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“I found myself wanting to read the entire book in one sitting. Nancy captivates me with her simple, down-to-earth, everyday examples of Gods amazing grace. She demonstrates that ‘Grace is God's invitation to dance with Him’ throughout this compilation of grace talks. Lipstick Grace is so brilliandy written that I experienced (and I believe you will, too) a greater understanding of Gods matchless, endless, all-encompassing love and grace for each of us—in spite of who we are and what we do. Definitely a must-read and share-it-with-your-friends book.”

THELMA WELLS

PRESIDENT OFA WOMAN OF GOD MINISTRIES,

WOMEN OF FAITH CONFERENCE SPEAKER,

author of God Is Not Through With Me Yet

“Nancy Kennedy nailed me on the first page! In reading this collection of Nancys perceptive, amusing, and extremely honest newspaper columns, I felt like I was captured and taken on an enthralling journey—a journey where the ordinary happenings of our lives become filled by the wisest, most unexpected insights. I, too, am always on a search for the perfect lipstick… and I know I'm never going to look at it the same way again.”

SHAUNTI FELDHAHN

Bestselling author of For Women Only

“Rarely will you find a writer who invites you into her everyday life with such courage, conviction, and transparency as Nancy does. And I know, for me, this is where I need grace the most: in the everyday. You 11 laugh out loud one minute, and dab at tears the $ext. Prepare to be delighted—and changed—with a little Lipstick Grace”

CONNIE GRIGSBY

Author of The Politically Incorrect Wife

AND How TO GET YOUR HUSBAND TO TALK TO YOU
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This book is dedicated to LK, CK, Tara, Bod, and Beans.

God is able to make all grace abound to you.

2 CORINTHIANS 9:8
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PUTTING on MY LIPSTICK and MY
DANCING SHOES

IN MY DREAMS, I am a dancer, gliding across a polished wooden dance floor in three-quarter time. I'm agile and smooth, my every movement flowing and fluid. I'm lithe and nimble, graceful as a gazelle.

In my dreams, that is.

In real life, I trip over my feet more often than not, even while standing still. The truth is, I can't dance. I got no rhythm. Can't waltz, can't tango. Can't fox-trot, can't jitterbug, can't watusi, can't do-si-do, can't do the electric slide.

I tried line dancing once and kicked some lady in the knee.

I'm woefully lacking in grace. Grace deficient. Grace doesn't come naturally to me.

But I want grace! I want to be graceful. To be full of grace. I want to receive it, give it, live in it, wash in it. I want to immerse myself in grace—amazing, glorious grace.

It's what we all want, whether we know it or not. The problem is that grace is a nebulous word, like faith and love. You can define it (“unmerited favor”) but still not understand what it means. Some words are best glimpsed. Dont tell me about grace—show me what it looks like in everyday life.

That's what I've attempted to do in Lipstick Grace: Glimpses of Life, Love, and the Quest for the Perfect Lip Gloss. I've attempted to show you what grace looks like: saving grace, sufficient grace. Common grace, sanctifying and redeeming grace. Grace that comes through faith in Christ. Grace that draws sinners to the Cross again and again and again.

We can never get enough grace.

If there's such a thing as a favorite theologian, Martin Luther tops my list. A sixteenth-century German monk, Luther stumbled upon the concept of grace while reading the apostle Paul's letter to the Romans: “The just shall live by faith” (Romans 1:17, KJV).

Up until that time, Luther had spent his life trying to atone for his own sins, beating himself and spending hours on his knees confessing his sins, and then agonizing in case he forgot one.

But once the lightbulb went on and he realized that it truly is by grace alone that we are saved and by grace alone that we live, he became one of the greatest grace teachers of all time. The just shall live by faith, which comes solely by grace.

As the story goes, someone once said to Luther, “Grace, grace, grace, all you ever talk about is grace.”

To which Luther replied, “That's because grace is all there is.”

I don't know if that's a true story about Luther—I heard it in a sermon once. If it's not true about Luther's conversation, it's still a true statement about grace.

Grace is all there is.

Grace is God's invitation to dance with Him.

“For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him” (John 3:17). That all the whosoevers who would believe in Him would not perish, but dance with Him forever.

Apart from grace we are helpless and hopeless. Onlookers and outcasts, in despair and eternally doomed. That's why we who have tasted grace, given to us by the God of grace through faith in His Son, can't stop talking about it. Grace makes blind men see, lame men walk, and dead men get up and dance.

This book is a collection of my glimpses of grace, taken from the past five or so years worth of my weekly column, “Grace Notes,” which I write for a Florida daily newspaper, the Citrus County Chronicle, where I am on staff as a feature writer. My column also appears in about a dozen newspapers elsewhere.

In my column, and therefore in this book, I have wrestled with my relationships with people and with God and with my own self. I've confessed my sins, questioned my motives and actions and thoughts. I've voiced my doubts as well as my certainty about matters of faith and trust.

I've blathered about petty things like finding the perfect lipstick and have confessed that same pettiness, all the while marveling at the incredible forgiveness, mercy, and grace of our great God.

Grace. It always comes back to grace. It's all that matters. Every moment, every hour, every day.

Grace, grace, grace.

Its all there is—so put on your lipstick and your dancing shoes, and let s dance!




LIPSTICK GRACE

EVERY WEEK I sit down to write all about how much I love Jesus so you will want to be like me, but then I get a pang of conscience and I end up writing the truth. For example, my all-consuming passion these days isn't loving Jesus, but trying to find the perfect lipstick.

Although I want the passion of my life to be Jesus, right now its not; its lipstick. Not too red, not too pink, not too brown— and it has to be shiny.

The problem is, I can't find just one satisfactory lip product, so I've had to resort to using a combination of six products: a flesh-colored base, a lip-plumping moisturizing product, a pink liquid lipstick, and—since that's too pink—on top ofthat, I use a brownish liquid.

Over all ofthat goes clear, shiny stuff, and then over that goes a setting solution that acts like a lipstick glue. It burns when applied and smells like turpentine, and users are cautioned not to swallow any of it. But its worth the 140-mile round-trip drive to Orlando and the fifteen dollars I pay for it because it s guaranteed to keep lipstick perfect for hours—as long as you don t eat or drink or smile too broadly.

Of course, my lips will probably fall off by the time Im sixty, but at least they'll look pink and shiny lying on the ground.

I was telling all of this to a group of Lutheran women recently at their women's retreat. They had invited me to speak to them about the grand passion of my life.

I began by asking them, “What holds you? What captivates your attention and captures your heart? What's the first thing you think about in the morning—and the last thing at night?”

Because we're all proper church ladies, we knew the correct answer was, of course, “Jesus.”

I had come to talk to them about Jesus. But something awesome happened after I asked that question. We—the Lutheran women and me, too—put aside the correct answer and started talking about the honest answer, which too often is “not Jesus.”

Instead, we talked about lipstick and chocolate and hidden stashes of food. We talked about worrying about our kids, fretting about husbands who don't put away their laundry, and being overly concerned with what people think of us.

Eventually we talked about Jesus, but we had to deal with the “not Jesus” stuff first. The honest stuff. The real stuff that captures our hearts and holds us captive. The stuff from which Jesus wants to set us free.

When we did that, when we risked being honest instead of being correct, when we stopped pretending and got real, something happened.

Grace happened.

I didn't plan it. I don't think any of us can plan grace. Grace just is. God gives it when and where He sees fit.

He saw fit that day.

It was by His grace I was able to confess that my whole life currently revolves around the color of my lips and not Jesus. Grace enabled me to admit that I dont have it all together, that I'm basically a mess, but a mess for whom Jesus died and dearly loves.

When grace happens, messy people are free to admit their struggles to each other and know that they will be accepted. Maybe not always by each other, but definitely by God.

The truth is, I'll never love Jesus the way I should, or even the way others think I do. Something always interferes. If it s not lipstick, then it s watching Gilmore Girls or eating waffles and maple syrup or searching for the perfect relationship.

As long as Im a sinner, I'll continue to chase after all those something's that lure my affections away from the only One whose love can fill the empty parts inside.

That's why I need grace. And if I ever start to forget, I have a bathroom drawer full of discarded lipsticks to remind me.


BIRDBRAINED EVANGELISM

USED TO THINK I could control the universe. Maybe not the Whole universe, but at least my part of it. And maybe not control, but at least help God control it, especially when it came to others coming to faith in Jesus.

When I was a new believer, I was, for the most part, one of those obnoxious Christians most non-Christians run away from. I thought it was my job and mine alone to make everyone around me also believe.

About that time, my husband and I and our then-toddler Alison moved from Maine to California and moved in with my family temporarily while we looked for a place to live.

Back then, Mom had a parrot named George. George had a limited vocabulary, mostly standard parrot phraseology and a few choice swear words, which everyone blamed on my youngest brother.

Convinced that God created George for me to use as an evangelistic tool, I set out to teach him certain surefire, Spirit (I hoped)-filled phrases.

Each morning after everyone left for work, I'd sit down next to George s cage and coach him to say things like “All have sinned” and “Come to Jesus.” I sang “Jesus Loves Me” to him, attempted to engage him in theological conversations.

But as hard as I tried, he refused to say anything beyond “Hey, baby!” and “[expletive deleted]”.

I planned to feign surprise if my ploy really worked. If someone in my family walked in upon Georges uttering something profound like, “Repent and be baptized,” I would drop open my mouth, raise my eyebrows, and cry, “Even Gods creatures praise Him!”

However, George was a bad bird. Not only wouldn't he cooperate with my attempts to use him to evangelize my family members, but he used to pick fights with people. He especially had it in for my husband.

One night Barry opened Georges cage to feed him, and the bird escaped and chased us into the garage, pecking at our legs. We hid from our eighteen-inch foe for what seemed hours until Barry finally confronted him with a rolled-up newspaper in one hand and a bribe of fruit in the other. Eventually George returned to his cage, but not before I decided he wasn't a tool of God after all, but of the devil.

Not long after that, we moved into our own place and George died.

I wasn't sorry either. However, I was sorry—although not until years later—that I had been one of those Christians who takes matters into her own hands and goes to great lengths to coerce and manipulate people into trusting and believing in Jesus.

I hadn't understood that while some people do respond in faith by shotgun methods such as being cornered in an elevator by a zealous Christian wielding a gospel tract or maybe even a bird parroting a force-fed phrase, most dont. Incidents like that usually just reinforce the image of Christians as pushy religious fruitcakes. It's a wonder God uses us to spread the message of the gospel at all.

Sometimes I wish I could crawl inside God's head and think His thoughts. Then I could know why some people believe and some don't. Why some are flat-out antagonistic toward Jesus, why some are mocking, and others agreeably indifferent.

Why some will eventually believe and some never will.

I might not ever know the answers, and that's okay. I do know that I can't save another's soul—that job belongs to God alone— and that no one comes to Jesus unless the Father draws him.

That means I don't have to push and strive, argue or debate. Instead, what God requires of me is to do what's fair, to love kindness and mercy, and to walk humbly with Him. I'm to love my enemies and, with goodness, courtesy, and respect, be ready to give an answer to anyone who asks about the hope I have in Christ.

The saving of souls belongs to the One who controls the universe.

All things considered, especially with my track record for trying to convert uncooperative, unrepentant, nonevangelical birds, I'm glad it's Him and not me.


FAILURES WANTED

WHEN I GET E-MAILS from readers, usually they're kind; sortîmes they're challenging. Sometimes someone's pleas for mercy and grace cause me to drop to my knees and pray.

One such came from a woman who had read my book When He Doesn't Believe. She confessed that, despite knowing that God's best for a believer is to marry another like-minded Christian, she chose to ignore what she knew was right and married outside the faith. They had been married twenty years, and although her husband is a good man whom she dearly loves, she said their spiritual differences weigh heavy upon her. She grieves for their lack of unity and oneness.

What hit me about her e-mail was her misconception that she had committed an unpardonable sin when she married. She still carried a burden of guilt, feeling like a failure.

“How can God's promises be for me when I knew what I was doing was wrong?” she asked. “I've repented over and over. Yet…”

I love receiving letters like hers because it gives me the opportunity to share good news: Of course God's promises and blessings are yours! For those who confess, there's always forgiveness. For those who are God s, there's grace.

As for failure, join the club. The kingdom of God is full of failures—that's how we enter. It's through our continued failures and God's restoration of us that we experience the greatness of His grace.

I talk often about times when “God shows up,” but it's the one time He didn't that will stick forever in my mind. I had been invited to speak at a women's group and accepted the invitation because I wanted the money and craved yet one more time on stage, all eyes upon me.

I had prepared what I thought was an inspirational talk that would have the women snorting Diet Pepsi out their noses from laughter and then crying into their hankies because of my poignancy. By the time I got to the church, I was so full of myself that I thought I could walk on water.

The “act” before me, a guy with a guitar, had been awesome— and hilarious between his songs. I hated him because I knew that I wouldn't be able to top him. However, I was determined to try. Then as I stepped up to the microphone, God stepped out of the room.

Sadly, I didn't even notice at first.

But as every story I told fell flat, as I fumbled and stammered and lost my train of thought, I looked around, searching for His presence, only to find that He had hidden Himself from me.

I wanted to die right then and there.

When I finished, the women applauded politely, but no one bought my books and no one asked me to please come back. I cried all the way home, a miserable failure.

After that, I didn't get another invitation to speak for nearly two years. God had put me in “time-out.” However, it wasn't so much to punish me as it was to perfect me.

If it hadn't been for my failure, I might not have come to understand my propensity for building my own kingdom. If I had missed the experience of falling on my face and the humiliation of doing it before an audience, I would have missed the experience of God eventually reaching down to lift me back up.

If I hadn't confessed my sin of pride and arrogance, I never would have known His restorative grace. Instead, I would have assumed that He builds His kingdom with perfect people, not perfected failures. He is in the process of perfecting His people, one failure at a time.

The Bible is filled with failures, and the common theme throughout is that “Jesus Christ came to save sinners, of whom (insert your name here) is chief” (1 Timothy 1:15). But He not only saves them; He restores them. He perfects them. And as He does, He offers forgiveness. He offers grace. He makes His promises available for all who call Him Lord.

The sign on heavens gate reads: Only Failures May Enter Here.


MY YEAR of LIVING FRIVOLOUSLY

HHERE ADVICE you can take to the bank: Never tell your car or any major household appliance when you have extra money Likewise, never let God know that what you'd really like is to be rich. Either way, chances are you'll end up with a handful of bus tokens.

In the children's book Alexander Who Used to Be Rich Last Sunday, unlike his brothers, poor Alexander only has bus tokens…until his grandparents give him a dollar on Sunday. Suddenly, Alexander is rich!

However, through a series of frivolous and unwise purchases (gum, a used candle, a deck of cards, “snake rental,” and magic tricks), plus losing a bet and being fined by his parents for mouthing off, Alexander goes from being poor to rich and back to poor before the week is up. He ends up with what he started with—bus tokens.

Oh, how I can relate. Like Alexander who used to be rich last Sunday, I'm Nancy who used to be rich last year. Not millionaire rich, but more-money-than-I'd-ever-had-before rich.

I'd signed a book contract at the beginning of the year, offering me a ridiculous amount of money. The check came, and as I put it in the bank and sang “Oh Happy Day,” my car leaked fluids and groaned. So I bought a new car. I took a few trips. I went shopping—a lot.

The termite people stopped by for a visit, which always costs. My computer and my cell phone became deathly ill, so I bought new ones.

I went shopping again. The IRS sent me a lovely note requesting a third of my windfall.

I bought a couch. My kids came for Christmas—digital cameras for everyone!

My accountant did my taxes. The IRS decided they wanted more of my riches, and now Fm back to where I started. Not poor, but not rich like I was last year.

I complained to my uncle.

“Fm sorry you're not rich anymore,” he said. “Vote Republican!”

I said I wasn't sure that would help. I also said I wasn't surprised either, that I saw it coming. I'd heard chuckling from heaven, as if God was up to something.

Sometimes when I speak to women about the things in our lives that we think we hold but really hold us, I always confess that when it comes to my bank account, I always want more. “Not millions and billions,” I say, “but just a smidge more than ‘enough.’ I want to know that I can get my hair cut and my carpets cleaned and go out to dinner all in the same week without having to budget or even think about it.

“That's all,” I tell them. “Just a smidge more than enough. Just that extra cushion…” Then I pause before revealing the bottom line to my bottom line: “… so I won't have to trust God.”

That's when the room gets silent.

So it didn't surprise me that my riches dwindled away. I would have been more surprised if they hadn't. That's why when I realized that, like Alexander, I was back to bus tokens, I didn't fling myself onto my new couch and wail and moan.

Actually, I laughed. I'd had a fun year living frivolously. I had wanted to be rich and was, albeit briefly, but I knew it had to end. God loves me too much for it not to.

I used to clean the house of a wealthy woman who would tell me how she envied me. In her eyes, because I came to work smiling, I was the wealthy one. She didn't smile much. She'd say, “Money just causes trouble.”

Lots of people know that the Bible talks about the love of money being the root of all kinds of evil and discontent, but they often overlook the answer to contentment. It's not in vilifying riches or selling everything and living in a cave. Instead, contentment is found in knowing God's promise: “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you” (Hebrews 13:5).

In that way, even though I don't have lots of extra money anymore and I'm back to budgeting for haircuts, I'm still the richest woman on earth—and not even the IRS can take that away from me.


THE GRACE of a Middle
SCHOOL GEEK

WHEN I WAS in middle school, I had only two preeminent thoughts: Bob Richardson and Scott Kelly. They were my sole reasons for existence, although they both preferred my best friend, Cheryl Peterson. But as cute as they both were, it was Charles Benson, the school geek, who left a lasting, eternal impression on me.

Charles Benson was the kind of kid other kids pushed into the lockers. It wasn't uncommon to see him sprawled on the ground after having tripped over someone's outstretched foot. I can still see his string bean frame and his oily brown hair plastered to his head. He wore his shirts buttoned up to his neck—thirty years before it was fashionable. He wasn't quite right (in my seventh-grade opinion). Today he might be called something politically correct like “mentally challenged.” Back then we called him names I'd be ashamed to print here, mostly because I probably called them out the loudest. Charles Benson alternately made my life heaven and hell on earth. I took great delight in tormenting him. He was easy prey. All you had to do was look at him and he'd practically dive into a locker on his own. Still, pushing him was beyond fun.

Even so, Charles Benson also made my life hell. Nothing I or anyone else did to torture him seemed to faze him. He'd just get up and go on. That drove me crazy! What fun is tormenting a geek unless you can watch him crack under the pressure? Not only that, but he used to wear the most annoying slogan button ever created. It said simply: “I'm third.”

One day I cornered him in the hallway, and jabbing my finger into his chest, I pointed at his button and demanded, “Charles Benson, what does that mean?”

Without flinching he answered, “Jesus is first, others are second, and I'm third.”

Although I wouldn't admit it then, I'll admit it now: His words pierced me through to the core of my being. However, as an ultracool seventh-grader, I jabbed at him some more and said, “That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard.” It may have been stupid back then, but his answer haunted me for the next ten years, until Jesus grabbed hold of my heart at age twenty-three.

Its been eons since middle school, but I still think about Charles Benson and his simple message. I was reminded of it again this week when I popped into an FCA (Fellowship of Christian Athletes) meeting at a local middle school. One of the youth pastors talked about kids like Charles Benson and how a kind word or gesture of genuine love can make an eternal difference in their lives.

He challenged the students to reach out to the outcasts at their school and share Christ s love. Give a valentine to someone other kids pick on. Love the unloved. He reminded them that God loved us when we least deserved it and sent His Son to die in our place.

As the kids left the gymnasium, I wondered if anyone would take up the pastors challenge. I wondered who the outcasts of the school were and if kids pushed them into lockers. I almost started to feel smug and glad that I was never a seventh-grade outcast when a thought crossed my mind: In God's eyes, it wasn't Charles Benson who didn't belong back in junior high, but me!

Apart from Christ, I was the loser. I was the outcast. I was the geek.

Funny isn't it, how we see things differently than God sees them?

I think about Charles Benson a lot. I tried looking him up on the Internet, and once I even sent a letter to a Charles Benson in Canoga Park, California, but I never got a reply. That's okay. Someday when I get to heaven I'll look him up. I want to thank him for reaching out with the love of His Savior to a seventh-grade outcast back at Christopher Columbus Junior High School. And if there are any lockers in heaven…maybe God will let him give me a shove.

Just for fun.


WHEN GOD SHOWS UP

I’M LOOKING for God these days. Not that He's lost or hiding. I'm just looking for Him to show up in my life. He does that sometimes, although when He does, it s rarely as you expect. You expect whirlwinds and flashing lights, fanfare and pomp. Maybe a phone call in advance of His coming.

But He doesn't do what you expect. That's because He's God and you're not. Still, He seems to enjoy showing up in the lives of His children.

I remember one visit when I was young in my faith and had signed up for a week at my church's children's summer camp. I wanted to work in the kitchen with the adults, but they put me in a cabin with Elmer's Glue, the staff members’ kids who were too young for regular camp. They were called Elmer's Glue because everyone had to stay stuck together all week.

Stuck is right. Whoever made camp assignments didn't realize that I don't do kids. Or maybe God assigned it. Either way, it was the longest week of my life. My only hope was the last night's campfire, the highlight of the entire camp. Everyone had told me, “That's when God shows up.” Then, as well as now, I wanted nothing more than to be visited by God. So I set my eyes on that final campfire and endured the week with the Glue.

When Friday night arrived, I couldn't wait to get to the camp-fire. I didn't want to miss God showing up. I didn't know what it would be like, only that it would be awesome. However, no one came to Elmer's Glue to replace me so I could attend. I considered sneaking off, but one of my charges wet his bunk and woke everyone else up. You could say I was Glued to the cabin.

If self-pity were a virtue, I would've been an exemplary example of it that night. When everyone finally went back to sleep, I sat on the cabins front porch and sulked. Then God showed up.

How do you explain it? Once a friend asked, “When God shows up, does He knock first?” I told her that God doesn't have to knock. He just…shows up. One minute you're on a porch step with your chin in the dirt, and the next minute you hear crickets chirp in the woods and watch an owl swoop through the trees and across the brightest moon you've ever seen. Next thing you know, the fresh wind of the Spirit blows over you, lifts your sagging spirit, and a praise song wells up in your soul. You can't explain it, but you know that your Creator has visited you.

A few years ago, a friend's husband left her with two small children to raise. She, too, had been looking for God to show up, but He had been silent. One day, she tried starting her lawn mower, but it wouldn't start. Unable to bear the stress any longer, she screamed toward heaven, “Where are You, God?” As tears streamed down her face, a man on a riding lawn mower came around the corner and offered his help. God hadn't forgotten her. He came just in time.

Sometimes God shows up and the earth quakes and the Red Sea parts. Water turns to wine. Dead men are raised. At other times, He shows up on a tractor lawn mower at your lowest moment and quiets your despair. Sometimes He shows up in a friend s simple gesture of genuine care when your world is in turmoil. A shoulder to cry on. A stupid joke that makes you laugh. Sometimes He just slips in and sits with you on a porch stoop and spoils your pity party.

No matter how He does it, at the right moment He shows up to remind you that if you're His, you've been His since before eternity and that He loves you with an everlasting love. He reminds you that nothing you're facing is out of His control.

So I'm looking for God these days. I don't know when He'll show up or how, only that He will when I need Him most. Not too early, not too late. That's what He does because that's who He is.


THIS OLD HOUSE

WHEN WE LIVED on the Monterey Peninsula in California, my husband was hired to restore a house in San Francisco. It wasn't one of the Victorians the city is famous for, but as houses go, it was old, dating back to the 1920s or ‘30s. Nearly every weekend he would travel the one hundred miles north and carefully and painstakingly tear down walls and rebuild.

The woman who had owned the house was a friend s aunt. She had lived there for decades with her mentally retarded daughter. When the woman died, the daughter found a case of canisters of talcum powder and emptied them all by shaking them throughout the house, upstairs and down. It was Barrys job to first clean up the mess, then to restore the house.

Occasionally, our daughters and I would go along and help. Even with all of us working, it took months to get rid of all the talcum residue and clean out the closets before Barry could begin restoration.

One particular weekend, our youngest daughter found a small box tucked away in a linen closet. She opened it and, discovering nothing but dust, took it outside to toss in the air. That's when we discovered that it was actually “doggy dust,” the cremated remains of dearly departed Scoot.

The remainder of the restoration process was uneventful; nothing tops a preschooler playing with doggy dust and then, as a parent, having to explain it.

When the year was up, the house had been cleaned, disassembled, and put back together with new plumbing and wiring, a new furnace and carpeting, scrubbed cabinets and fixtures, and freshly painted walls.

Before my husband had come to its rescue, the house was dingy, moldy, and cold, not to mention covered with white powder. No one would have wanted to live in it—no one could have, not the way it was. But once my husband was finished, the house was fit for sale, and it sold at a pretty price.

This may sound odd, but whenever I hear the carol “Joy to the World” I think about that house in San Francisco. “No more let sins and sorrows grow, nor thorns infest the ground; He comes to make His blessings flow far as the curse is found, “ wrote Isaac Watts nearly three hundred years ago.

When I hear that song, it reminds me that I was once much like that old house: unfit, messed up, in disarray and disrepair. Sin does that to a person.

But then Jesus came.

He came and set about cleaning me up and restoring me, which is not always a comfortable process. I remember my husband using a sledgehammer and a crowbar to pry old tile off a shower wall and how swollen and bloodied his hands were when he was done. The process of restoring that old house involved gutting and exposing raw beams and tearing down walls. We hauled away scores of bags of trash and debris.

I also remember how meticulously he worked. He wouldn't say he was finished until he was sure he was finished.

Some say Christmas is about light and peace on earth, joy and goodwill toward men. It is, but its about so much more. It s really about house remodeling and about the birth of a Carpenter who came to take lives in need of restoration and tear them apart and put them back together better than before.

Jesus has come, and even though His work of redemption through His death on the cross is finished, the tearing apart and putting back together of individual lives isn't. He's still ripping down rotting drywall and exposing secret boxes of dusty remains.

However, He doesn't leave us that way. He has promised to finish everything He starts: to bind broken hearts, mend broken lives, restore broken relationships, especially the relationship between Himself and man. Himself and me—and you, too.

He has come to “make His blessings flow far as the curse is found.” And when He's done, those whom He has restored will be better than new, from the inside out, and worth far more than all the houses on all the hills in San Francisco.

Oh, the joy He brings to the world.


INTRUDING LIZARDS and
ESCAPING BTUS

IDON'T KNOW how to tell my husband this, but we've got an uninvited houseguest. I discovered him (or her) in the bathtub the other day.

It s my own fault that he (she? it?) came into the house. I have a bad habit of leaving the front door open and forgetting about it, “wasting the Btus,” which is a mortal sin at my house. (Btus are British Thermal Units and have something to do with the air conditioner and rising electric bills.)

It seems that an open door serves as a welcome sign to renegade lizards.

I'm not one of those squeamish-of-lizards sissy girls. As lizards go, I like them, although not as much as my friend Tara, who knows how to hang them from her earlobes like earrings. I may look, but I wont touch.

Once I saw what I thought was a two-headed, eight-legged lizard on my front porch. It didn't run away when I opened the door, so I watched it a while. Until I realized it wasn't one lizard, but two, so I shut the door to give them some privacy

A few weeks or months later I had scads of teeny lizard toddlers scurrying all over, which confirmed what I had seen that lizard couple doing, and I accidentally killed one lizard baby. He (she? it?) moved too fast or I moved too fast, and I clipped it with my bike, the aftermath of which wasn't pretty.

As for my current houseguest, I'm not sure if he (she? it?) is a direct descendent of the pair I saw canoodling on the porch. It doesn't matter; I just want the reptile out of my house!

Outdoors, lizards are lovely; they're God's creatures. But indoors, they're ugly miniature dinosaurs that might scamper across my face as I sleep. Or, because I don't keep a supply of naturally occurring lizard yummies handy and don't even know what they eat, one inside my house will most likely die of starvation and become a petrified lizard carcass in my living room and I'll have to, like, touch the icky thing.

That happened once. A lizard had been hanging from my bedroom curtain for about a month and wouldn't leave. My husband was gone and since I was the man of the house, I poked it with a stick to shoo it away, but it disintegrated into lizard dust all over the carpet, which was unbelievably gross and I was mildly traumatized the rest of the day.

So you would think that I might keep the front door closed. However, if I'm just going to the garage for a minute to get clothes out of the dryer, I'll leave the door open so I won't have to risk dropping clean laundry while fumbling with the door handle.

I keep thinking that just a few minutes won't matter, although it only takes a nanosecond for an intruder to invade. It's a whole lot wiser to keep the door closed and make two or three trips to the garage and back.

By now I hope you know that, although I started this about lizards and escaping Btus, I'm really talking about something else—like keeping the door closed to sin and temptation. For example, I don't buy packages of cookies because I cannot eat one or two like a normal person; I will eat them all, all at once. I dont open the door to that inevitability.

Likewise, I don't carry my J. C. Penney credit card with me. I throw out catalogs that come in the mail. I dont dwell on past hurts or let my anger simmer until it becomes bitter resentment.

The Bible warns against letting the devil get a foothold, and my husband keeps warning me that one of these days I'm going to squish a lizard in the middle of the night and it will be my own fault and that I should keep the door closed.

He's right. The Bible s right, too.

Lizards and sin. They sneak in so easily.


BAPTISMS and HOLY TATTOOS

WE HAD A BAPTISM at church last week, and that made me think about my tattoo.

More about that later.

At my church, we baptize babies and kids and adults. We baptize by having water poured on our heads. Actually, it's more like scooped. The pastor scoops water from a bowl and pours it over the person's head and says, “I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”

When it's a baby or a kid being baptized, the pastor says, “Joshua (or Megan or Fritz), child of the covenant, I baptize you in the name…”

“Child of the covenant,” refers to the covenant God makes with His people to set apart their children for special care.

The church where I was baptized was a dunking church. I climbed into a big tank of water, and the pastor bent me over backwards and I went under the water. My oldest daughter was baptized in a swimming pool. My youngest, as a “child of the covenant,” was “scooped.”

Most churches that dunk believe baptism is for adults or older children who come to faith in Christ. They baptize as an outward sign of the inward goings on, the heart change that's taken place. It signifies new life and being washed and identifying with Jesus.

My church believes that as well, even though we scoop rather than dunk. But we baptize babies, too, and that's an awesome thing to participate in. I almost wrote “an awesome thing to watch,” but as a church member, it goes beyond that.

Last week, a mom and dad brought their two little girls in matching yellow dresses for baptism. The pastor explained that parents bring children not because they think a scoop of water on their heads will make them acceptable to God, but as a way of saying, “Our children need to be washed.”

We as a church—we who have been washed—participate by agreeing to help these parents as they raise their little ones. We help each other; that's because we're a family.

Along with the two girls in yellow dresses, a little boy and a baby boy were baptized. I don't have boys, and my girls have long outgrown wearing matching yellow dresses to church, but I still remember the time they were washed.

After the baptism, we sang “Children of the Living God,” about “how He loves us with great love.”

That's when I thought about my tattoo.

It's not a real tattoo, made by needles and ink, but I'm still marked. That's part of baptism, being marked by God.

Before the baptism last week, we recited catechism about the sacrament. Catechism is just a fancy word for questions and answers about biblical principles.

The pastor asked, “What is baptism?”

We answered that it was a sacrament ordained by Christ, that the “washing with water in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost” is to be a “sign and seal” that we belong to Jesus, wholly and forever.

Like a tattoo that can't be rubbed off or removed.

Life gets grimy, and it's easy to think that the dirt and sin are winning. But for those whom God has sealed, all they have to do is think about how Jesus washed their grime away the moment they believed in Him. The water of baptism is just a sign, like a tattoo.

The real washing takes place in the heart.

I've heard it said that God has a tattoo. The prophet Isaiah wrote, “I have engraved you on the palms of my hands” (49:16).

I like that. I like baptisms at my church. I like watching brave little boys who wince as the water hits their hair and shy little girls who cling to their moms’ skirts. I like adults who kneel to receive the water and men who wipe away their tears because it's so good to be washed clean.

I like thinking about being tattooed by God the moment I was baptized into Christ.

Most of all, I like knowing that God's tattooed too—with my name.


OH, HOW I LOVE ME, ME, ME

EXCEPT FOR TIME out for sleeping and eating, I spent almost all weekend in fervent worship. Of course, my worship wasn't for the God who made me, but for one He had made.

It started Saturday afternoon when a photographer friend came to my house to take my “after” picture, after having lost weight.

So on Saturday I carefully did my makeup and put on my size 8 jeans and soft, black cashmerelike sweater, then smiled my big, cheesy smile as Dave snapped away.

We did indoor shots and outdoor shots. With flash, without flash. After 104 snaps of the camera, Dave ran out of space on the cameras data card about the same time I ran out of smile. Once he left, I downloaded all 104 images onto my computer and clicked on my Photoshop program.

That's when the worship service began.

One by one, I examined and critiqued each photo: In this one my smile looks forced. In this one my nose looks too big. I actually liked almost half of the photos and loved about a dozen of them. Of those, I played with the features of Photoshop, zooming and cropping. Some I changed from color to black and white, and I even discovered a tool that makes under-eye circles go away, removes scars, and even covers the annoying rash I had on my chin.

I sat at my computer all Saturday afternoon, enthralled with my on-screen image, and even forgot to eat.

At 5 p.m., I rushed off to church, where I wrestled with directing my attention away from my pictures at home and toward God. Then when church ended I rushed back home to continue my idolatry.

Ironically, the pastor had mentioned idolatry in his sermon. He announced that each one of us would commit adultery—and idolatry—before the sun came up the next day. By that, he meant we would all break the first commandment, “You shall have no other gods before Me,” by giving our hearts to something else.

For some, he said, that would mean eating, drinking, money, sex, television, work, even bingo or video games. For me, that meant playing with my pictures and trying to choose the one to have framed and displayed. You know, like an idol.

But even though I was up to my highlighted bangs in idolatry, it didn't register that the pastor had been talking to me! So late into Saturday night and all day Sunday, I sat at my computer. Then Sunday evening, I returned to church for a women's event.

It was on my way there that the proverbial lightbulb went on. However, instead of feeling guilty and like bug slime, I started to laugh with delight. That's because by using the photo I liked best of all, God showed me a wonderful picture of His heart.

Although it's not the most flattering of all the photos Dave shot, it's the one I kept returning to all weekend. It's the one I e-mailed to friends.

Taken
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