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INTRODUCTION


miracle n. I. An event that seems impossible to explain by natural laws and so is regarded as supernatural in origin or as an act of God. 2. One that excites admiration or awe.

— WEBSTER’S II RIVERSIDE DICTIONARY



ON ANY GIVEN day in stores and malls across the country, millions of people shop for gifts. A mother looks for just the right gift for her daughter’s sixteenth birthday. A husband searches for a sentimental gift to express love on his first wedding anniversary. Children shop for Mother’s and Father’s Day presents and lovers seek the perfect Valentine’s Day gift. We celebrate marriages, the birth of babies, graduations, and religious holidays by giving the gifts we so carefully select for family and friends.

And then there is Christmas—the holiday in which more gifts are lovingly exchanged throughout the world than at any other time of year. The gifts we give at Christmas especially remind us of the wonder of giving and receiving, as we ponder the original gifts given by the three wise men to the Christ child. From the humble surroundings of a Bethlehem stable, we accept a tiny baby’s birth as God’s greatest gift of all—a true miracle to those who believe.

But unlike the gifts that are exchanged on specific holidays and special occasions, the gift of miracles can be given at any time, for no reason at all. In this, our latest collection of inspiring true stories, you will read touching accounts of the miraculous gifts given by those who allow their lives to be intricately woven with those around them. Like the best things in life, these gifts are unexpected, and are received with humility and joy.

Some miracles can only be explained by looking to God; they come about through some kind of divine intervention we don’t fully comprehend. But what about miracles that occur when we simply respond to what our souls invite us to do—those that spring from an encouraging word to the lonely, a thoughtful card, a gentle touch, a smile, a few minutes of patient listening? Can common people really create miracles in the lives of others? After hundreds of hours of listening to tales of the wondrous—to miracles that, at their very core, have sprung from a human hand—we believe people can.

How else to explain the man who overcomes his own depression by donating a very special winter coat to a homeless man? How else to explain the determined mother whose gift of devotion helps her crippled son first learn to walk, then run, all the way to a record-breaking college football career? Or what about the dying man who, after receiving two anonymous letters through the mail, is able to give his wife one last precious gift?

In story after story, we learn that often these gifts have the greatest meaning when we need them—in dark times, when we feel we’ve lost touch with ourselves or others. A great pioneer leader once compared life to a huge wagon wheel. Like the spokes on the wheel, all of us at times will find ourselves pointed downward, at the bottom, needing someone to pull us up. But as life evolves, like the revolving wheel, there will be times when we’re at the top of the wheel, pointing heavenward, and we can reach down and help lift others up. These are the times when we can encourage and inspire and create real miracles for those who have done the same for us, or may, at some future time in our own low moments.

Consider the simple miracle of the daffodils. A woman living in the Midwest tells about a time in her life when various commitments kept her extremely busy and on a demanding schedule, with much time spent away from her home and family. Although she loved being around the house to cook and tend her garden, it was necessary to leave town for several weeks during the period when she normally would have planted tulip bulbs and daffodils in her front yard. She felt sad as she looked at the dark earth and realized that no bulbs would burst forth to announce spring that year. On a somewhat lonely birthday in March, however, she walked out into her yard and saw three daffodils. She wondered how that had happened. When had they bloomed and who had planted them? The next day there were more daffodils. Before long, she discovered tulips. They sprang up every day in different places, and every morning she ran out to see what was coming up out of the ground, which to her knowledge was void of bulbs or seeds.

Those seeds of love had been planted in the fall by a friend. Different plants continued coming up to delight and surprise her for about two weeks, and then an anonymous card arrived:“Happy Birthday! I thought the flowers would be an announcement of spring and I wanted to warm your heart this spring.” It was a simple gift from a caring friend, but a miracle of hope and joy to the receiver, and one she would never forget.

On those days—and we all have them—when we may feel useless or worthless, unfulfilled, or maybe bored or lonely, reaching out to plant seeds of love in the lives of others will bring meaning to our own. As we push beyond the borders of our comfort zones to give the most enduring gift—the gift of self—we will be richly rewarded.

This collection of heartwarming stories is a gift to be unwrapped gently and carefully. As you go from one story to the next, like unfolding the layers of tissue paper inside a gift box, we hope you will savor the message of each simple or extraordinary miracle that has somehow changed a person’s life. There are many gifts to be treasured in these accounts—the gift of faith, the gifts of love and devotion, the gift of a belief in the kindness of others. But perhaps it is the hope that such miraculous events kindle, the belief that they can really come out of the blue at any moment of our lives—that is the greatest gift of all.

Please do share your miracle stories with us. Contact: Miracles, P.O. Box 2463, Granite Bay, CA 95746.

— JAMIE,
LAURA,
AND JENNIFER


A Special Request

WE WERE BUSY. With Christmas just a handful of days away, every talk-show host at the station was searching for the best in radio programming. After all, Christmas is a magic time of the year. To help create a meaningful and memorable radio show for all your listeners, you want the pageantry, the glory, and the mystique of the season. So you dig, hoping to find some little-known fact or a new story to build on. But after nine years on the air in Phoenix, Arizona, with my show Mysteries Around Us, a program dealing with unexplained phenomena, I was scraping the bottom of the holiday story barrel.

Coming from the Midwest as I do, it is easy to remember the sights and sounds of my childhood holidays—snow-draped Christmas trees, caroling parties where the cold night air was filled with the sweet sound of German, Polish, and Italian carols. And the food. A good cook on any day, Mom outdid herself at holiday time. I have wonderful memories of holidays past, memories I treasure still.

Perhaps I could recreate that same experience for my listeners, I thought as I rummaged around for inspiration. I couldn’t give anyone in Phoenix a snow-draped Christmas tree or cold night air, but the town does have a pretty diverse ethnic mix; folks have moved here from all corners of the world. I could put together a program of stories and music from many countries in the hope that it might rekindle memories of another time, another place, for some of the listeners out there. Little did I know how effective my plan would prove to be.

One of the songs I planned to use on the air was a traditional Polish carol:“Hush-a-Bye Wee Jesus.” In Polish it’s called “Lulajze Jezuniu.” Would I even be able to find a recording of that? I wondered as I drew up my dream list of songs I’d like to play. But luck was with me, and I found a CD recording by a Canadian group known as the Billy Andrusco Trio. Two sisters, Sherry and Sheila Aldridge, do the vocals. And the CD had not one, but two recordings of the song, one with the words in English, one in Polish. My playlist was complete, and I settled in to do the show.

Moments after I played “Hush-a-Bye” on the air that night a call came in to our station’s technical director. Would we please play the Polish version of the song again? And not just once, but over and over again?

I will admit that my first impulse was not in the spirit of giving—I wanted to shrug off the request. I’d put a lot of thought and effort into crafting this international musical tour. We had finished playing the music of Poland and were now well into the Christmas music of Germany. And not only that, but to play just the Polish version was impossible. You had to listen to the entire English version first.

But my moment of selfishness passed quickly, and I heard a quiet voice in my heart. Do it! the voice urged. Go ahead and grant someone a Christmas wish. Do it now! And so I did. I asked the director to fade out the German carols and slowly bring up “Hush-a-Bye.” Not knowing the reason behind the odd request we’d received, I simply explained on the air that the song meant a lot to me. Which is actually true—my mother used to sing it to me when I was a small child.

My technical director and I listened in astonishment to what happened next. Instead of hearing the English version of the carol that started the track, we heard the Polish version! It was technically impossible, but that was what we were hearing. As I was to learn later, that was not the only impossible thing that happened during that program.

Two days after the holiday music program aired, I received a call from a young man who insisted on seeing me. “Not a chance,” I replied. “It’s too close to Christmas and I am much too busy.” He quickly changed my mind, however, when he told me that it was he who had called to request repeated playings of “Hush-a-Bye,” and that he had a story he wanted to share with me.

We met just a few hours later. He grasped my hand and shook it so hard and so long I thought he’d never stop. His rapid speech was broken only by the tears that streamed down his face and the frequent blowing of his nose. This is his story:

His name is Walter, and he is of Polish descent. His mother, Clara, whom he loved dearly, had suffered a massive stroke that left her paralyzed and unconscious. She surprised the doctors by living ten days in that condition when the expert opinion was that death was only a few hours away. Walter and his wife had been by her bedside at the hospital, prepared for the end, but praying for a miracle.

The night of my radio show, shortly after ten P.M., the strains of a familiar carol drifted into her hospital room. The music annoyed Walter at first. His mother was dying; who wants to hear Christmas carols at a time like that? It must be coming from the room across the hall, he thought, shaking his head in annoyance. Some people just have no consideration!

“Look, Walter,” his wife said then, “look at your mother.” Clara’s head seemed to shake slightly. Her lips twitched. Thinking death had arrived, Walter ran to the nurses’ station for help.

The nurse summoned a doctor, but by the time the doctor arrived, Clara seemed as before. Silent and unmoving, comatose. The doctor had no explanation for the head movement or the twitching lips and left soon after reading the monitor.

It was Walter’s wife who believed the music had something to do with Clara’s slight response. “Call the station, Walter,” she suggested. “Ask them to play the song again.” And Walter did. By the time he returned to the room after making the phone call, we were already playing the music he’d requested. As he watched with his wife and the nurse, all three were stunned as Clara—a woman paralyzed for ten days—moved her head a full three or four inches, her jaw and bottom lip trembling as if… as if she were trying to sing the song. Walter needed no coaching. Half crying, half singing, he stood at his mother’s bedside and sang, “Lulajze Jezuniu, lulajze lulai, a ty go matuniu u placzu u tulaj.”

As Walter tells it, even in her eighties his mother had still insisted on attending midnight mass every Christmas. And her main reason was to sing “Hush-a-Bye Wee Jesus,” her favorite carol. She wanted to sing it to the baby Jesus, just as she had sung it every night to her baby Walter.

You can imagine what happened next. Within hours his mother was awake and singing with anyone who would join her. Clara left the hospital about a week later. As for the music—well, no one has really figured it out yet. Walter thought the music was coming from across the hall, but it couldn’t have been. You see, there are no radios on that floor of the hospital, and no intercom system that pipes in music. Could someone have been carrying a boom box walking down the hall? No, those radios aren’t allowed there, either. And if someone had been sneaking around with one, Walter or the nurse would have spotted them, either when the nurse came into the room or when Walter went to use the phone to call the station. And why would the person with the forbidden radio have stopped just outside of Clara’s room?

I suppose the mystery will never really be solved, and maybe the details aren’t important anyway. For me, it’s enough to believe that perhaps somebody upstairs with the power to over-ride all the hospital rules understood how important music is to the healing process, and just wanted to hear Clara sing “Hush-a-Bye Wee Jesus” to Him one more time.

FRANK BRANOWSKI
Phoenix, Arizona


Paul and the Puppies

I GREW UP around lots of animals and dreamed that I would continue to own pets when I got married and had my own family. I married a seminary student, however, and it took both our incomes just for the bare necessities. In seven years we had three sons, whose combined energy left me exhausted most of the time. Even though I still wanted pets, when I started noticing that even my houseplants were dying from neglect, I knew I couldn’t handle one more living creature whose survival would depend on me.

But the desire for a pet still nagged at me. Maybe it was because I yearned to have someone in my life who would obey me without talking back. As hard as I tried to set rules and consistently follow through with the boys, their rambunctious antics usually got the best of me. Getting them to obey was a bigger challenge than I had ever expected; I was outnumbered and overwhelmed. I was losing control. But a pet—a dog—perhaps would obey me. I knew how to train animals, and besides, I reasoned, a dog would surely help tame the boys.

I shared my ideas with Jimmy, my husband and head of our family. He said flatly, “No. We are not getting a dog.” So, instead of trying to convince him, I quietly took my desire to the Lord in prayer, and waited. One day as I was driving into town, I saw some movement in the grass beside the road. I pulled the car over and got out to investigate. It was a puppy! I looked about for the owner but saw no one—there weren’t even any houses nearby. Feeling as though I had experienced a miracle from God, I joyously scooped the puppy into my arms. Then suddenly I saw another one! I ran toward the second puppy and then discovered several more down an embankment. A whole litter of puppies, and I was there to save them—I was ecstatic!

I rushed them to the vet to be checked. They were all perfectly healthy. I drove them directly to Jimmy’s office at the church and told him to come out and look in the car to see what God had provided for our family. On the way out to the car I tried to soften the blow by telling him about my secret prayer.

He took one look at those seven puppies and then looked back at me as though I had lost my mind.

“Lucy! We cannot possibly keep them! You must take them back to the side of the road and leave them.”

I wanted to respect my husband’s wishes, but I couldn’t bring myself to put these sweet puppies in danger. So I drove back to the area where I had discovered them, found the nearest group of houses, and began knocking on doors. I came to an old rundown shack next to a cornfield. I took a deep breath, mustered my courage, and stepped up on the porch. An old man came to the door and said, “Those are my puppies. I can’t understand how they got out. Wait just a minute.” He walked over to a table, got his wallet, and counted out ten dollars. “Here’s something for your trouble,” he said, and handed me the bills through the open screen door. It was a convincing gesture of ownership, but I didn’t want to take money for reuniting the puppies with their owner, so I thanked him, assured him the puppies were in good health according to the vet, and left empty-handed.

Months went by and I still had a dog on my mind. Just before Christmas a woman from church called and said, “I’ve been racking my brain trying to come up with a special gift for Jimmy. He’s done so many wonderful things for our family that I’d like to show our appreciation. I decided that I want to give him one of our puppies, but I thought I’d better check with you to make sure you wouldn’t object.”

Now, how could I ever stifle such a spirit of giving? I assured her that a puppy would be an appropriate expression of love and asked if it would be possible to bring it over Christmas Eve night.

“My family will be here then, and it would be a wonderful surprise for all of them. They all love animals.” The woman agreed to deliver her six-week-old, registered golden retriever on the appointed night.

In the days that followed, I studied in secret about the breed and learned that it was an excellent family dog. In fact, the golden retriever was the only breed recommended by the American Pediatric Association because of its consistently gentle nature. I wondered if my prayers for a friendly, obedient dog were finally being answered.

Christmas Eve arrived and seventeen members of my family were all together, laughing and talking, when the doorbell rang. I could hardly contain my excitement as I followed Jimmy to the door. There before us was that wonderful family from church, holding an adorable puppy with a red ribbon around its neck. When they proudly presented their gift to Jimmy, he awkwardly took it and tried to appear more grateful than he was. He bent down and kissed it on the forehead. But then, what else could he do?

The whole family immediately took to our new pet. We named her Noel’s Golden Nugget. She was perfect for our active boys, and she loved their energetic attention. But the best part was that I was able to train Nugget, as she actually obeyed me. I even entered her in a dog show, and she won first place. We eventually bred her, had four litters, and sold puppies for years. Jimmy happily tolerated the extra work the dogs created for me, and more than tolerated the extra money they brought in.

At one point I took a picture of three puppies with our middle son, Paul, and entered the picture in a photo contest. Remarkably, it won first place. The Clarion-Ledger published it and paid me for it. The newspaper then selected the photo for international competition, and it won an honorable mention. I won more money, and the picture was put on exhibit in New York. Kodak asked for the rights to the photo to use for commercial purposes, and I signed the release. We began to get phone calls from people all over the country saying they thought they had seen a picture of Paul and the puppies in their local stores. Our family was blessed over and over again by the warm response this photo evoked in so many people. The world that had been opened up to our family because of one simple and inspired gift—our Nugget—was beyond my wildest dreams. It was a miracle.

Twelve years later we moved a thousand miles away to Michigan, and I was terribly homesick for my big family back home. One day I opened the Kroger supplement in the newspaper to check out the weekly specials. There it was again: that same picture of Paul and the puppies, advertising Kodak film. Somehow, seeing that picture in my new town gave me a welcome feeling and the conviction that everything would be all right there.

I’ve always been amused that “dog” is “God” spelled backward. In our case, there was a definite connection, and we have been equally blessed by both.

LUCY WHITSETT MCGUIRE
Novi, Michigan
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