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Philippians 4:8 (KJV):

“Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things.”

This verse encourages focusing the mind on things that are morally excellent and spiritually uplifting. It’s often cited as a guide for maintaining a positive and Christ-centered mindset. 
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The morning light spilled through the cracked blinds of the tiny apartment on Cedar Avenue, casting long sun beams on the faded carpet. Twelve-year-old Jeremiah sat at the edge of his bunk bed, lacing up a pair of sneakers two sizes too small. Across the room, his seventeen-year-old sister Danielle rubbed sleep from her eyes and reached for her work uniform hanging on a hook near the door.

Their grandmother, Miss Etta, was already in the kitchen singing an old gospel tune as she stirred a pot of oatmeal. Her voice, worn yet warm, filled the apartment with something that almost felt like peace.

“You kids come get some breakfast before y’all run outta time,” she called. “And Jeremiah-don’t forget your Scripture for the week.” Jeremiah groaned. “Do I have to, Grandma?” Miss Etta didn’t miss a beat. “Yes, baby. Especially this one.” She handed him a small index card, the edges worn and stained from her purse. He read it quietly.

“Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report... if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things.”

“That’s Philippians 4:8,” she said, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. “That’s how we gonna survive out here.”

Jeremiah didn’t know what to say. The neighborhood outside their window was loud, worn-down, and tired-just like the people in it. The sirens, the shouting, the boarded-up stores... how could thinking on anything “lovely” even be possible? Danielle kissed Miss Etta on the cheek and grabbed her backpack. “I’ll walk Jeremiah to school before work,” she said.

They stepped outside into the chilly Cleveland air. Garbage blew in the streets. A man was yelling down the block. Jeremiah pulled his hoodie tight over his head.

“You think Grandma really believes that verse works in a place like this?” he asked. Danielle didn’t answer right away. She looked around at the cracked sidewalks, the spray-painted walls, and then back at her little brother.

“I think it’s the only thing that’s kept her sane,” she said. “Let’s try it her way... it doesn’t hurt to try it, right.” As they walked past a corner store and turned onto the main road, Jeremiah held the index card tighter in his pocket. Maybe, just maybe, there was something to it. Something worth thinking on. Jeremiah’s day started off like most: crowded hallways, noisy classrooms, and teachers trying to control chaos. The halls of  Cleveland Middle School were rough, and being quiet or kind could get you labeled weak. So, like most kids, Jeremiah kept his head down and his words sharp. By second period, things took a turn. “Jeremiah,” the voice boomed over the intercom. “Please report to the principal’s office.” Heads turned. A few kids muttered, “Oooh, you in trouble,” and Jeremiah felt his chest tighten. In the front office, Principal Tate sat behind her desk, arms folded. Beside her stood Officer Daniels, the school resource officer, and a sixth grader named Cameron, tears on his face. “We have a problem,” Principal Tate said, her voice low and stern. “Cameron’s wallet was stolen from his backpack. He says you were standing right next to him.” Jeremiah’s eyebrows shot up. “What? I didn’t take nothin’!” Officer Daniels looked skeptical. “We can check the cameras, but I suggest you be honest now. It’ll go easier for you.” Jeremiah’s mind raced. He hadn’t even touched Cameron’s bag. But in a school like his, being a suspect was almost automatic. “Check the cameras,” he said, his voice shaking. “I didn’t do it.” Back in the hallway, students whispered. Word was already spreading that Jeremiah was the thief. He walked home with his head low and fists clenched. Danielle met him outside the apartment, fresh off her diner shift, wearing her grease-stained uniform and a look of concern. “What happened?” she asked. Jeremiah told her everything. He finished by saying, “Everybody thinks I did it. What’s the point of even trying to be good when people already got their minds made up?” Danielle pulled the Scripture card from his pocket. “Start with this,” she said, tapping the words.

“Whatsoever things are true...” “Don’t give power to the lies, Jeremiah. You know the truth. Live like it. Walk like it. Let the truth speak for you.”

The next morning, the call came. The cameras showed another student-Marcus J-taking the wallet and slipping it into his hoodie. Jeremiah was cleared. Back at school, Cameron apologized. Principal Tate even called Jeremiah into her office to thank him for staying calm. Still, the rumor didn’t fade immediately. Some students looked at him sideways. But Jeremiah stood tall. The lie hadn’t stuck. That night, Jeremiah sat at the kitchen table, sketching in his notebook. He drew a lion standing in a field of tall grass with  light pouring around the lion. Danielle leaned over and smiled. “What’s that?” He looked up. “Truth.” And in that moment, something shifted in him. Maybe Grandma Etta’s verse wasn’t just wishful thinking. Maybe it was a way of fighting back-with peace, with truth, with strength. Danielle’s arms ached as she wiped down the diner counter for the third time that night. The neon sign out front flickered with that same buzz it always made when it was about to storm. A few regulars lingered in the booths-older men sipping coffee, young moms rocking strollers, a tired delivery driver scarfing down eggs. This wasn’t how she pictured senior year. No homecoming, no after-school clubs, no weekends with friends. Just school, work, and taking care of Jeremiah and Miss Etta.

Her manager, Mr. Griggs, called out from the kitchen. “Danielle, customer on 3. Be quick. He looks like trouble.” Danielle walked over to the booth and nearly rolled her eyes. Sitting there was Jeremiah’s friend Marcus J, the same kid who stole the wallet at school. Marcus smirked. “Didn’t know you worked here.” Danielle stayed cool. “You ordering or just here to stir something up?”  “Relax,” he said. “Just a burger and fries.” He leaned in. “Unless you wanna make some real money. You’re smart. You could do better than this greasy dump.” She froze. “What are you talking about?” He slid a piece of paper across the table. “Numbers. Names. All I need is someone clean to make drops. Easy money.” Danielle’s pulse quickened. Her hands clenched the order pad. “Not interested,” she said firmly. Marcus raised an eyebrow. “Think about it. Ain’t like life’s getting any easier.” She turned and walked away, her jaw tight. The temptation sat on her shoulders the rest of the night like a heavy coat. Back home, Jeremiah was at the kitchen table, coloring his latest drawing: a cracked city street with a single rose growing through the pavement. “You ever think about quitting, Danni?” he asked quietly. “All the time,” she said, dropping her bag.

“But then I remember what Grandma said-‘If the devil knows he can’t beat you, he’ll try to buy you.’” Danielle stared at him. “Where’d you hear that?” “Miss Etta. Said it in her sleep last night.” Danielle laughed softly and sat beside him. She pulled the old index card from the fridge door and whispered the words:

“Whatsoever things are honest...”

She had to choose honesty, even when it meant more shifts, more fatigue, more slow progress. Because shortcuts came with prices she wasn’t willing to pay. That week, she told Mr. Griggs she was open to more hours. He offered her Sunday mornings. “It’s either that or church,” she said. “Church won’t pay your rent,” he shrugged. “No,” she replied, “but it’s keeping my soul.”

It happened on a Thursday. Jeremiah was heading home from school with his sketchpad under his arm when he saw the blue lights flashing on the corner of Euclid and E. 123rd. A small crowd had gathered. Cell phones were out. People were shouting. At the center of it all, face down on the sidewalk, was Tariq-his best friend. Two officers had him cuffed, knee in his back. A torn backpack lay nearby, books and loose papers scattered.

“What’d he do?!” someone yelled. “He didn’t do nothing!” a woman screamed from her porch. Jeremiah froze. Tariq looked up, blood on his lip, and locked eyes with him. One of the cops shouted, “Back up! Everyone back up!” Jeremiah took a step forward, but something in him stopped. Fear. Helplessness. Anger. All tangled together in a knot he couldn’t untie. Later that night, after the officers let Tariq go without charges-“mistaken identity,” they claimed-Jeremiah sat on the porch steps, heart still pounding. “I should’ve done something,” he muttered. Danielle sat next to him with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. “Your just a kid watching your friend get hurt by people who are supposed to protect him. That kind of wrong hits deep.” Jeremiah looked down at his hands. “It’s not fair.” “No. It’s not.” He pulled the crumpled Scripture card from his hoodie pocket and stared at the line he kept skipping over:

“Whatsoever things are just...”

“What does that even mean anymore?” he asked. “Ain’t nothing just around here.” Danielle took the card and held it up. “Doesn’t mean the world is fair. It means we choose to live in a way that pushes toward justice, even when everything feels broken. You don’t have to fix everything, Jeremiah. Just don’t become part of the problem.”

The next day at school, Jeremiah asked to speak during morning announcements. It wasn’t like him, and Principal Tate looked surprised, but she gave him the mic. “Yesterday, a friend of mine was hurt for something he didn’t do. Some of y’all saw it. Some stayed quiet. I stayed quiet. I shouldn’t have. So this is me saying something now.” He held up his sketchpad. On the front was a new drawing: two boys-one Black, one brown-skinned-standing tall while sounds of sirens loomed behind them. “I don’t have all the answers. But I know this-if we say we care about truth and justice, we can’t go silent when bad stuff
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