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			To all women, anywhere and everywhere, who dare to dream, to share, and to care, and who believe in the power of prayer. It is your story—our stories—that give honor and glory to God, and allow healing to take place for so many sisters around the world.

			Thank you for all the help and healing you’ve allowed to happen in and through you. Thank you for sharing and for daring to care.

		

	
		
			FOREWORD

			Soul Sisters—they come into your life in mysterious ways. They may be childhood friends, actual blood relatives, or strangers who bonded while going through a similar crisis. This female camaraderie, this instant trust and admiration—it’s a beautiful phenomenon that I have had the blessing of experiencing with many women throughout my life, and the honor of sharing with Ambassador Suzan Johnson Cook. In a very short time we became close friends, business partners, and steadfast supporters—hermanas.

			We first met at the Union Theological Seminary in New York City, where she spoke at a breakfast for Women of Faith. Sujay, as she is affectionately known by friends and colleagues all around the world, was then the U.S. 3rd Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious Freedom. Notwithstanding the impressive title, Sujay was just a warm, gregarious lady who was there to inspire and connect with the women attending the event. Through her stories, she captured the audience from the stage. I was deeply moved and followed a calling in my heart to introduce myself and say hello. Now, a few years later, I am humbled with the privilege of writing this foreword for Soul Sisters.

			Actually, creating the sacred space and fertile ground where soul sisters are born is a very big part of my life’s work. My nonprofit organization, Milagros Day Worldwide, is dedicated to empowering survivors of domestic violence and childhood trauma through leadership coaching and mentorship. Our tag line is “Turning Abuse Into Success”—and the only way to achieve that mission is through our multicultural community of sisterhood.

			Reading Soul Sisters is like looking in the mirror and seeing our deepest inner fears and judgments dissolved. It is a knowing that through all our mistakes and our doubts we are okay—we are doing our best, and we are worthy of our own respect.

			It is saying to our daughters and to our sons that they have a voice and we hear them!

			Reading the stories in Soul Sisters reminds us that as we age, faith is our fountain of youth, and faith is what keeps us balanced. This book gives us permission to relax and enjoy the ride of life that is filled with laughter and loss, legacy and love—because through it all we will always have the comfort and the encouragement of our Soul Sisters.

			Dawn Diaz
April 2016

			Dawn Diaz is a corporate trainer, life coach, motivational speaker, retired New York City Fire Department captain/paramedic, and coauthor of Building on Greatness, the Courage to Thrive. She is the CEO of the Rescue Coaching Institute, founder of Milagros Day Worldwide, and creator of the iconic Annual Brooklyn Bridge Mother’s Day Walk and Family Festival. 
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			INTRODUCTION

			Rarely do we get to write about, talk about, or display our passion in words, witness, and writing for the whole world to experience. I’ve been blessed to do all three. I have been most passionate about bringing women of faith and women of color together, to be transparent and to help one another in word, thought, and deed. Often I host Destiny Circles with women in my living room (see Becoming a Woman of Destiny, New York: Tarcher Penguin, 2011), and I begin each session with the Woman of Destiny Prayer:

			God,

			Thank you for creating me woman,

			Thank you for teaching me how to give and receive love

			Please go before me, to show me the way,

			Please go behind me, to push me with your divine touch.

			Please watch over me that I may be covered in your unconditional love

			Most of all, please give me wisdom to walk the paths that you have blazed and ordained for me, and to know the difference between right and wrong.

			I invite you inside me that I may have your anointing

			I seek you everywhere that I may know your fullness

			Teach me to make wise choices in every area of my life.

			Surround me with and keep me in the midst of other wise women

			Give me the clarity to share the wisdom I have to impart

			To women who seek to be wise themselves

			Thank you for creating me woman

			I am blessed and highly favored

			I am a woman of destiny

			I am seeking Divine decisions

			I am destined for greatness

			From Becoming a Woman of Destiny

			I also host ProVoice/ProVoz monthly national Gatherings for women leaders, to amplify the voices of women. We have a most memorable time. It’s a “safe space” for women, where hearts and minds meet souls, where conversation meets celebration. And it is in and through the shared prayers and cares that something almost magical happens.

			Many of the women from my gatherings and close friendships have contributed writings to this book, and we hope that the enchanted experience in our gatherings can be replicated through reading these pages. May you feel and experience, through writing, what we experience when we are together: affection, connection, protection, embrace, soul, and solace—and here it is, in Soul Sisters, through thoughts, prayers, and literature.

			Touching a woman’s soul takes someone with vision, insight, and concern about the soul to invite us into the literary world, as authors and editors, to facilitate the experience. That happened with the compilation of this book: Soul Sisters: Devotions for and from African American, Latina, and Asian Women. More than forty women from diverse cultures and races have come together, in shared prayers and cares, as women of faith seeking to connect with other women of faith. The expressions written herein are shared from the deepest places of sisters’ souls—a must-read, if I do say so myself.

			We are sharing our stories because we understand that some days a woman just needs some strength and devotion, not strife or division, and she doesn’t have all day to “get there.” The boast doesn’t have to be a long treatise, but it must be strong. And sometimes a sister just needs that spiritual reinforcement to come from another sister.

			As I compiled this book, I declared my candidacy for the U.S. House of Representatives, from New York’s Thirteenth Congressional District. I am so grateful for the sisters who came together to launch me with a prayer/faith breakfast, because they knew I would need to lean and depend on my faith continually.

			“Give us this day our daily bread,” says the Lord’s Prayer. Soul Sisters can give you a measure of what you need daily. On the day you need to be reminded to laugh, there’s a devotion for that. If you need a quick reminder about the power of faith, there are devotions for that. When you are dealing with loss, whether great or small, the book has inspired writings for that as well. When you experience love, Soul Sisters has shared words to reflect that experience as well.

			I am particularly drawn to the section called “Letters to our Sons,” because I raised two sons in this twenty-first century; they are now men. I cover them daily in prayer, that they may be bathed in honor, devotion, and dignity.

			These are all experienced themes, which have led to the devotions that nearly fifty sisters wish to share with you. May you be blessed by them.

			[image: ]

			At about age sixteen, I wanted to share something deep and personal with my mother, but I couldn’t quite find the words, courage, confidence, or the way to convey it. I wrote her a letter. My missive was the breakthrough I had hoped for as a teen trying to get my message across to an adult.

			My mom reacted to my words as a mother who loved and cared, but most of all, as one who heard and felt me. She would continue to hear me over the years, even as I evolved and matured. Our relationship experienced a major shift as I was about to enter young womanhood. It was a feeling of deep love and trust that propelled me forward, knowing that I was not alone, nor would I have to face uncertainties without the “cover” of a mother’s love.

			After my parents had passed away, I discovered letters they had written to one another: love letters as they were dating, as young adults, and well into marriage. The joy and understanding I received from that glimpse into their history and their deep and abiding loyalty and love for one another became a model of what I wanted and hoped for, in men, in marriage, and in motherhood.

			I wanted readers to have a similar experience, and so you will find letters in this book—liberating letters, and stories, and blessings, and “how I made it over” testimonies. Many of the women contributing to this work have left legacies for the sons and daughters and other men and women they love in their writing.

			Compiling Soul Sisters reminds me of a similar experience I had in 1988, when I was blessed to edit Sister to Sister: Devotions for and from African American Women, Volume 1 (Judson Press), a collection of thematic devotions for and from a cross section of African American women. The book contained stories, some in letter and other prose forms and genres, from forty-eight Black women who had been in my life from childhood through adulthood. They shared the truth of how women, Black Christian women, had made it through some trying times. We found that healing came through sharing our stories; joy also came. From reflections about being alone, to recountings about being celebrated collectively, the stories and the readers’ reactions to them were riveting and liberating, joyous and freeing.

			I wanted to broaden and expand that vision of success. Soul Sisters comes from women of color, multicultural women, finding common and not-so-common ground to navigate through twenty-first-century waters. We tread these territories as females of faith, courage, and color, and as global citizens who’ve learned how to enlarge our landscape, crossing ethnic, racial, and geographical lines, to understand that sisters with soul are worldwide.

			I have found in sharing real-life, “from the heart” stories and devotions that liberation—true freedom—happens for women. Sister to Sister shared a woman’s story of losing an adult child, that helped grieving families, and the parent who penned it, to move forward. There were the stories of feeling lonely as a “new kid” on the block, and other women coming to the rescue, to welcome them in. Sister to Sister became a bestseller because women needed to share and hear from real-life women about real-life, relevant issues.

			On my amazing journey as U.S. 3rd Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious Freedom, I had 199 countries as part of my portfolio. As I traveled around the world, more than meeting the famous and the infamous, I was captured and captivated by the eyes, the silent voices, and the strength of the souls of women I met.

			More often than not, I had diplomatic engagements with male governmental leaders, but I had my greatest spiritual experiences during those after hours. That’s when I heard from women who had been victims of war, women who had led peace efforts, and women who had helped to nurture other women.

			During those times, sister-to-sister, female-to-female, we shared from the heart. We shared things they had prayed for, and things they wanted us to continue to pray for. How glorious were those moments! It was during those opportunities that the seed impregnated in my spirit to somehow address and amplify the souls of my sisters.

			Then in 2013, the Lord gave me a vision for bringing women together—to amplify, multiply, and fortify our voices and to provide a forum to gather, celebrate, motivate, and share our stories. Exactly one year later, I heard an audiotape during a memorial service for the late actress Ruby Dee, “Calling All Women,” in which she rhythmically declared that women of all nationalities needed to come together. Thereafter, the ProVoice/ProVoz movement was born, and marked by a gathering of women in the art gallery of the Adam Clayton Powell Jr. State Office Building, in Harlem, New York. The movement began with a dance to Cindy Trimm’s poem “I Am.”

			The hundred or so women assembled there clapped, sang, laughed, applauded, threw the “power sign” up, giggled, and teared up as they grasped the spirit and souls and connected with every other sister in that room. The inaugural movement was an opportunity—not to have an agenda, but rather to be the agenda. It was for, about, and by women. That first meeting was sharing out of our diversity and our commonalities and the multitude of hats we wear and hopes we embrace—business, dreams, screams, hard times, good times, and “I don’t know” times. For hours, we shared and we cared out of the wealth of sisterhood.

			Many of the women who shared in the experience that day were invited to write for this new volume of devotions. The wisdom and insight they bring are both timeless and ageless. The release of this devotional comes at a significant milestone, as this is the twenty-fifth anniversary of Sister to Sister, Volume 1. Because of that work, healing has happened for so many through the years as they have thumbed through its pages.

			Soul Sisters is compelling, lively, liberating, and luscious. Read and discover something that another woman did or did not do that can help you in your situation. I call it Life 101.

			Life is a journey with a clear starting point, but we never know the end of the story, or how it may veer to the left or the right. The Marys and Marthas and Salomes of the Bible did not know how the story would end with their teacher, Jesus, but they kept moving, armed with their spices. The women in this collection tell you in real time what it’s been like to stay the course or to pick up where someone left off. Some of them share what it’s like surviving in the midst of something. That’s the spice we bring.

			This is just the beginning. Be blessed by the rest. The blessed of us must help the rest of us.

			I have found that in my three decades of ministry, broadly and globally defined, it is through sharing our stories that we find healing, and uncover and discover our soul’s secrets. May the heartfelt experiences offered in these pages be guideposts along your life path.

			Blessings on Your Journey, My Sister,
Ambassador Sujay

		

	
		
			RAISING THEM RIGHT

			Direct your children onto the right path,

			and when they are older, they will not leave it.

			PROVERBS 22:6, NLT

			I did what was done to me. I thought my mother and father were inordinately strict when they wouldn’t let me go out on a date just because some boy had asked me. If I wanted to hang out with a new friend, they had to know all about the person’s family—parents, where they lived, and so forth. It was a nuisance then, but now I see it as a blessing. Their inquisitions saved me from dangers unknowable and unseen by my young eyes.

			As unyielding as I thought my parents were, I became the same kind of mother. My sons always wanted to bring friends home. I loved having their friends over, but I insisted on knowing about each of them. Where does he live? Who are his parents? I asked of them all the questions that had once frustrated me as a teen. After I became a mother, I understood my parents’ inquisitiveness as responsible parenting.

			Many of today’s parents, especially mothers, blur the lines of parental authority, opting to be their child’s friend. Growing up, there were many times I was angry with my mother because of a decision she’d made regarding what I could or could not do. I know it wasn’t her goal to make me angry, but I don’t think she spent a lot of time stressing about it, either. She wasn’t trying to be one of my girlfriends, though I know that she was the best girlfriend I could ever have.

			My mother had her partner, my father, as her teammate to help her navigate unknown parental waters. But today many mothers are trying to figure it out alone. According to some statistical estimates, nearly 70 percent of African American children live in single-parent households. The same applies to over 50 percent of Native American children and over 40 percent of Latino children. Black, Latina, and Native American mothers are coping with the very real stress of solo parenting.

			This brings to mind a young woman who was in a store parking lot yelling at her three-year-old son for doing something, whatever it was, that three-year-olds do. She screamed at the top of her lungs, calling him dumb, with a few expletives sprinkled in between. What most people who witnessed the episode saw was an unfit single mother with three children. But there was more to that young woman with the rambunctious three-year-old, an eighteen-month-old in a stroller, and a nine-month-old baby on her hip.

			There’s no excuse for talking to a child that way. But it’s just possible she was a mother afraid a car would hit her son. And if he got in harm’s way she wouldn’t be able to reach him quickly because her hands were already full with his two sisters. It’s also possible that she was frustrated at her condition, having three very young children and trying to hold down a household all alone. It’s possible that she vented her frustration with absent fathers on their very present children, whom she was left to rear.

			That parking lot scenario makes one wonder, What if Mary had gotten frustrated with Jesus and called Him dumb? Mary had the benefit of knowing she had been given a gift. She had a mother/sister to affirm that for her. She was also blessed with a father for her son.

			But what of all the mothers who have no one to explain to them that each of her children is a gift? Mary birthed the Son of God, but so many other mothers have birthed potential greatness unknowingly. And because they did not know, they could not nurture.

			It’s time for enlightened sisters to take another look around, to open our eyes and see the frustrated young mother for who she really is—for what she has and for what she lacks. See her as a young woman who still needs to be mothered, even as she raises children of her own. Help her to see the value of the gifts she has birthed.

			Help her to develop the tools she needs to raise them right—to know who her children’s friends are, and who their parents are and where they live. Walk beside her to know the difference between parenting and friendship, that there’s a line that should not be crossed for many, many years.

			I did what was done to me. Perhaps too many young mothers, like the one in the store parking lot, only did what was done to them, as well.

		

	
		
			LETTERS TO OUR SONS

			Reflections[image: ]The Mother of Sons

			I Release You in Love

			DR. SUZAN JOHNSON COOK

			Blessed for the Journey

			ELIZABETH MURRAY

			Someday We’ll Be Together . . . Again

			LUCIA MCBATH

			Your Name Is Caleb, Your Name Is Faith

			LATONYA ELLIS

			

		

	
		
			Reflections[image: ]The Mother of Sons

			Boy, oh boy. I am the mother of sons. I had always prayed for sons. Had I started having babies earlier in life, I might have had the four that I really wanted. Nevertheless, God blessed me with two healthy sons. And I am a mother made for boys. They met their match, and I met mine.

			Their dad named them, but I carried them. Each gave me nine months—yes, nine months—of morning sickness. In spite of that, it was a joy to carry them and it has been absolutely terrific being their mom.

			I was a senior pastor at the time I carried them, so they were born into and raised in the church. I remember so well their movements as I would preach; the oldest loved it when gospel music was played or sung.

			I’ve enjoyed every stage and season, from kissing their boo-boos to being a soccer mom and driving them to the string of practices for teams that I had lined up.

			At this writing, I just got off the phone with the eldest, Samuel. He is a college graduate who just entered medical school to pursue his dream. He followed me with all of my dreams. Now it’s his turn to see what this world has to offer—and what he has to offer the world. What a moment to see him receive his “white coat” that indicates you are officially a “med student” and watch him take the Hippocratic oath. Yes, I cried. I’ve done what the Lord required in terms of provision, protection, and parenting. And now, Sam will step into and onto the world platform, bringing the knowledge and gifts he has to share.

			Our younger son, Christopher, is a junior at Princeton University, an athlete/scholar—disciplined, dedicated, delightful. Phone conversations and hundreds of text messages are now more meaningful as he learns to appreciate the sacrifices that have been made on his behalf.

			As I compile this devotional, so much is going in the world: the ISIS crisis; the ongoing racism and violence in America; and the disgust, disrespect, and disregard for Black men and men of color. Some days I wish I could hold my sons and just rock them in my arms as I did when they were younger and smaller, but now I must release them to the world into which they were born and show my love for them through texts, calls, e-mails, prayers, and letters.

			As a mother two of sons, there are so many times a day that I want to leave my thoughts, lessons, and love with them. I started writing letters to them when they were born. Recently I came across a letter I’d written to them during an overseas trip and put into one of those tubes that are placed in the ocean in the event something happens. The tube goes into the sea and makes its way toward home. As my eldest graduated from college, I also created a photo life journal, with letters interspersed, so that one day when he is reminiscing, he’ll have letters and photos from his mom.

			Both sons now have girlfriends, women with whom they spend a lot of time. I can only imagine that it will just be a matter of time before they marry and have families, so this is also my rite of passage, as I move over to allow new maturity to enter their lives. The letters will help me to know that I can speak not only with my mouth but also with my heart and soul, shared prayers, and cares.

			Being mothers of African American males in this nation, in this world, we raise them with a heap of love, so they’ll never forget where they come from and can always return to loving homes and parents. Yet, we have to rear them with enough strength to be strong men, and to first know the strong roots from which they come—fathers and grandfathers, brothers and uncles, and pastors, who all had pride in who we are as a people, and whose we are, as children of God. These truths must be blended with the realities they face as men of color who are strong, smart, and capable of expressing the love they have received.

			The world is not always ready for men of color to make such an incredible impact, or to have such international influence, or to excel as
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