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For Olivia, John Kinard, and Samuel…

This writing is for you, for all of those who belong to us, and 
for anyone else whose hands happen upon it. May it help you avoid 
the pitfalls in the dark and bring you closer to the light of what is 
real and true. We all outgrow the innocence of our childhoods and 
must face the realities of the world. My prayer for you is that it will 
not catch you by surprise and that you will be ready and equipped, 
to not only sort and process it, but to stand and move forward with 
strength and confidence in the knowledge of who you are and where 
you belong. 

May your faces light the heavens forever! And, if I get there 
before you, I will be waiting with arms open wide to welcome you 
home — minus the wrinkles, of course! I love you.

In honor and in memory of my precious friends, Eva 
Dempsey & Roxanne Farah Keshawarz Cousins, one whose faith 
and boldness gave me the courage to write — the other whose faith 
and quiet strength gave me the courage to finish.
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Preface
Dedicated to my husband, Phil, who without,  

I would have no story to share.

As I sit down to write and compile writings from over the past five years, it is 
early November in the year of 2012. I am 44 years old, but feel like just a girl. 

I have been married for 17 years to my husband, Phil, who is eight 
years older. He is a wonderful man, a faithful husband and devoted father. 
We have three children, a daughter and son by birth and one son by adop-
tion.

Our life together has been difficult and wonderful. Difficult because, 
well, marriage is difficult; we both have issues and are different in many 
ways. Wonderful because we share a love for God and both desire to live in a 
way that blesses and pleases Him. That has brought us much joy and peace 
though sometimes it takes a real effort to remember what we know to be 
true (but would rather forget for just a moment while we take things into 
our own hands)! We have found that when we choose to love each other, our 
understanding and affections follow course. How thankful I am for this. It 
would be impossible without the greater love we both have for Jesus, and I 
am certain it is the only reason we are still married today.

Phil was working for a power and light company when I met him. I 
knew immediately he was a man of integrity and walked confidently in his 
own skin. I liked that. He was very handsome, a manly man, with an unusual 
genuineness that shined in his eyes. The first time we met, he had been work-
ing long hours for 13 days straight after an ice storm had taken out the power 
in most of our area. He had on coveralls, a huge jacket, a toboggan, and large 
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boots. I couldn’t see anything except his mouth, nose, and eyes because of 
the hat and the scruffy beard on his face. He was a sight and he was at my 
front door!

I had ruined an anniversary dinner for my parents and smoked up the 
apartment my younger sister and I were sharing at the time. Even though it 
was cold, I had opened the windows to air things out. Phil was driving by 
on his way home from work and saw the cars in front of my apartment and 
the windows open. He figured I was having a party and decided to drop in. 
I was the new girl in a small town. He knew me and knew where I lived, 
but I didn’t know him. He was surprised when my dad opened the door. At 
first glance, I thought he was lost and needed some directions, but the first 
words out of his mouth proved I was wrong and showed his extremely quick 
wit. After he made us all laugh and I saw those sparkling eyes and handsome 
smile, I was glad he was looking for me.

El Dorado (a small town in South Arkansas) was my hometown and I 
loved it as my hometown, but I had sworn never to return after high school. 
It just didn’t hold for me the things I was looking for in life except, of course, 
my family. But I knew they would always be my family no matter where I 
lived. Visiting was fine — not residing. I had only lived in El Dorado for less 
than a year for what was supposed to be a short respite. I wasn’t looking for 
a husband, at least not there!

I was looking for greener pastures: a contemporary work culture, 
nice restaurants, good shopping, a larger city where I could blend in and 
take advantage of the broader opportunities it would afford. I also planned 
on completing my education with a doctoral degree and had pretty much 
decided on the place when my life took a drastic detour. I met Phil, got 
married, and never left. 

Phil was different. As I mentioned, he had a very clever sense of 
humor that I found refreshing. He was also an outdoorsman; I would say 
more specifically, a woodsman. He enjoyed being in the woods and hunting 
with a bow — two things that were unfamiliar to me. He listened to country 
music but also enjoyed the symphony, and preferred a truck though he drove 
an SUV when we met. Though he wasn’t interested in going to parties, he 
would go with me on occasion. He didn’t drink as a habit unless it was water 
or orange juice and was disciplined, open-minded, and content. 

It wasn’t until we had been married for about a year that I noticed Phil 
never wrote anything down, and when he did, it took some effort to read it. 
He didn’t read much, and sometimes missed information that was spoken to 
him or omitted information that he was trying to express. On top of it, he 
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lost his temper quickly when there was a breakdown in communication and 
would give up rather than talk it through. 

It finally hit me (a speech-language pathologist) that Phil probably 
had an undiagnosed learning disability that interfered with the processing 
of information — not something that affected his intelligence because it was 
clear he was very smart — but something that kept the information from 
organizing correctly as he heard it or tried to express it. I learned over time 
that he had struggled through school his entire life, and that eventually his 
frustrations turned into anger which led to a lot of fighting and negative 
behaviors. His dreams were even violent — recurring dreams of bears stalk-
ing him to kill him. He had felt like the whole world was against him and, in 
order to survive, he had to fight. 

Sadly, it was true in a way. Many of his teachers thought he was a lost 
cause and did little to help (though, in their defense, little was known about 
learning disabilities then, so they weren’t equipped with the knowledge that 
we have today). Phil graduated from high school but did not finish college. 
He was forced to find work and settle for jobs that were less than fulfilling, 
although he was blessed with good friends along the way.

By the time I met him, he was in his early thirties and working as a 
lineman for Arkansas Power and Light. He had learned to compensate and 
the pain he had gone through had grown his character.

I remember a particular evening after we were first married. We had 
been to a party at the home of a wealthy family in town. We were walking to 
the car in the dark, and it was very cold, so we were walking fast. I couldn’t 
see Phil but knew he was right beside me. He chuckled quietly, and I asked 
him what he was laughing about. He said, “Oh, I was just thinking about 
how I was probably the only guy at the party who worked in the mud all 
day.”

After I thought about it, I realized he was right. Every man there 
would have been considered a “white collar” professional. Only Phil was a 
“blue collar” worker and it didn’t bother him a bit. His identity wasn’t rooted 
in what he did and he didn’t compare himself to others. He saw people on 
the same ground in which he saw himself — level. It was the thing I admired 
most about him and still do today. He’s a special man and probably has no 
idea what a blessing he is to so many, especially to me.

I once heard a young man named Brooks Gibbs share part of his life 
experiences at a church function. He had learning disabilities growing up and 
experienced emotional hardships from the taunts he received from his peers 
for being different. He talked about his faith and how God had met him at 
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his point of need and revealed His love for him at an early age, and then he 
said, “I have come to believe that those who have everything are the ones 
truly disabled.” I have come to believe he was absolutely right. 

My childhood experiences had been much different than Phil’s. 
Learning came easily. Favor came easily. Opportunities abounded. It was my 
normal and I regret to say I took it for granted. Rather than growing in 
character, I grew in things that gave me a false identity and sense of security 
— layers of things that created an illusion as I looked at life.

The seeds of truth that had been planted over the course of my child-
hood by my parents, my grandparents, and Godly teachers, to some extent 
had remained dormant. A few seeds had sprouted into fruitful but small 
plants — nothing really breath-taking to speak of, and still others had been 
choked out by the weeds of the world. I wasn’t really aware of the fact that 
my life was like a garden and my heart the soil in which my thoughts and 
actions were rooted. But it was, and it needed drastic cultivation. I married 
Phil when this “cultivation” began to happen. Over the past 18 years, I have 
been pruned countless times by the Master Gardener Himself. 

I have felt a deep impression to share my story. I’m not sure why really. 
It is one of the hardest things I have ever attempted, and, because of that, 
have continually put it off. I don’t want to do anything that would appear I 
was elevating myself or my experiences. All of us who recognize the author-
ity of God upon our lives, and choose to live under it, have experiences 
worth sharing. They are like pathways that help to lead others safely across 
the pitfalls of life. In this way, our lives are like bridges, and, when we share 
them and the things that God has taught us through them, we are like bridge 
builders. I don’t think for one minute that my life’s story is more important 
than anyone else’s, for I know I am no one. Yet, in some ways, I am everyone, 
and so are you. 

Our mere existence as humans unites us and beckons not only a call 
to freedom but also a call to slavery in some form. We are bound by our 
needs, our ideas, our culture, comforts, and expectations — those we have 
for others and those we have for ourselves based on our ambitions, our abili-
ties, our opportunities, our biases, and much more. All of these things, if 
given more leverage than they should have, will skew our perception of what 
really matters and result in a silent bondage that takes place almost with-
out our knowledge. It seems that truth becomes so buried in the lies we are 
living that when we are actually faced with it from time to time, we either 
react in defense or respond by laughing at its simplistic short comings in 
answer to our complicated problems. However, our perceptions, regardless 
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of what they are or how they came to be, don’t change reality. Truth is truth. 
Discovering it, and our need for it, is life’s greatest treasure and greater than 
any gift I could ever receive or give. 

You parents — if your children ask for a loaf of bread, do you 
give them a stone instead? Or if they ask for a fish, do you 
give them a snake? Of course not! So if you sinful people know 
how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will 
your heavenly Father give good gifts to those who ask him. 
(Matthew 7:9-11)


