been so pleased when she found a place in the kitchen of the great house on the hill — Nancy had come from “The Corners,” six miles away, and she knew Miss Polly Harrington only as the mistress of the old Harrington homestead, and one of the wealthiest residents of the town. That was two months before. She knew Miss Polly now as a stern, severe-faced woman who frowned if a knife clattered to the floor, or if a door banged — but who never thought to smile even when knives and doors were still.

“When you’ve finished your morning work, Nancy,” Miss Polly was saying now, “you may clear the little room at the head of the stairs in the attic, and make up the cot bed. Sweep the room and clean it, of course, after you clear out the trunks and boxes.”

“Yes, ma’am. And where shall I put the things, please, that I take out?”

“In the front attic.” Miss Polly hesitated, then went on: “I suppose I may as well tell you now, Nancy. My niece, Miss Pollyanna Whittier, is coming to live with me. She is eleven years old, and will sleep in that room.”

“A little girl — coming here, Miss Harrington? Oh, won’t that be nice!” cried Nancy, thinking of the sunshine her own little sisters made in the home at “The Corners.”

“Nice? Well, that isn’t exactly the word I should use,” rejoined Miss Polly, stiffly. “However, I intend to make the best of it, of course. I am a good woman, I hope; and I know my duty.”

Nancy colored hotly.

“Of course, ma’am; it was only that I thought a little girl here might — might brighten things up for you,” she faltered.

“Thank you,” rejoined the lady, dryly. “I can’t say, however, that I see any immediate need for that.”

“But, of course, you — you’d want her, your sister’s child,” ventured Nancy, vaguely feeling that somehow she must prepare a welcome for this lonely little stranger.

Miss Polly lifted her chin haughtily.

“Well, really, Nancy, just because I happened to have a sister who was silly enough to marry and bring unnecessary children into a world that was already quite full enough, I can’t see how I should particularly want to have the care of them myself. However, as I said before, I hope I know my duty. See that you clean the corners, Nancy,” she finished sharply, as she left the room.

“Yes, ma’am,” sighed Nancy, picking up the half-dried pitcher — now so cold it must be rinsed again.
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In her own room, Miss Polly took out once more the letter which she had received two days before from the far-away Western town, and which had been so unpleasant a surprise to her. The letter was addressed to Miss Polly Harrington, Beldingsville, Vermont; and it read as follows:


“Dear Madam: — I regret to inform you that the Rev. John Whittier died two weeks ago, leaving one child, a girl eleven years old. He left practically nothing else save a few books; for, as you doubtless know, he was the pastor of this small mission church, and had a very meager salary.

“I believe he was your deceased sister’s husband, but he gave me to understand the families were not on the best of terms. He thought, however, that for your sister’s sake you might wish to take the child and bring her up among her own people in the East. Hence I am writing to you.

“The little girl will be all ready to start by the time you get this letter; and if you can take her, we would appreciate it very much if you would write that she might come at once, as there is a man and his wife here who are going East very soon, and they would take her with them to Boston, and put her on the Beldingsville train. Of course you would be notified what day and train to expect Pollyanna on.

“Hoping to hear favorably from you soon, I remain,

“Respectfully yours,

“Jeremiah O. White.”



With a frown Miss Polly folded the letter and tucked it into its envelope. She had answered it the day before, and she had said she would take the child, of course. She hoped she knew her duty well enough for that! — disagreeable as the task would be.

As she sat now, with the letter in her hands, her thoughts went back to her sister, Jennie, who had been this child’s mother, and to the time when Jennie, as a girl of twenty, had insisted upon marrying the young minister, in spite of her family’s remonstrances. There had been a man of wealth who had wanted her — and the family had much preferred him to the minister; but Jennie had not. The man of wealth had more years, as well as more money, to his credit, while the minister had only a young head full of youth’s ideals and enthusiasm, and a heart full of love.

Jennie had preferred these — quite naturally, perhaps; so she had married the minister, and had gone south with him as a home missionary’s wife.

The break had come then. Miss Polly remembered it well, though she had been but a girl of fifteen, the youngest, at the time. The family had had little more to do with the missionary’s wife. To be sure, Jennie herself had written, for a time, and had named her last baby “Pollyanna” for her two sisters, Polly and Anna — the other babies had all died. This had been the last time that Jennie had written; and in a few years there had come the news of her death, told in a short, but heart-broken little note from the minister himself, dated at a little town in the West.

Meanwhile, time had not stood still for the occupants of the great house on the hill. Miss Polly, looking out at the far-reaching valley below, thought of the changes those twenty-five years had brought to her.

She was forty now, and quite alone in the world. Father, mother, sisters — all were dead. For years, now, she had been sole mistress of the house and of the thousands left her by her father. There were people who had openly pitied her lonely life, and who had urged her to have some friend or companion to live with her; but she had not welcomed either their sympathy or their advice. She was not lonely, she said. She liked being by herself. She preferred quiet. But now —

Miss Polly rose with frowning face and closely-shut lips. She was glad, of course, that she was a good woman, and that she not only knew her duty, but had sufficient strength of character to perform it.

But — POLLYANNA! — what a ridiculous name!
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​​CHAPTER 1 Devotional & Journal 
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“She was glad, of course, that she was a good woman, and that she not only knew her duty, but had sufficient strength of character to perform it.”

Miss Polly, a middle-aged single woman, reluctantly takes responsibility for her orphaned niece. 

Are Miss Polly’s words and behavior as she prepares for Pollyanna’s arrival those of a truly “good woman”? Why or why not?

Does Miss Polly show any signs of faith in God in this chapter, or only faith in herself?

[image: image]

It’s easy to fall into self-sufficiency, the trap of thinking we’re strong enough to do whatever we need to do without calling on God’s help. Nearly all of us do sometimes, and some of us do all the time! We may even have been taught it’s a good thing to do. We live in a society that values being strong and appearing to have it all together. But the secret truth we live with and do our best to hide is our knowledge we’re not so strong or so good. Many of us live with a constant struggle to appear to be good enough, and to make sure our secret weakness isn’t seen by anyone else.

For most of my life I felt I could do it on my own, and I wanted to. I prided myself on my strength, my endurance, my capacity to DIY. I was brought up to be willing to have a go at doing just about anything, from climbing a cliff to moving across the world on my own to renovating a house unassisted. I was used to seeing myself as strong, and I didn’t want to have to rely on anyone for anything.  As a nurse, my life-long job had been helping others. I was also caregiver to my disabled husband, so accustomed to being the strong one in our marriage, too. 

But my relationship with God was on the shallow side. I didn’t pray, really pray from the depths of my heart, all that often. I didn’t ask His help unless it was an emergency.  I wasn’t letting God be God. I called Him Lord, but I wasn’t surrendering to Him and giving Him Lordship over my life. 

Then things went wrong. Suddenly, my strength disappeared. I couldn’t even walk to the bathroom by myself! A disabling and long-term untreatable illness made me face just how limited my own abilities are, and how easily shattered my belief I could do it all myself was. 

Thankfully, God is there for us, and He created us to live in reliance on his strength, not our own.

“I am the vine, and you are the branches. If you stay joined to me, and I to you, you will produce plenty of fruit. But separated from me you won’t be able to do anything.

John 15:5 ERV

This is a great way to look at how things should be for us with God. He is the trunk and roots, the source of all the rest of the plant, giving us nourishment and support. We are the branches, visible in the world, producing fruit. We can get to look at the fruit we produce, and start thinking we’re doing it on our own. 

But as much of the plant is underground and invisible as shows above the surface. Cut off a branch, and it doesn’t affect the rest of the plant too much. The roots stay strong. But it does affect the branch. Separated from the trunk and the roots, the branch can’t feed or support itself. It stops producing fruit. It withers and dies.

Separated from Him, we can do nothing. It’s a tough lesson to learn, in our self-reliant world.

It’s been a painful struggle, but having to admit I can’t do it on my own and that I need help, I’ve drawn so much closer to God (and my husband too!). The change is like the difference between a friend you have nice easy chats with on FB now and then; and the friend you talk to every day about everything, no secrets, the one you know you can ask to come over and help you when you really need help. 

I know I need God. I know I need help. I don’t have to pretend to be strong all the time any more. Even if I recover from this illness and become physically more able to do for myself, I won’t forget this lesson.

I want to live the life God intends for me, the life He created me for!
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What challenges have been caused in your life by relying on your own strength, the way Miss Polly does?

How can doing the right thing for the wrong reason cause problems?

How can you do things differently in the future, with God’s help?

Lord, help me to know that You will always be there to support and strengthen me when I need you. Help me to remember to call on You and draw on Your strength instead of relying on myself. Please help me to trust that You keep Your promises, so even if I don’t feel You are with me, I know and believe You are. Thank You!
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​​​​CHAPTER 2: OLD TOM AND NANCY
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In the little attic room Nancy swept and scrubbed vigorously, paying particular attention to the corners. There were times, indeed, when the vigor she put into her work was more of a relief to her feelings than it was an ardor to efface dirt — Nancy, in spite of her frightened submission to her mistress, was no saint.

“I — just — wish — I could — dig — out the corners — of — her — soul!” she muttered jerkily, punctuating her words with murderous jabs of her pointed cleaning-stick. “There’s plenty of ‘em needs cleanin’ all right, all right! The idea of stickin’ that blessed child ‘way off up here in this hot little room — with no fire in the winter, too, and all this big house ter pick and choose from! Unnecessary children, indeed! Humph!”  snapped Nancy, wringing her rag so hard her fingers ached from the strain; “I guess it ain’t CHILDREN what is MOST unnecessary just now, just now!”

For some time she worked in silence; then, her task finished, she looked about the bare little room in plain disgust.

“Well, it’s done — my part, anyhow,” she sighed. “There ain’t no dirt here — and there’s mighty little else. Poor little soul! — a pretty place this is ter put a homesick, lonesome child into!” she finished, going out and closing the door with a bang, “Oh!” she ejaculated, biting her lip. Then, doggedly: “Well, I don’t care. I hope she did hear the bang, — I do, I do!”

In the garden that afternoon, Nancy found a few minutes in which to interview Old Tom, who had pulled the weeds and shovelled the paths about the place for uncounted years.

“Mr. Tom,” began Nancy, throwing a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure she was unobserved; “did you know a little girl was comin’ here ter live with Miss Polly?”

“A — what?” demanded the old man, straightening his bent back with difficulty.

“A little girl — to live with Miss Polly.”

“Go on with yer jokin’,” scoffed unbelieving Tom. “Why don’t ye tell me the sun is a-goin’ ter set in the east termorrer?”

“But it’s true. She told me so herself,” maintained Nancy. “It’s her niece; and she’s eleven years old.”

The man’s jaw fell.

“Sho! — I wonder, now,” he muttered; then a tender light came into his faded eyes. “It ain’t — but it must be — Miss Jennie’s little gal! There wasn’t none of the rest of ‘em married. Why, Nancy, it must be Miss Jennie’s little gal. Glory be ter praise! ter think of my old eyes a-seein’ this!”

“Who was Miss Jennie?”

“She was an angel straight out of Heaven,” breathed the man, fervently; “but the old master and missus knew her as their oldest daughter. She was twenty when she married and went away from here long years ago. Her babies all died, I heard, except the last one; and that must be the one what’s a-comin’.”

“She’s eleven years old.”

“Yes, she might be,” nodded the old man.

“And she’s goin’ ter sleep in the attic — more shame ter HER!” scolded Nancy, with another glance over her shoulder toward the house behind her.

Old Tom frowned. The next moment a curious smile curved his lips.

“I’m a-wonderin’ what Miss Polly will do with a child in the house,” he said.

“Humph! Well, I’m a-wonderin’ what a child will do with Miss Polly in the house!” snapped Nancy.

The old man laughed.

“I’m afraid you ain’t fond of Miss Polly,” he grinned.

“As if ever anybody could be fond of her!” scorned Nancy.

Old Tom smiled oddly. He stooped and began to work again.

“I guess maybe you didn’t know about Miss Polly’s love affair,” he said slowly.

“Love affair — HER! No! — and I guess nobody else didn’t, neither.”

“Oh, yes they did,” nodded the old man. “And the feller’s livin’ ter-day — right in this town, too.”

“Who is he?”

“I ain’t a-tellin’ that. It ain’t fit that I should.” The old man drew himself erect. In his dim blue eyes, as he faced the house, there was the loyal servant’s honest pride in the family he has served and loved for long years.

“But it don’t seem possible — her and a lover,” still maintained Nancy.

Old Tom shook his head.

“You didn’t know Miss Polly as I did,” he argued. “She used ter be real handsome — and she would be now, if she’d let herself be.”

“Handsome! Miss Polly!”

“Yes. If she’d just let that tight hair of hern all out loose and careless-like, as it used ter be, and wear the sort of bunnits with posies in ‘em, and the kind o’ dresses all lace and white things — you’d see she’d be handsome! Miss Polly ain’t old, Nancy.”

“Ain’t she, though? Well, then she’s got an awfully good imitation of it — she has, she has!” sniffed Nancy.

“Yes, I know. It begun then — at the time of the trouble with her lover,” nodded Old Tom; “and it seems as if she’d been feedin’ on wormwood an’ thistles ever since — she’s that bitter an’ prickly ter deal with.”

“I should say she was,” declared Nancy, indignantly. “There’s no pleasin’ her, nohow, no matter how you try! I wouldn’t stay if ‘twa’n’t for the wages and the folks at home what’s needin’ ‘em. But some day — some day I shall jest b’ile over; and when I do, of course it’ll be good-by Nancy for me. It will, it will.”

Old Tom shook his head.

“I know. I’ve felt it. It’s nart’ral — but ‘tain’t best, child; ‘tain’t best. Take my word for it, ‘tain’t best.” And again he bent his old head to the work before him.

“Nancy!” called a sharp voice.

“Y-yes, ma’am,” stammered Nancy; and hurried toward the house.
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​​CHAPTER 2 Devotional & Journal
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“...it seems as if she’d been feedin’ on wormwood an’ thistles ever since—she’s that bitter an’ prickly ter deal with.”

Miss Polly has become old before her time and withdrawn from society after a broken romance. Old Tom describes her as eating wormwood, a bitter herb with many medicinal uses, but potentially addictive and even poisonous when misused. Bitterness is the same. It can start with simple anger over a hurt or wrong done to us, but if we choose to dwell on the hurt, to embrace anger and remain unforgiving, the seeds of bitterness and resentment are sown.

Bitterness is described in the Bible many times as a “root”, and just like weeds in the garden, a root may grow under the ground for a long time before we see the plant. Left to grow, these feelings can poison and damage every aspect of our lives, from our health, our relationships, to our sense of connection with God. Over time, our hearts become hardened, unloving, and unforgiving. It may be obvious, like Miss Polly putting her orphaned niece in an attic room because she couldn’t forgive her beloved sister for leaving the family. Or it may be subtle – people we can’t love or forgive, hurts we dwell on, anger with God for allowing certain things to happen, or anger with ourselves. It can show as self-sufficiency, insisting on our ability to do it on our own, needing no one, not even God’s help.

Have you seen examples of how bitterness has warped a person’s character?
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When we have the root of bitterness hidden in our heart, not only does it become hard for us to love others or God, we can’t let love in. We can’t feel joy. We can’t feel glad for anything. And bitter people aren’t pleasant to be around!

It can be easy to see bitterness in others, but we may not recognize our own potential for bitterness, as our anger can feel justified. I’ve struggled with bitterness for many years, directed both toward God, and toward people close to me. It started as grief, first over a series of miscarriages, then over remaining childless.

Healthy grief goes through a series of stages. Not every time, and not always in order, but most often, as people recover from a loss, they’ll go through denial, anger, bargaining, sadness and finally acceptance. I certainly experienced a lot of trying to cut bargains with God! Then, when the longer for baby still didn’t arrive, I got angry with God, and stayed angry. I couldn’t forgive God for what seemed so unfair.

I also couldn’t forgive my husband. After my seventh miscarriage, seeing how upset it was, he insisted we stop trying, for my sake. My anger and bitterness was like poison for our marriage. I became hypercritical, so easily irritated. Every little thing he did wrong was magnified. A small complaint would quickly escalate into a huge, vicious argument.

Like weeds taking over a garden, our marriage turned into a loveless wasteland producing no good fruit, just more seeds of bitterness. Every argument, every angry word spoken, became another resentment added to the list. We we’re living like husband and wife. More like reluctant room-mates, who couldn’t wait to get away from each other.

Banish bitterness, rage and anger, shouting and slander, and any and all malicious thoughts

—these are poison. Instead, be kind and compassionate.

Graciously forgive one another just as God has forgiven you...

Ephesians 4:31,32 VOICE

As God drew me back to Him, I felt His loving forgiveness, freely given in grace. And He showed me I needed to show the same love in my own life, and extend the same grace to my husband He did to me. I need to focus on Him, instead of my anger over the past, and my expectations that my husband should change to be the way I wanted him to be.

I’m still not a perfect wife. It’s true what they say about red-heads and temper, and even though the red is now mixed with grey, my fiery temper remains. But I don’t use that as an excuse not to be the woman God calls me to be. If I want a loving marriage, I need to love. I need to let go of bitterness, and embrace the joy God has waiting for me. And embrace my husband more, too!
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Are there any areas in your life where bitterness has taken root? 

How does that affect you?

How does it affect your relationships with others? 

How does it affect your relationship with God?

How does it affect your capacity for joy?

Lord, please help me to be willing to look honestly at my heart and mind and see how anger, resentment, or bitterness might affect me. Help me to see that holding onto these things poisons my joy, and harms me far more than it harms whoever I’m angry with. I know that You can heal those hurts and soften my heart. Help me to trust that You will work in my heart, helping me to forgive, making me new, and reviving my capacity to feel the joy You intend for me. Thank you!
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​​​​CHAPTER 3: THE COMING OF POLLYANNA
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In due time came the telegram announcing that Pollyanna would arrive in Beldingsville the next day, the twenty-fifth of June, at four o’clock. Miss Polly read the telegram, frowned, then climbed the stairs to the attic room. She still frowned as she looked about her. 

The room contained a small bed, neatly made, two straight-backed chairs, a washstand, a bureau — without any mirror — and a small table. There were no drapery curtains at the dormer windows, no pictures on the wall. All day the sun had been pouring down upon the roof, and the little room was like an oven for heat. As there were no screens, the windows had not been raised. A big fly was buzzing angrily at one of them now, up and down, up and down, trying to get out.

Miss Polly killed the fly, swept it through the window (raising the sash an inch for the purpose), straightened a chair, frowned again, and left the room.

“Nancy,” she said a few minutes later, at the kitchen door, “I found a fly up-stairs in Miss Pollyanna’s room. The window must have been raised at some time. I have ordered screens, but until they come I shall expect you to see that the windows remain closed. My niece will arrive to-morrow at four o’clock. I desire you to meet her at the station. Timothy will take the open buggy and drive you over. The telegram says ‘light hair, red-checked gingham dress, and straw hat.’ That is all I know, but I think it is sufficient for your purpose.”

“Yes, ma’am; but — you — ”

Miss Polly evidently read the pause aright, for she frowned and said crisply:

“No, I shall not go. It is not necessary that I should, I think. That is all.” And she turned away — Miss Polly’s arrangements for the comfort of her niece, Pollyanna, were complete.

In the kitchen, Nancy sent her flatiron with a vicious dig across the dish-towel she was ironing.

“‘Light hair, red-checked gingham dress, and straw hat’ — all she knows, indeed! Well, I’d be ashamed ter own it up, that I would, I would — and her my onliest niece what was a-comin’ from ‘way across the continent!”

Promptly at twenty minutes to four the next afternoon Timothy and Nancy drove off in the open buggy to meet the expected guest. Timothy was Old Tom’s son. It was sometimes said in the town that if Old Tom was Miss Polly’s right-hand man, Timothy was her left.

Timothy was a good-natured youth, and a good-looking one, as well. Short as had been Nancy’s stay at the house, the two were already good friends. To-day, however, Nancy was too full of her mission to be her usual talkative self; and almost in silence she took the drive to the station and alighted to wait for the train.

Over and over in her mind she was saying it “light hair, red-checked dress, straw hat.” Over and over again she was wondering just what sort of child this Pollyanna was, anyway.

“I hope for her sake she’s quiet and sensible, and don’t drop knives nor bang doors,” she sighed to Timothy, who had sauntered up to her.

“Well, if she ain’t, nobody knows what’ll become of the rest of us,” grinned Timothy. “Imagine Miss Polly and a NOISY kid! Gorry! there goes the whistle now!”

“Oh, Timothy, I — I think it was mean ter send me,” chattered the suddenly frightened Nancy, as she turned and hurried to a point where she could best watch the passengers alight at the little station.

It was not long before Nancy saw her — the slender little girl in the red-checked gingham with two fat braids of flaxen hair hanging down her back. Beneath the straw hat, an eager, freckled little face turned to the right and to the left, plainly searching for some one.

Nancy knew the child at once, but not for some time could she control her shaking knees sufficiently to go to her. The little girl was standing quite by herself when Nancy finally did approach her.

“Are you Miss — Pollyanna?” she faltered. The next moment she found herself half smothered in the clasp of two gingham-clad arms.

“Oh, I’m so glad, GLAD, GLAD to see you,” cried an eager voice in her ear. “Of course I’m Pollyanna, and I’m so glad you came to meet me! I hoped you would.”

“You — you did?” stammered Nancy, vaguely wondering how Pollyanna could possibly have known her — and wanted her. “You — you did?” she repeated, trying to straighten her hat.

“Oh, yes; and I’ve been wondering all the way here what you looked like,” cried the little girl, dancing on her toes, and sweeping the embarrassed Nancy from head to foot, with her eyes. “And now I know, and I’m glad you look just like you do look.”

Nancy was relieved just then to have Timothy come up. Pollyanna’s words had been most confusing.

“This is Timothy. Maybe you have a trunk,” she stammered.

“Yes, I have,” nodded Pollyanna, importantly. “I’ve got a brand-new one. The Ladies’ Aid bought it for me — and wasn’t it lovely of them, when they wanted the carpet so? Of course I don’t know how much red carpet a trunk could buy, but it ought to buy some, anyhow — much as half an aisle, don’t you think? I’ve got a little thing here in my bag that Mr. Gray said was a check, and that I must give it to you before I could get my trunk. Mr. Gray is Mrs. Gray’s husband. They’re cousins of Deacon Carr’s wife. I came East with them, and they’re lovely! And — there, here ‘tis,” she finished, producing the check after much fumbling in the bag she carried.

Nancy drew a long breath. Instinctively she felt that some one had
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