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Foreword

Joni Eareckson Tada’s life has been a remarkable portrait of Christian faith and God’s grace in the face of trial and hardship. The story of one woman’s triumph over tragedy is still as relevant today as when Joni first penned these words.

The first time I ever saw Joni she was being interviewed by Barbara Walters on NBC, and it was one of the first times I saw Barbara Walters misty-eyed over a story she was listening to.

Joni is an extraordinary person, yet her real strength and creativity come from a vital relationship with Jesus Christ. For over twenty years I have known Joni, asking her on several occasions to share her vibrant testimony in our Crusade services. The story of her life’s journey—finding light in darkness and peace in the storm—is powerfully and poignantly revealed through this book.

Joni Eareckson Tada and her husband, Ken, are images of the grace of God evident through every circumstance of life. In the reading of this book, may you find peace and purpose for your life that can come only through a personal relationship with the same Jesus about whom Joni writes.

God bless you.

Billy Graham, 1996




Preface

Isolated, by itself, what is a minute? Merely a measurement of time. There are 60 in an hour, 1,440 in a day. At seventeen, I had already ticked off more than 9,000,000 of them in my life.

Yet, in some cosmic plan, this single minute was isolated. Into these particular sixty seconds was compressed more significance than all the millions of minutes marking my life prior to this instant.

So many actions, sensations, thoughts, and feelings were crowded into that fragment of time. How can I describe them? How can I begin to catalog them?

I recall so clearly the details of those few dozen seconds—seconds destined to change my life forever. And there was no warning or premonition.

What happened on July 30, 1967, was the beginning of an incredible adventure that I feel compelled to share because of what I have learned.

Oscar Wilde wrote: “In this world there are only two tragedies. One is not getting what one wants, and the other is getting it.” To rephrase his thought, I suggest there are likewise only two joys. One is having God answer all your prayers; the other is not receiving the answer to all your prayers. I believe this because I have found that God knows my needs infinitely better than I know them. And He is utterly dependable, no matter which direction our circumstances take us.

Joni Eareckson, 1976





We are handicapped on all sides, but we are never frustrated; we are puzzled, but never in despair. We are persecuted, but we never have to stand it alone: we may be knocked down but we are never knocked out! Every day we experience something of the death of Jesus, so that we may also know the power of the life of Jesus in these bodies of ours…We wish you could see how all this is working out for your benefit, and how the more grace God gives, the more thanksgiving will redound to his glory. This is the reason we never collapse.

2 Cor. 4:8–10, 15, 16 PHILLIPS







CHAPTER 1

The hot July sun was setting low in the west and gave the waters of Chesapeake Bay a warm red glow. The water was murky, and as my body broke the surface in a dive, its cold cleanness doused my skin.

In a jumble of actions and feelings, many things happened simultaneously. I felt my head strike something hard and unyielding. At the same time, clumsily and crazily, my body sprawled out of control. I heard or felt a loud electric buzzing, an unexplainable inner sensation. It was something like an electrical shock, combined with a vibration—like a heavy metal spring being suddenly and sharply uncoiled, its “sprong” perhaps muffled by the water. Yet it wasn’t really a sound or even a feeling—just a sensation. I felt no pain.

I heard the underwater sound of crunching, grinding sand. I was lying face down on the bottom. Where? How did I get here? Why are my arms tied to my chest? My thoughts screamed. Hey! I’m caught!

I felt a small tidal undercurrent lift me slightly and let me settle once more on the bottom. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw light above me. Some of the confusion left. I remembered diving into the bay. Then what? Am I caught in a fishnet or something? I need to get out! I tried to kick. My feet must be tied or caught too!

Panic seized me. With all my willpower and strength, I tried to break free. Nothing happened. Another tidal swell lifted and rolled.

What’s wrong? I hit my head. Am I unconscious? Trying to move is like trying to move in a dream. Impossible. But I’ll drown! Will I wake up in time? Will someone see me? I can’t be unconscious, or I wouldn’t be aware of what’s happening. No, I’m alive.

I felt the pressure of holding my breath begin to build. I’d have to breathe soon.

Another tidal swell gently lifted me. Fragments of faces, thoughts, and memories spun crazily across my consciousness. My friends. My parents. Things I was ashamed of. Maybe God was calling me to come and explain these actions.

“Joni!” A somber voice echoed down some eerie corridor, almost as a summons. God? Death?

I’m going to die! I don’t want to die! Help me, please.

“Joni!”

Doesn’t anyone care that I’m here? I’ve got to breathe!

“Joni!” That voice! Muffled through the waters, it sounded far off. Now it was closer. “Joni, are you all right?”

Kathy! My sister sees me. Help me, Kathy! I’m stuck!

The next tidal swell was a little stronger than the rest and lifted me a bit higher. I fell back on the bottom, with broken shells, stones, and sand grating into my shoulders and face.

“Joni, are you looking for shells?”

No! I’m caught down here—grab me! I can’t hold my breath any longer.

“Did you dive in here? It’s so shallow,” I heard Kathy clearly now.

Her shadow indicated she was now above me. I struggled inwardly against panic, but I knew I had no more air. Everything was going dark.

I felt Kathy’s arms around my shoulders, lifting.

Oh, please, dear God. Don’t let me die!

Kathy struggled, stumbled, then lifted again. Oh, God, how much longer? Everything was black, and I felt I was falling while being lifted. Just before fainting, my head broke the water’s surface. Air! Beautiful, life-giving, salt-tinged air. I choked in oxygen so quickly, I almost gagged. Gasping, I gulped in mouthfuls.

“Oh, thank You, God—thank You!” I managed.

“Hey, are you okay?” Kathy asked. I blinked to clear my mind and dissolve the confusion. It didn’t seem to work because I saw my arm slung lifelessly over Kathy’s shoulder, yet I felt it was still tied to my chest.

I looked down at my chest. My arms were not tied. I realized with a growing horror that my limbs were dangling motionlessly. I couldn’t move them!

In the confusion, Kathy took charge. She called to a nearby swimmer on an inflated raft. Together they wrestled me onto it and pushed it toward shore. I heard the raft beneath me slide against the sandy beach.

I tried to get up but felt pinned against the raft. People began to hurry over to see what had happened. Soon there was a crowd hovering above me, faces looking down in curiosity. Their stares and whispers made me feel embarrassed, uncomfortable, and even more confused.

“Kathy, please make them leave.”

“Yes, everyone stand back! Someone call an ambulance. Move away, please. She needs air,” Kathy instructed.

Kathy’s boyfriend, Butch, knelt beside me. His lean frame shielded me from the crowd, now moving back. “You okay, kid?” he asked. His large dark eyes, usually smiling and full of good-natured fun, were clouded with concern.

“Kathy—I can’t move!” I was frightened. I could see they were too.

Kathy nodded.

“Hold me!”

“I am, Joni.” She lifted my hands to show that she was grasping them firmly.

“But I can’t feel it. Squeeze me.”

Kathy bent over and held me close. I couldn’t feel her hug.

“Can you feel this?” She touched my leg.

“No,” I said.

“This?” She squeezed my forearm.

“No!” I cried. “I can’t feel it!”

“How about this?” Her hand slid from my arm to rest on my shoulder.

“Yes! Yes, I can feel that!”

Relief and joy suddenly came over us. At last, somewhere on my body, I could feel something. As I lay there on the sand, I began to piece things together. I had hit my head diving; I must have injured something to cause this numbness. I wondered how long it would last.

“Don’t worry,” I reassured Butch and Kathy—and myself. “The Lord won’t let anything happen to me. I’ll be all right.”

I heard the wail of a siren. Soon the ambulance pulled up and doors opened. In less than a minute, attendants efficiently lifted me onto a stretcher. Somehow their starched white uniforms were comforting as they carefully placed me in the back of the ambulance. The crowd of curious onlookers followed.

Kathy started to climb up into the ambulance.

Butch took her hand and said softly, “I’ll follow in the car.” Then he nodded sternly to the driver. “Be careful with her,” he instructed.

The siren began to wail, and we headed away from the beach.

I looked up at the attendant riding beside me and said, “I hate to put you to all this trouble. I think once I catch my breath I’ll be okay. I’m sure the numbness will wear off shortly.”

He didn’t say anything but reached over and brushed sand off my face, smiled, and looked away. I wish he’d say something to let me know I’ll be all right—that I’ll be going home as soon as the doctors at the hospital check me over, I thought.

But no comforting words were offered. I was left to my own thoughts and prayers as the siren wailed. I looked through the window at the city speeding by outside.

The Lord is my shepherd…

People on curbs stared curiously.

I shall not want…

Cars pulled over to let us pass.

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures…

The ambulance slowed and turned down a busy boulevard.

He restoreth my soul…

I could not collect my thoughts enough to pray. I clung to memorized promises from the Bible.

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me…

Suddenly the ambulance siren growled into silence. The driver backed up to the doors of the hospital, and the attendants quickly began to ease my stretcher out. As they swung me smoothly through the doors, I saw the sign:


EMERGENCY ENTRANCE

NO PARKING

Emergency Vehicles Only



By now the city sky was dark; the sun had set. I was cold and longed to be home.

Inside, the emergency area was alive with activity. I was taken into a room and placed on a hospital table with wheels. The light hurt my eyes. As I turned my face to avoid its glare, I could see all the equipment and supplies arranged in ready rows. Bottles, gauze, bandages, trays, scissors, scalpels, jars, packets with long, medical-sounding names, and unfamiliar shapes were all about. The antiseptic smells and pungent odors made me slightly queasy.

A nurse strapped me to the table and wheeled me into one of the many small cubicles. She pulled privacy curtains around me. Again I struggled desperately to move my arms and legs. They were still numb and motionless. I feel so helpless. I’m getting sick. I’m scared. Tears welled up in my eyes.

“Can’t you tell me what’s happened to me?” I begged.

The nurse merely shrugged and began to take off my rings. “The doctor will be here soon. Now, I’m going to put your jewelry in this envelope. Regulations.”

“How long do I have to stay here? Can I go home tonight?”

“I’m sorry. You’ll have to ask the doctor. Regulations.” Her answer was emotionless and reminded me of a telephone recording.

Another nurse came into the cubicle with forms to fill out.

“Name, please.”

“Joni Eareckson.”

“Johnny? J-o-h-n-n-y?”

“No. It’s pronounced Johnny—after my father—but it’s spelled J-o-n-i. Last name is E-a-r-e-c-k-s-o-n.” Then I gave her my address, my folks’ name and number, and asked her to call them.

“Do you have Blue Cross?”

“I don’t know. Ask my folks—or my sister. She’s probably outside. She was with me at the beach. Her name is Kathy. Ask her.”

The nurse with the clipboard left. The other put the envelope with my belongings in it on a nearby table. Then she opened a drawer and pulled out a big pair of shears.

“W-what are you going to do?” I stammered.

“I’ve got to remove your swimming suit.”

“But don’t cut it! It’s brand-new. I just got it—and it’s my fav—”

“Sorry. Regulations,” She repeated. The heavy ch-cluk, ch-cluk, ch-cluk of the shears echoed off the plaster walls. She pulled the ruined scraps of material off and dropped them in a waste can. She didn’t even care. The suit didn’t mean a thing to her. I wanted to cry.

She put a sheet over me and left. I felt embarrassed and uncomfortable. The sheet slipped down, exposing part of my breasts, and I couldn’t move to pull it back up. Frustration and fear finally brought a flood of hot tears as I began to sense the seriousness of the situation.

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for thou art with me…

I fought back the tears and tried to think of other things. I wonder if Kathy called mom and dad. I wonder if Dick knows yet.

A man in dark tweed slacks and a white lab coat pulled the curtains and stepped into the cubicle.

“I’m Dr. Sherrill,” he said pleasantly while flipping through pages on a clipboard. “And your name is Joanie?”

“It’s pronounced Johnny. I’m named after my father.” Must I go through this explanation with everyone?

“Okay, Joni, let’s see what’s happened to you.”

“Dr. Sherrill, when can I go home?”

“Tell me, do you feel this?” He had a long pin and was apparently pricking my feet and legs.

“N-no—I can’t feel that.”

“How about this?”

Gritting my teeth, I shut my eyes to concentrate, hoping to feel something—anything.

“Nothing.”

He was holding my arm and pressing the pin against my limp fingers, wrist, and forearm. Why can’t I feel anything? He touched the upper arm. Finally I felt a small sting in my shoulder.

“Yes, I feel that. I had feeling there at the beach.”

Dr. Sherrill took out his pen and began to write on the clipboard.

Other medical staff people began to appear. Amidst the clatter and clutter of tubes, bottles, and trays, I heard Dr. Sherrill ask another doctor to come over. He went through the pin routine with the other doctor, and the two of them conferred in subdued voices near the head of my table. The language of medical terms and jargon was unfamiliar to me.

“Looks like a fracture-dislocation.”

“Uh-huh. I’d say at the fourth and fifth cervical level judging from her areas of feeling.”

“We’ll need to get to it. X-rays won’t tell if there’s continuity or not.”

“Shall I order O-Rprepped?”

“Yes. Stat. And try again to reach her parents.”

Dr. Sherrill’s associate left quickly, followed by one of the nurses. Dr. Sherrill whispered instructions to the brusque nurse who had destroyed my swimsuit, and she left too.

I watched someone wipe my arm with a cotton ball and stick a needle into the vein. I felt nothing.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dr. Sherrill holding a pair of electric hair clippers. There was a loud click and buzzing sound as they were turned on. What on earth are those for? I wondered. With growing terror, I realized they were moving toward my head.

“No,” I cried. “Please! Not my hair! Please,” I sobbed. I felt the clippers sliding across my scalp and saw chunks of damp blond hair fall beside my head and onto the floor. An attendant was preparing a soapy lather. She picked up a razor and walked toward me. She’s going to shave my head! Oh, dear God, no! Don’t let them!

The room began to spin. My stomach churned, and I felt faint.

Then I heard a high-pitched noise, something between a buzz and a squeal. It’s a drill! Someone held my head, and the drill began grinding into the side of my skull.

I began to feel drowsy—probably the shot they gave me. I was falling asleep. More panic. What if I don’t wake up? Won’t I ever see Dick again? Kathy? Mom and dad? Oh, God, I’m afraid!

I saw faces. I heard voices. But nothing made sense. The room began to grow dark and the noise faded.

For the first time since the dive I felt relaxed, even peaceful. It no longer mattered that I was paralyzed, lying naked on a table with a shaved head. The drill no longer seemed threatening either. I drifted into a deep sleep.



Coming out of the blackness, I thought I heard the drill and tried to wake up enough to shout at them to stop. I didn’t want them drilling when I was awake. But no words came. I tried to open my eyes. The room was spinning.

The noise in the background became more distinct too. It wasn’t the drill; it was only an air conditioner.

My head and vision began to clear, and for a moment I couldn’t remember where I was or why I was afraid of a drill. Then memory returned.

I looked up at a ventilator grill above my head, at the high, ancient, cracked plaster ceiling. I tried to turn my head to see the rest of my surroundings, but I couldn’t move at all. Sharp pains on each side of my head resisted my attempt to move. I sensed that the holes they had drilled in my skull had something to do with this. Out of the corner of my eyes, I could see large metal tongs attached to a spring-cable device pulling my head away from the rest of my body. It took an unusual amount of strength—both mental and physical—just to learn this much about my new surroundings.

During those first days I drifted in and out of consciousness. The drugs sent me off into a dream world, a nightmare devoid of reality. Hallucinations were common and often frightening. Dreams, impressions, and memories blurred together in confusion so that I often thought I was losing my mind.

A recurring nightmare came to me out of the surrealistic world induced by the drugs. In this dream, I was with Jason Leverton, my steady all through high school. We were in some unusual setting waiting to be judged. I was naked and tried to cover myself in shame. In the nightmare, I was on my feet, standing before a figure dressed in robes. I knew him as an “apostle.” He didn’t say anything, but I knew somehow that I was being judged. Suddenly he pulled out a long sword and swung it in my direction, striking me square on the neck and cutting off my head. Then I’d wake up crying and afraid. This same dream haunted me again and again.

Other hallucinogenic experiences from the drugs turned even the crazy world of dreams inside out. Vivid colors, shapes, and figures swelled and contracted into strange and unusual patterns. I saw “frightening” colors, “peaceful” patterns—shapes and colors that represented feelings, moods, and emotions.

Someone’s loud moaning woke me from my nightmare. I didn’t know how much time had elapsed since my last period of consciousness, but this time I was facedown! How had I gotten in that position? The tongs were still in place. Their pressure against the sides of my head caused more mental and psychological pain than physical discomfort.

I discovered I was encased in some kind of a canvas frame. There was an opening for my face, and I could see only an area immediately beneath my bed. A pair of legs with white shoes and nylon hose stood within this narrow field of vision.

“Nurse,” I called out weakly.

“Yes. I’m here.”

“W-hat—where—uh—” I stammered, trying to phrase my question.

“Sh-h-h. Don’t try to talk. You’ll tire yourself,” she said. From her pleasant voice and reassuring manner, I knew she wasn’t the nurse who had cut off my bathing suit or the one who had shaved my head. I felt her hand on the back of my shoulder.

“Just try and rest. Go back to sleep if you can. You’re in ICU. You’ve had surgery, and we’ll take good care of you. So, don’t worry. Okay?” She patted my shoulder. It was such a pleasant sensation to have feeling somewhere—except in my head, where the tongs bit into the flesh and bone.

Gradually I became aware of my surroundings. I learned that the device I called a bed was really a Stryker frame. It looked like I was in a canvas sandwich held tightly by straps. Two nurses or orderlies would come every two hours to turn me over. They’d place a canvas frame on top of me, and while a nurse held the weights attached to the “ice tong” calipers (and my head), they would deftly flip me 180 degrees. Then they would remove the frame I had been lying on and make sure I was ready for my two-hour shift in this new position. I had two views—the floor and the ceiling.

Eventually I learned that my Stryker frame was in an eightbed ICU ward and that ICU was short for intensive care unit. I’d never heard the phrase used before but figured out it must be for serious cases. Patients were only allowed visitors for five minutes per hour—and then just by family members.

As the hours blurred into days, I got to know my roommates better. Through snatches of conversation, instructions of doctors, and other sounds, I pieced together quite a bit.

The man in a bed next to mine groaned constantly. On the change of nurses for the morning shift, I heard a night nurse explain to her replacement in a whisper, “He shot his wife and then tried to kill himself. He probably won’t make it. He’s to be restrained.”

That explained the sound of chains rattling—he had been handcuffed to his bed!

A woman in one of the other beds moaned through the night. She was begging the nurses to give her a cigarette or ice cream.

Judy was a young girl like myself. But she was in a coma as the result of injuries sustained in a car accident.

Tom was a young man who was there because of a diving accident. It’s funny. I knew Tom had broken his neck but didn’t understand that I had. No one told me.

Tom could not even breathe on his own. I learned this when I asked a nurse what a certain sound was. She explained it was Tom’s resuscitation equipment.

When we learned of the similarity of our accidents, we began to send notes back and forth. “Hi, I’m Tom,” his first note said by way of introduction. Nurses and visitors wrote our notes and were our couriers.

At night, when the flurry of activity was less intense, I’d hear the moaning and groaning of others in my ICU ward. Then I’d listen for the reassuring sound of Tom’s resuscitation equipment. Since I couldn’t turn to see him, the sound was comforting. I felt a kinship with him and wondered what he looked like. Tomorrow, I thought, I’ll ask for his photo.

Later that night, the resuscitator stopped. The silence was as loud as an explosion. Panic seized me, and my voice choked as I tried to call out for help. I heard nurses as they rushed to Tom’s bedside.

“His resuscitator is down! Get a new one, stat!” someone ordered.

I could hear footsteps running down the tile hallway and the metallic sounds of the oxygen unit being removed. Another person was on the telephone at the nurses’ station calling for emergency help. Within minutes, the room, hallway, and nurses’ station were busy with urgent, whispered instructions and the confused commotion of crisis.

“Tom! Can you hear me, Tom?” a doctor called. Then snapped, “Where’s that other resuscitator?”

“Shall we try artificial respiration, doctor?” asked a woman’s voice.

My mind was spinning with the frustrations of my paralysis. I was helpless—and even if I could move, there was nothing I could do. Wide-eyed, I lay there staring past the ceiling into darkness.

“The orderly had to go downstairs for another unit. He’s on his way.”

“Keep up the mouth-to-mouth. We’ve got to keep him alive until—” the man’s voice broke off.

I heard the doors of the elevator down the hall open and close and urgent running footsteps along with the rattle of equipment. The sounds were aimed toward the ICU ward and, with a sense of relief, I heard someone say, “I’ve got a unit. You want to make room?”

Then, with horror, I heard the chilling reply. “Never mind. We’ve lost him. He’s dead.”

I felt the flesh on the back of my neck crawl. With mounting terror, I realized they were not talking about some unknown patient, some impersonal statistic. They were talking about Tom. Tom was dead!

I wanted to scream but was unable to. I was afraid of falling asleep that night, afraid that I too would not wake up.

The next day, my terror was no less intense. I grieved for a man I knew only through notes, and I began to think about my own situation. I was not dependent on a machine in order to breathe. But I was dependent on the IV—intravenous solutions—that put sustenance into my body and the catheter in my bladder that drained body wastes and poisons.

What if one of these fails’? What if the tongs come loose from my head? What if—my brain was a frightened jumble.

A day or two later, a man was brought in with a similar injury. They put him on a Stryker frame and put an oxygen tent around him.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see what the frame was like. I could not see my own, but could now understand what happened each time they flipped me—two hours up, two hours down. Looking at him, I had the feeling that we were like steers being turned regularly on some huge barbecue spit. I was terrified each time they came to flip me.

The new patient was just as apprehensive. As the orderlies prepared to flip him one day, he cried out, “No, please don’t flip me. I couldn’t breathe when I was turned before! Don’t flip me!”

“That’s all right, mister. You’ll be okay. We have to turn you. Doctor’s orders. Ready, Mike? On three. One. Two. Three!”

“No! Please! I can’t breathe! I’ll pass out—I know it!”

“You’ll be fine. Just relax.”

They fixed the plastic tent for his oxygen and left. I could hear the man’s labored, gasping breathing and prayed the two hours would pass quickly—for his sake as well as my own peace of mind.

Then, suddenly, the breathing stopped. Again there was commotion and activity as nurses and orderlies responded to the crisis. It was too late. Again.

Hot tears flowed from my eyes. Frustration and fear, my twin companions during those early hospital days, overtook me again. With a growing sense of horror and shock, I learned that the ICU ward was a room for the dying. I felt my own life was a fragile thing—not something I could take for granted.

Shortly thereafter, during one of the flipping sessions, I fainted and stopped breathing. But within minutes they had revived me, and I felt reassured by their efficiency and deep concern.

“We’re going to take good care of you, Joni,” comforted one doctor. After that, while every turn was still a frightening experience for me, I was conscious of the fact that the nurses and orderlies were more careful than before. Or so it seemed.

I began to notice how cold the ICU ward was. Nearly every patient was unconscious most of the time, so they were probably unaware of the coldness, but it began to bother me. I was afraid of catching cold. One of the orderlies had let it slip one day that a cold could be dangerous for me. Also dangerous was blood poisoning, which was somehow frequent in such cases. There was so much to be frightened about. Nothing seemed positive or hopeful.

Everyday doctors came to see me. Sometimes they came in pairs and discussed my case.

“She has total quadriplegia,” one doctor explained to an associate, “the result of a diagonal fracture between the fourth and fifth cervical levels.”

I knew I was paralyzed but didn’t know why. Or for how long. No one ever explained anything to me about my injury.

Nurses said, “Ask the doctors.”

Doctors said, “Oh, you’re doing fine—just fine.”

I suspected the worst—that I had a broken neck. That thought alone frightened me. A vivid childhood memory came to me. It was the only “real” instance I knew of anyone breaking his neck. A man in the story Black Beauty fell from a horse and broke his neck. He died.

So, inwardly, I didn’t want to hear about my accident, and mentally I began to tune out the medical staff’s discussions.

I knew that I was in a room of dying people because I was going to die, just like Tom and the other man. They both had had injuries like mine. I’m going to die too, I thought. They’re just afraid to tell me!







CHAPTER 2

The days passed, marked only by recurring nightmares and the strain and discomfort of my canvas prison and metal tongs. I had finally decided that I probably wasn’t going to die. While others in the ICU ward either died or got better and were transferred to regular hospital rooms, I stayed. I got no better, but no worse.

To take my mind off the anguish of the nightmares, from which I woke terrified and drenched with perspiration, I began to daydream, recalling all the events in my life before the accident.

I had had a happy life with my family and friends. We had never known tragedy firsthand. As far back as I could remember, there had been nothing but happiness surrounding our lives and home.

Daddy was probably the reason—the man I was named for, Johnny Eareckson. Born in 1900, dad took the best of both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. He is an incurable romantic and creative artist but is also in tune with technology. His father had a coal (fuel) business, and during his childhood, dad cared for the horses before and after school. He drew much knowledge from what he calls the “school of hard knocks” too. He had been attracted to unusual and difficult work because of what he felt it could teach him. His values are personal character, individual happiness, and spiritual development. If a man has these and can pass these qualities on to his children, only then does dad consider him successful.

Dad had done almost everything—from being a sailor to owning and managing his own rodeo! His life was filled with hobbies—horses, sculpture, painting, and building things—his handiwork literally covering the walls and shelves of our home.

I asked dad once, “How do you find time, with your work, to do all the things you do?”

He looked at me, his clear blue eyes sparkling, and replied, “Honey, it began during the Depression. Nobody had work. Most people sat around and felt sorry about themselves and complained. Me? Why, I could use my hands. Carving didn’t cost anything. So, I built things from stuff others threw away. I kept busy with my hands all through the Depression. Guess the habit stuck.”

It was also during those lean years that dad was an Olympic wrestler. He was National AAU Wrestling Champion, a five-time winner of national YMCA championship wrestling honors, and earned a berth on the U.S. Olympic team of 1932. During his days as a wrestler, he received an injury that makes him walk with a slight limp today.

As a young man, he was active in church youth work. In his twenties and early thirties, dad was “Cap’n John” to the church young people. He took the kids camping, on overnight trips, hiking, and on retreats. He had an old flatbed truck and would pile kids, sleeping bags, cookstove, and supplies on board and leave for one of “Cap’n John’s Tours.” They were memorable times and often made an impression on many of the young people. One young woman was especially impressed by “Cap’n John.” She was the energetic and vivacious Margaret “Lindy” Landwehr, who took a natural interest in athletics and the outdoors and thus gained the attention of “Cap’n John.”

Soon “Lindy” fell in love with “Cap’n John,” and he with her. Many of their dates were crowded, however, for “Cap’n John” brought the entire youth group along!

As an expression of his love, dad worked night and day and built a house for mom as a wedding present. It was toward the end of the Depression and money was still scarce, so he scoured the area with his truck. From an old sailing ship, he salvaged huge beams for the foundation and rafters.

While driving one day, he saw some men demolishing a rock wall.

“What are you going to do with those rocks?” he asked.

“Why?”

“I’ll be glad to haul them away,” dad replied.

“Okay,” the foreman grunted, “just make sure they’re gone by Friday. We’ve got a job to do here.”

“Yessir!” shouted dad. He began the remarkable job of single-handedly moving boulders—most weighing more than a hundred pounds. He did it by himself, somehow maneuvering them onto his truck. After many trips, he had enough for his house. Today two beautiful, huge stone fireplaces are the result of that labor.

The same kind of thing happened when he needed lumber, bricks, and other building supplies. Finally his dream house was completed. He and his bride moved in and have lived there since.

Daddy had the same active interest in business and civic affairs-. Years ago, he started his own flooring business.

He said, “I guess I’m too independent to work for somebody else. I love my family too much to be tied down to someone else’s schedule and interests. By being my own boss, if I want to take off a day and drive my family to the ocean or take ‘em horseback riding, I don’t have to ask anyone. I just put a sign on the door, lock up, and go.”

And we did. We took many trips and vacations, and they were so much fun that it’s difficult to believe they were also part of our education. Dad taught us geography and geology during “survival” backpack outings in the desert or mountains. He showed us how to distinguish between the tracks of various animals, their calls, their ways—things we could never learn in the city.

He introduced us to horseback riding almost as soon as we could sit up. I was in the saddle at age two. In fact, daddy often bragged, “Do you remember the time our whole family rode a hundred miles on horseback? It was from Laramie to Cheyenne, Wyoming. Remember, Joni? You were only four years old! Youngest ever to ride in the Cheyenne Ride.” When we were a bit older, he took us pack-riding in the wilderness of the Medicine Bow range where we acquired a deep appreciation for God and His creation.

Dad taught us all to ride gracefully balanced and gave us lessons in show horsemanship. “Just ride in a rolling motion with the horse,” he’d say, “not like the beginners—bouncing on the horse. It’s almost impossible to synchronize your up and down bounces to the horse’s movements. You’ve got to roll with him, not bounce.”

Dad was always even-tempered and amiable. Nothing or no one ever ruffled him. Not once during all our growing-up years did I see him lose his temper. Our behavior then was based on “not hurting daddy.” We didn’t do certain things because of “what it would do to daddy,” not because it was simply questionable or wrong.

When dad came to the hospital for the brief visits allowed in the ICU ward, he tried to communicate the same genial, positive spirit I’d always known. But no matter how much he tried to appear relaxed and hopeful, his clouded blue eyes, usually so clear and sparkling, betrayed his nervousness. His weathered, gnarled hands shook as they revealed his true feelings. He was afraid and hurt. The daughter he loved and named after himself was lying helpless in a sandwich of canvas and a tangle of IV and catheter tubes.

The hospital was no place for this man who had spent a lifetime outdoors as an active athlete. His pain and restlessness were difficult to hide.

It hurt me to see what my accident had done to him. “Why, God?” I asked. “Why are You doing this?”

There was an unusually strong bond of love that tied us together as a family. Mom was a source of that strength. She too loved the outdoors and athletic competition and shared dad’s interests. In fact, it was she who taught us girls to play tennis. Swimming and hiking were also things we did as a family.

Mom, with her strong character and loving personality, worked as hard as daddy to see that we had a happy home. There was seldom any disagreement between my parents, and their obvious love for one another was reflected in our lives and made us feel wanted and secure.

After the accident, mom was the one who took charge at the hospital. She stayed there around the clock the first four days, catching short naps on a sofa in the lounge. She did not leave until she was absolutely certain I was out of danger.

Since we were such a close family, my sisters shared my parents’ concern. Kathy, twenty, dark-haired, pretty, and shy, was the one who had pulled me from the water and saved my life.

Jay, twenty-three at the time of my accident, was the sister I was closest to. She was quiet and graceful, her long, blond hair lightened by constant exposure to sun and swimming.

Jay was married and the mother of a little girl named Kay. In spite of her family responsibilities, she found time to come to the hospital and be with me, and I looked forward to her visits. If my Stryker frame had me facing down, she’d lie down on the floor. There she’d spread out Seventeen magazines for us to read together. And she tried to brighten my corner of the room with plants and posters, although “regulations” soon required that they be removed.

Linda, my oldest sister, was married and had three small children. Because she was about ten years older than I was, I was not as close to her as to Kathy and Jay.

The memories of our good times as a family did help to take my mind off the pain and nightmares. I also recalled the good experiences of my high school years and the friends I had made then.

Woodlawn Senior High School was located in a scenic part of our suburban Baltimore area. The two-story brick complex was situated in the midst of a campus that made full use of the outdoors. Sidewalks were lined with trees, and a small stream wound through the grassy grounds. Art students were often scattered around the picturesque, landscaped campus, sketching or painting.

Out back, on the athletic field, were ball diamonds, track courses, tennis courts, and lacrosse courts. Lacrosse was the sport I loved most. In fact, being named captain of our girls’ lacrosse team in my senior year meant more to me than my nomination to the honor society.

As a sophomore at Woodlawn, I had come into contact with an organization called Young Life, a religious-oriented youth work that ministers primarily to high school kids. I had noticed that lots of the “neat” kids, the achievers, the popular ones, were Christian kids from Young Life, so when I heard about a “fantastic retreat” Young Life was sponsoring, I wanted to go.

“Mom,” I begged, “you’ve simply got to let me go. Please?” I was fifteen, a young girl searching for identity and meaning to life.

The Young Life weekend was held in Natural Bridge, Virginia. Crowds of kids from Baltimore area high schools converged on this tiny community for a weekend crammed with fun and challenges to consider what the Bible has to say about our relationship to God.

Carl Nelson, the Young Life camp speaker, shared how the gospel begins with God’s glory and His righteousness. “That standard of righteousness was expressed through the Ten Commandments,” he told us.

Carl opened his Bible and read “and by the law comes knowledge of sin.”

“And so, gang,” he went on, “it’s impossible to reach heaven by trying to stick to a list of moral do’s and don’ts. There’s just no way any one of us can live up to those commandments God has laid down.”

The meeting broke up, and I wandered out into the fall night air. Me, a sinner? I’d never really understood what that word meant. However, now I saw my rebellion in the light of God’s perfection. I knew I was a lost sinner, no matter how strange it sounded.

Well, I obviously can’t save myself, so who…

Then everything that Carl had shared thus far that weekend began to make sense. That’s why Jesus, God’s Son, had come!

“He being God in the flesh fulfilled the law and lived the perfect life. And when He died, He was paying the penalty of your sin.” I recalled Carl’s words.

I sat down and leaned back against a tree and looked up at the silent expanse of stars, half-expecting to see something—I don’t know what. Only flickering specks blinked back. Yet, as I looked, I was overwhelmed by the love of God. I closed my eyes. “Oh, God, I see my sin; yet I also see Your mercy. Thank You for sending Your Son, Jesus, to die for me. I’ve decided in my heart not to do those things that will grieve You anymore. Instead of doing things my way, I want Christ to sit on the throne of my life and lead me. Thank You for saving me from sin and giving me eternal life.” I got up and ran back to the room, anxious to tell my friend Jackie how God had saved me.

I had always heard how much God loved me as I was growing up. Mom and dad were Christians and members of the Bishop Cummings Reformed Episcopal Church in Catonsville.

But in my early teens I was looking for my own way and lifestyle, and I didn’t have time for God. I had experimented with many things to find out where I fit into life. At first I thought popularity and dates were the answer. Then I thought the discipline of athletics was where I would find it. But now my searching ended. All the pieces of the puzzle fit together, and it all made sense! Jesus, God’s Son, had come to save me and make me a whole person.

A great flood of personal joy came to me that night, and I made a decision to invite Jesus Christ into my heart and life. I didn’t fully understand it all, but I was to learn that God is patient, loving, forgiving, and tolerant of our mistakes.

I heard two concepts presented that weekend that I had never clearly understood before. I learned that I was a sinner because I wasn’t able, nor was anyone able, to live up to God’s standards for behavior. That’s why He allowed His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, to die for me. It was an emotional, meaningful moment when I realized Jesus died for me, personally.

Then I heard about an exciting concept called “the abundant life.” Our counselor explained that Jesus came to die for our sins, but that He also came to give us “abundant life” (John 10:10). In my immature mind, the abundant life meant I’d lose weight or have new popularity and dates at school, lots of friends, and good grades.

My concept of what was meant by the abundant life was completely wrong, of course, and by the time I was a junior in high school, things had slipped for me. I had expected, as a new Christian, to find security and purpose in things—the things I’d based my spiritual life on—going to church, singing in choir, serving as a Young Life club officer. My whole focus was on these things, not on God. My life revolved around temporal values, my own ego and desires.

About this time, I met Jason Leverton. Jason was a handsome, muscular, and personable guy. With his broad shoulders, serious brown eyes, and thick light-colored hair, he was called the “Blond Flash” by his wrestling teammates for his speed and ability in state champion competition. Jason and I dated regularly and were always together at school and social functions.

Dad was especially fond of Jason because of his own keen interest in wrestling. It was not surprising for me to play second fiddle to dad when Jason came to visit. Frequently they would good-naturedly “take on” one another, demonstrating unusual wrestling holds or pins.

Jason was lots of fun. He and I shared secrets and our plans for the future. We planned to go to college together, probably even get married one day.

We had a favorite place—a nearby park—where we’d take walks and talk. Jason was also active in Young Life so these times were often used for sharing spiritual thoughts and praying together. Sometimes I’d even climb down the drain pipe outside my bedroom window and meet him after curfew—until mom caught me one night! She made certain I obeyed curfew rules after that.

It was about the time Jason and I started to get romantically serious that real conflicts started. We both were seniors in high school and knew there were stated limits in expressing our affection for one another. But neither of us had the inner resources capable of dealing with problems of temptation.

We would often go driving or horseback riding. Many times we’d ride out to an open meadow surrounded by beautiful woods, deep blue skies, and magnificent summer clouds. The sights, sounds, and smells of the country were terribly romantic and erotic. Before we realized what was happening, innocent, youthful expressions of love for one another—hand-holding, hugging, kissing—gave way to caressing, touching, and passions neither of us could control. We wanted to stop, but often when we found ourselves in a secluded spot, we fell into each other’s arms. Our mutual lack of self-restraint bothered us tremendously.

“Jason—why can’t we stop? What’s wrong with us?” I asked one night.

“I don’t know. I know we shouldn’t mess around, but—”

“Jason, we’ve got to stop seeing each other for awhile. It’s the only way. I can’t stop. You can’t either. Every time we get alone, we—uh—we sin. If we’re really serious about repenting of all this, then we’re just going to have to stay away from each other for awhile so we can avoid temptation.”

Jason was silent awhile. Then he agreed. “Maybe we should.”

He suggested that I might enjoy dating his friend Dick Filbert, a sensitive, mature Christian. I guess he thought if I was dating someone else, it might as well be a friend. That way we’d still have an indirect contact.

Dick was tall, lean, and good-looking—like Jason—but there the similarity ended. Dick was quiet, shy, but more expressive. An aura of casualness surrounded him right down to his worn jeans and moccasins, and his soft voice reflected a peace and serenity. Dick’s eyes, bright and blue, could quiet any storm in my soul, and his presence was a strong, unmoving rock that I could cling to in times of confusion.

During my senior year, my time was divided between Jason and Dick. I tried to avoid romantic interest in either of them and to treat each as just a good friend. I relaxed by horseback riding, playing records and guitar, and I tried to learn more about the Christian life through Young Life Bible studies. Even my prayer times began to reflect more serious goals.

I was accepted for the fall term at Western Maryland College on academic recommendations. My life seemed to be falling into place, going somewhere—and yet it wasn’t.

I remember lying in bed one morning shortly after graduation and thinking about all these things.

The summer sunlight flooded into my window. Filtered through leaves in the trees outside, it splattered into flickering points of dancing light across my bed and along the pink, roseprint wallpaper. I yawned and rolled over to look outside. When daddy had built his dream house, he’d included these unique touches—such as the small “porthole” window near the floor beside my bed. I’d just turn over in bed and look down outside.

It was still early but I got up quickly and fished out a pair of Levi’s and a pullover shirt from my dresser. As I dressed, my eyes turned once more to the black leather diploma folder on the dressing table. I ran my fingers over its grain and the embossed Old English lettering of my name and school crest. Just a few days earlier, I had walked down the aisle in cap and gown to receive that diploma.

“Breakfast!” Mom’s voice downstairs punctuated my reverie.

“Coming, mom,” I called. Bounding down the stairs, I pulled a chair up to the table.

“Are you going out to the ranch after church, Joni?” asked mom.

“Uh-huh. I know Tumbleweed’s going to be ready for the summer horse show circuit but I want to spend more time with her, anyway.”

The “ranch” was our family farm some twenty miles west of town. It was situated on a panoramic ridge in the rolling, picturesque river valley and was surrounded by state park land.

By the time I got there, the sun had already climbed high in the sky and the fragrance of new-mown hay was blown toward me. The breeze also caressed the tall wildflowers and grasses of the sloping meadows and gently tossed the uppermost branches in the sweet-smelling apple trees nearby. Humming softly and happily, I saddled Tumbleweed and swung up to mount her.

It was refreshing to be so far away from the dirt, noise, and noxious smells of the city. In summer, Baltimore suffers from the industrial air pollution and sweltering humidity that rolls in from Chesapeake Bay. Here, in our own little paradise, we’re free to enjoy the summer sun and air.

I pressed my thighs against Tumbleweed’s sides and nudged her with my heels. The chestnut mare headed up the dusty dirt road at a walk. When we came to the pasture, I dug my heels again. Tumbleweed really didn’t need the silent command. She knew there was room to run here without concern for potholes or rocks. Scattered across the field were several log-rail fence jumps. We cantered toward this first jump, a broad, four-foot solid rail fence. As I tightened my knees against Tumbleweed, I felt the smooth, precision strides of the big horse.

The experienced rider instinctively knows the right “feel” of a horse preparing to jump. Tumbleweed was experienced and so was I. We had won all kinds of ribbons and horse show awards. I knew the sound of hoofs—the proper cadence, pounding across the earthen course.

Smoothly, the horse lifted up and over the fence. Suspended for an instant, it was like flying. Nearly ten feet off the ground aboard Tumbleweed, I was exhilarated each time the mare jumped. After several runs, Tumbleweed was wet with sweaty lather.

I reined her to a slow trot and turned back toward the barn.

“Joni!”

Looking up, I saw dad astride his gray gelding galloping across the field toward me. Smiling, he pulled his horse up.

“I saw her jump, Joni. She’s in excellent shape. I think you’ll both run away with the ribbons at next week’s show!”

“Well, if we do, it’ll be because you taught me everything I know about riding,” I reminded dad.

By the time dad and I returned to the barn, unsaddled the horses, and slapped them toward the corral, it was 4:30. “We’d better head for home. We don’t want to be late for dinner,” I said.

I recalled the pleasure of the previous perfect day, riding on my horse Tumbleweed under a beautiful summer sky. But inwardly I knew it was an elaborate form of escape. I didn’t want to face the real issues. I wondered—Lord, what am I going to do? I’m happy and content, grateful for the good things You supply—but deep down, I know something is wrong. I think I’m at the place where I need You to really work in my life.

As I traced my spiritual progress over the last couple years, I realized I had not come far. Jason and I had broken up, true; and Dick was better for me in that regard. But I was still enslaved. Instead of “sins of the flesh,” I was trapped by my “sins of the emotions”—anger, jealousy, resentment, and possessiveness. I had drifted through my last years of school. My grades had dropped and, as a result, I began to fight with my parents. I lacked goals or the motivation to do well. It was obvious to me that I had not made much spiritual progress in the two years I’d been a Christian. It seemed no matter how hard I tried to improve, I was always a slave of my desires.

Now I was insistent with God. “Lord, if You’re really there, do something in my life that will change me and turn me around. You know how weak I was with Jason. You know how possessive and jealous I am with Dick. I’m sick of the hypocrisy! I want You to work in my life for real. I don’t know how—I don’t even know, at this point, if You can. But I’m begging You—please do something in my life to turn it around!”

I had prayed that prayer just a short time before my accident. Now, lying encased in my Stryker frame, I wondered if somehow God was answering my prayer.







CHAPTER 3

The Bible says, ‘Everything works together for good,’ even your accident, Joni.” Dick was trying to comfort me, but I wasn’t listening too intently.

“I’ve already been in this stupid hospital a month,” I complained, “and I haven’t seen very much good!

“I can’t sleep at night because of nightmares and hallucinations caused by the drugs. I can’t move—I’m stuck in this dumb Stryker frame! What’s good? Tell me, Dickie, what’s good about that?”

“I—I don’t know, Joni. But I think we should claim God’s promise. Let’s trust Him that it will work out for good,” Dick said quietly, patiently. “Want me to read something else?”

“No. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to jump on you like that. I guess I’m not really trusting the Lord, am I?”

“It’s all right—” Dick was on the floor beneath my Stryker frame looking up into my eyes. Incredible sadness and pity made his expressive eyes well with tears. He blinked and looked away. “Well,” he said finally, “I gotta go now. See ya later, okay?”

Dick’s faithfulness in visiting was one thing I clung to during those first grim weeks, along with mom, dad, Jackie, and Jay. Others, like Jason, came when they could too. The hospital personnel joked about all my “cousins,” and the “five minutes per hour for family members” regulation was bent many times.

When mom and dad came, I always asked to be flipped if I was facing the floor. While they joked and got down on the floor if I was facedown, I was deeply hurt that they had to go through the indignity of crawling around on the floor in order to visit with me.

I tried hard to kindle their hope and faith too. As I thought about my problems, it was easy to find others around me in the hospital who were worse off than I. With that in mind, I tried to cheer my folks and others who came to visit. I even began to be pleasant to the hospital staff.

It wasn’t that my personality had become sweeter. Rather, I was afraid people would stop coming to see me if I got bitter and complained, so I worked at cheerfulness.

“My, you’re in a good mood today,” observed Anita, one of the nurses from the day shift.

“Sure, why not? It’s a gorgeous day.”

“It’s raining!”

“Not on me. I’m snug as a bug,” I teased.

“Want me to come by later?”

“Would you? Yes—I’d like that, Anita.” Although she was assigned to duty elsewhere in the hospital, Anita took a special interest in me. She often spent her lunch hour with me, reading Robert Frost’s poetry or just chatting. Since I’d already spent so much time in the intensive care ward, many of the nurses were becoming my friends. By now I was more accustomed to the routine and regulations. And just as they sometimes bent some of the rules when visitors came, so I began to overlook the hospital’s shortcomings as well.

Anita patted my shoulder and waved. “I’ll see you later, Joni.” I heard her light footsteps click away down the tiled hallway.

When she left, Jason came to visit. “Hi, kid,” he grinned, “you look terrible. When do you get to leave here?”

“Not for awhile, I guess. I think I’m supposed to be learning something through all this,” I answered. “Dickie says God is working in my life.”

“God doesn’t have anything to do with it! You got a busted neck, that’s all. You can’t lay back and say ‘it’s God’s will’ and let it go at that! You gotta fight it, Joni. And get better,” Jason said sharply.

He looked at me, not knowing what else to say. Our relationship had been sort of “tabled” when we agreed to a cooling-off period. Now he was suggesting—if not by words, by the expression in his eyes and squeeze of his hand on my shoulder—that he still cared deeply.

“We gotta fight this thing, Joni. You gotta get better, y’hear?” His voice broke and he began to cry. “Forget the business about it being God’s will that you’re hurt. Fight it! Y’hear?”

He swore softly for added emphasis and said, “It doesn’t make any sense. How could God—if there is a God—let it happen?”

“I know it seems that way, Jason. But Dickie says God must have some kind of reason for it.”

“I dunno. Maybe I’m just bitter—cynical. But I don’t feel God is interested any more. I don’t think He’s there.”

This admission by Jason was the first step in his drifting away from trust in a loving God—his resignation that what happened was the result of blind, random forces.

I stared at the ceiling after he left. It had been a month, and I was still here. What’s wrong with me? I wondered.

“Hello, lassie. How’s m’ favorite lass today?” I couldn’t see him yet, but the voice was that of Dr. Harris. As his tall, redheaded frame came into my field of vision, I smiled and greeted him. Dr. Harris had been in the shock trauma unit of the hospital the night of my accident. He had taken a personal interest in me and followed my case. I was charmed by his Scottish brogue and the fact that he always referred to me as “lassie.”

He picked up my charts and looked them over. “Hm-m. You’re lookin’ good, lassie. Feeling better?”

“I—I don’t know. What’s wrong with me, Dr. Harris? The nurses won’t tell me, and Dr. Sherrill just gives me a lot of medical jargon. Please. Won’t you tell me—when can I go home? How much longer do I have to be in here?”

“Well, hon, I can’t say. That is, I’m not really on top of your case like Dr. Sherrill. I’m just—”

“Dr. Harris,” I interrupted, “you’re lying. You know. Tell me.”

He replaced the charts, looked serious for a moment, then concentrated on bringing forth his best bedside cheerfulness. “Tell y’ what, lass. I’ll talk with Dr. Sherrill. I’ll have him give y’ the whole story in plain English. How’s that?”

I smiled. “Better. I mean, I have a right to know, don’t I?”

Dr. Harris nodded and pursed his lips as if to say something; then, as if thinking better of it, he merely smiled.

Dick came bursting into the ward later that day. He was wearing a jacket, which was unusual for August.

“I—I’ve just run up all nine floors!” he gasped.

“Why?” I laughed. “Why didn’t you use the elevator?”

“This is why,” he replied, opening his jacket. He pulled out a small, lively puppy. It began to climb all over Dick, lying on the floor under my Stryker frame, licking his face, and barking quietly with a yip—yip—yip we thought would alert the entire hospital.

“Sh-h! Quiet, pooch—you want us to get kicked out?” Dick begged.

He put the puppy up by my face. I felt its fuzzy warmth and the wetness of his tongue licking my cheek.

“Oh, Dickie—he’s beautiful. I’m glad you brought him.”

“I thought I heard something!” a nurse exclaimed in mock seriousness. “How did you get him past the Gestapo in the lobby?” she grinned.

“I came up the back stairs. You aren’t going to turn us in, are you?”

“Who, me?” She bent down and cuddled the puppy, then put him down. “I don’t see anything,” she said simply and left for other duties.

Dick and I played with the puppy for nearly an hour before being discovered again. He picked up the small dog. “I’ll take the stairs again,” he said as he got up to leave. “Otherwise they may frisk me every time I come up here!”

We laughed, and Dick left with the puppy hidden beneath his jacket.



The next day I was taken down to the laboratory for a bone scan and myelogram. The bone scan was done quickly and smoothly, for it consisted basically of “taking a picture” of my spine. However, the myelogram was not so simple or painless. It meant tapping my spinal cord of its fluid and replacing it with a special dye, using two giant six-inch hypodermic needles. My spinal fluid was drained, pushed out by the dye going in. When the transfer was complete, I was turned upside down and placed in various positions under the fluoroscope while the medics ran their tests. When done, the dye was removed by injecting the spinal fluid back. One side effect of this treatment was a severe headache if some of the fluid was lost or nerve endings (which need the fluid as a lubricant) dried out. There was no medication for this, so I was sedated for several days.

When Dr. Sherrill, the physician in charge of my case, came by later, I accosted him. “Dr. Sherrill, what’s wrong with me?”

His reply was even, without inflection, so I had no way of measuring the seriousness of what he said. “Don’t you remember, Joni? You have a lesion of the spinal cord at the fourth and fifth cervical levels caused by a fracture-dislocation.”

“I broke my neck?”

“Yes.”

“But that means I’ll die.”

“No. Not necessarily,” Dr. Sherrill replied. “It means only that it is a very serious accident. The fact that you’ve survived about four weeks now means you’ve more than likely passed that crisis.”

“You mean you thought I was going to die? Before?”

“You were a badly injured girl. Many people don’t survive accidents of this nature.”

I thought of Tom and the other man who had died undergoing the same treatment as I was. “I guess I’m lucky,” I offered.

“Lucky, indeed. And strong. You have a tremendous will. Now that we’ve passed this crisis, I want you to concentrate all your willpower on getting better. You see, when you’re strong enough, I want to perform fusion surgery on you.”

“What’s that? In plain English, please, Dr. Sherrill.”

“Well, it’s sort of a repair process. Your spinal cord is severed. We have to fuse the bones back together.”

Back together? My mind grabbed at the simple statement and raced with it. That means I’ll get my arms and legs back! That’s what Romans 8:28 meant. Dickie was right—things do work together for good. Before long I’ll be back on my feet!

“When do you want to do the surgery?” I asked.

“As soon as possible.”

“Great. Let’s do it!”



I didn’t know all that was involved in fusion surgery. I thought that by fusing the bones back together and having the spinal cord healed everything would be the same as before—no more paralysis. But I wasn’t really listening carefully.

Following surgery, I was elated to leave the ICU ward and be wheeled into a regular room. It’s a sign I’m getting better, I thought. If I wasn’t, they’d keep me in ICU.

Mom and dad, smiling and happy to see me return from the surgery, were in my room, and Dr. Sherrill came by.

“Everything went fine,” he said, anticipating our question. “The surgery was a complete success.”

There was a collective sigh of relief.

“Now I want you all to concentrate on the next steps of recovery. There is much progress to be made yet. There will be difficult days ahead, Joni. I want you to know it and brace yourself for them. The toughest part of the battle is the psychological aspect. You’re fine now. You’ve been angry, frustrated, afraid. However, you haven’t really been depressed. But wait until your friends go off to college. Wait until the novelty of all this wears off. Wait until your friends get other interests and stop coming. Are you ready for that, Joni? If not, better get ready. Because it’ll come. Believe me, it’ll come.”

“I know it’ll take time, but I’ll get better,” I gamely replied. “These things take time—you said so yourself, Doctor.”

“Yes,” dad said. “How much time are we talking about, Dr. Sherrill?”

Mother added her concern too. “You’re talking about Joni’s friends going off to college this fall. But I sense you’re saying Joni won’t be able to. We made a deposit on her tuition for the fall term at Western Maryland University. Should we postpone her entrance until next semester?”

“Uh—at least.”

“Really?”

“Mrs. Eareckson, you might as well have them return your deposit. I’m afraid college will be out of the question for Joni.”

“Y-you mean—that you don’t know how soon Joni will walk again?”

“Walk? I’m afraid you don’t understand, Mrs. Eareckson. Joni’s injury is permanent. The fusion surgery didn’t change that.”

The word permanent slammed into my consciousness like a bullet.

I could tell that this was also the first time mom and dad had been confronted with the fact of a permanent injury. Either we had all been too naive or the medical people had been too vague in their explanations. Perhaps both.

Silence hung over the room for a few moments. None of us dared react for fear of upsetting and worrying the others.

Dr. Sherrill tried to be encouraging, however. “Joni will never walk again, but we’re hoping she’ll regain the use of her hands one day. Many people lead useful and constructive lives without being able to walk. Why, they can drive, work, clean house—it’s really not a hopeless thing, you know. We’re confident she’ll be able to get her hands back in time.”

Mom had turned her face away, but I knew she was crying.

“Don’t worry, mom—dad. There have been lots of times people with broken necks have recovered and walked again. I’ve heard lots of success stories while I’ve been here. I’m going to walk again! I know it. I believe God wants me to walk again. He’ll help me. Really! I’m going to walk out of here!”

Dr. Sherrill didn’t say anything. He put his hand on mom’s shoulder, shook hands with daddy, and left. For a long while none of us said anything. Then we began to chat about inconsequential things. Finally my parents left.

I lay in the dim light of the room. I should have been happy—the surgery was successful, I was getting better, and I was now in my own room. But I wasn’t happy. Grief, remorse, and depression swept over me like a thick, choking blanket. For the first time since the accident, I wished and prayed I might die.

After nearly an hour, a nurse, Alice, came by. She emptied my catheter bag and rearranged things in my room. Then she went over to the window to adjust the drapes.

“Looks like you’ll be getting some visitors,” she said.

“Oh?”

“Uh-huh. I see your mom and dad sitting together down in the courtyard outside. They’ll probably be up here in a minute.”

“No—they’ve already been here,” I replied. I felt tears, hot and salty, spill out of my eyes and roll down my cheeks. My nose became stuffy. I couldn’t even cry because I couldn’t blow my own nose. I began to sob anyway.

“Hey, what’s wrong, Joni?” Alice wiped my face with a tissue. She pulled another from the box. “Here. Blow. Feel better now?”

I smiled. “I’m sorry. Guess I was just thinking of mom and dad down there. Dr. Sherrill just told us that my injury is permanent—that I’ll never walk again. I know they’re down there talking about it. And crying. And I’m up here crying. It’s just too much to handle, I guess.”

Alice ran the back of her hand along the side of my face. Her concern, her gesture, felt good. It was reassuring and comforting to feel something.

“I’m going to walk out of here, Alice. God will help me. You’ll see.”

Alice nodded and smiled.



During the weeks following surgery, I didn’t get stronger as I had vowed. Still fed intravenously or by liquids, my weight began to drop. The thought of solid food made me nauseous, and I just couldn’t eat food brought on trays to my room. I could only drink grape juice. The nurses stocked up on it and brought me glasses to sip.

One day a stranger in a hospital uniform came into my room. “I’m Willie, the chef,” he explained. “I came to see why you don’t like my food,” he added.

“Oh, it’s not your food. I just get sick thinking about food in general,” I apologized.

“What did you like best? Before the accident, I mean?”

“Before? Well, my favorite foods were steak—baked potatoes—”

“Vegetable?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Corn, I guess.”

“Salad?”

“I liked Caesar salads.”

“Well, let’s see what we can do.” Then he left.

That evening a nurses’ aide brought my tray as usual. As she lifted the cover, I saw a big steak, a huge baked potato with butter and sour cream, sweet corn, and a magnificent Caesar salad. But when she put the tray down in front of me, somehow the smell made me nauseous again.

“Please. Take it away. I’m sorry—I just can’t eat it.”

She shook her head and took the tray back, and I turned away in frustration and sadness.

I never knew whether the nausea was typical or just a side effect of some medication. I was used to the hallucinations by now, and I believe even some of my dreams, or nightmares, were drug-induced. Lately I had sensed ugly “beings” standing around my hospital bed, waiting to carry me away, and this daydream or nightmare or hallucination, whatever it was, depressed me further. I couldn’t really see them, but I knew they were there—terrible and fierce, waiting for me to die—or maybe just fall asleep. I fought sleep for fear of being carried off by them.

I was glad when visitors came, for to some extent, their presence kept me in touch with reality and gave me something to look forward to. But I never really knew how difficult it was for them to come back day after day.

When friends came to visit for the first time, they were awkward and uncertain of how to act in a hospital room. As they began to be somewhat at ease, they all asked the same questions.

“What does it feel like?”

“Does it hurt?”

“How do you go to the bathroom?”

Many visitors were squeamish and uncomfortable; some were particularly upset to see the tongs pressing into my skull. It often seemed they had more difficulty coping with my situation than I did.

One day two girlfriends from high school came to visit. They had not seen me since before the accident, and I was as unprepared for their reaction as they were. They came into the room and slowly looked around at the Stryker frame and other paraphernalia. Then they stopped hesitantly beside me. I watched out of the corner of my eye as they came toward me.

“Hi,” I smiled. “I’m sorry I can’t turn my head to see you, but if you’ll—”

“Oh, Joni!” choked one of the girls.

“Oh, my God—” whispered the other.

There was an awkward silence for a moment—then I heard them run for the door. Outside the door, I heard one girl retch and vomit while her friend began to sob loudly.

I felt a twinge of horror sweep over me. No one else had acted that unusual. Were they particularly squeamish around hospitals—or was there something else?

For awhile I didn’t want to know. Then a few days later when Jackie came to visit, I looked up at her and said, “Jackie, bring me a mirror.”

She had been reading some cards and other mail and looked up abruptly. “Why?” she asked.

“I want you to get me a mirror.”

“Uh—okay. I’ll bring one next time I come.”

“No. I mean now. Get one from the nurse.”

“Why don’t we wait. I’ll bring you your pretty dresser set from home.”

“Jackie!” I was getting angry at her. “Bring me a mirror! Now!”

She slowly edged toward the door and was back shortly with a mirror. Her hands were shaking, and her eyes blinked nervously as she held it up before me.

I screamed and Jackie jumped, nearly dropping the mirror. “It’s ghastly!

“Oh, God, how can You do this to me?” I prayed through tears. “What have You done to me?”

The figure in the mirror seemed scarcely human. As I stared at my own reflection, I saw two eyes, darkened and sunk into the sockets, bloodshot and glassy. My weight had dropped from 125 to 80, so that I appeared to be little more than a skeleton covered by yellow, jaundiced skin. My shaved head only accented my grotesque skeletal appearance. As I talked, I saw my teeth, black from the effects of medication.

I too felt like vomiting.

Jackie took away the mirror and began to cry with me. “I’m sorry, Joni,” she sobbed, “I didn’t want you to see.”

“Please take it away. I never want to look in a mirror again!

“Jackie—I can’t take it any more. I’m dying, Jackie. Look at me. I’m almost dead now. Why do they let me suffer like this?”

“I—I don’t know, Joni.”

“Jackie, you’ve got to help me. They’re keeping me alive. It’s not right. I’m dying anyway. Why can’t they just let me die? Jackie—please—you’ve got to help,” I pleaded.

“But how, Joni?”

“I don’t know. Give me something—you know—an overdose of pills?”

“You mean you want me to kill you?” Jackie asked wide-eyed.

“Yes—I mean no—you won’t be killing me. You’ll just be helping me die sooner. Look, I’m already dying. I’m suffering. Can’t you help me end the suffering? If I could move, I’d do it myself!” I was angry and frustrated. “Please—cut my wrists—there’s no feeling. I’d have no pain. I’ll die peacefully, Jackie. Please! Do something.”

Jackie began to sob. “I can’t, Joni. I just can’t!”

I begged her, “Jackie, if you care for me at all, you’ve got to help. I’m dying anyway—can’t you see? Look at me! Just look at me.”

“Joni, you don’t know what you’re asking. I just can’t. Maybe you would be better off, I don’t know. I’m so mixed up! I want to help. I love you more than I love anyone, and it kills me to see you suffer like this. But—but I can’t do it!”

I didn’t say anything more then. Several other times, though, in similar spells of depression and frustration, I begged Jackie to help me commit suicide. I was angry because I couldn’t do it by myself.

I fantasized about how it could be done. Pills would be easiest, but the nurses would find me and pump my stomach. I could have Jackie slash my wrists. Since I had no feeling there, I’d have no pain. I could hide them under the sheets and—no, that wouldn’t work either. All I could do was wait and hope for some hospital accident to kill me.

Jackie became more conscious of my appearance after these bouts with depression. She tried to help me “look good” to people and to interest me in things that might take my mind off my situation.

“You’ll be better soon, Joni,” she promised. “Remember, the Lord says He will never allow us to suffer more than we can humanly bear.”

“Oh, yeah?” I grunted.

The medication and paralysis also left me with an acute sensitivity to light and sound. I made Jackie and the nurses keep the shades and blinds drawn and the door shut to keep out light and noise. Dr. Harris said it was evidence of nerves beginning to heal, but I was dreadfully discomforted by it. I could even hear conversations clearly from adjoining rooms. The usual hospital routine turned into a harsh, discordant cacophony.

One hot summer day, Jackie was moving a fan for me, and she accidentally dropped it. It sounded like a painful explosion going off inside my head as it clattered on the tile floor.

“Jackie!” I screamed and cursed at her. The ugly words that came out of my mouth were strange and obscene, dredged up from some dark recess of my mind. I called her awful names.

Then guilt washed over me. “I’m sorry, Jackie. It’s so easy to cave in.” I cried softly. “I know God must have some purpose in all this. Please call Dickie before you go. I need him. Tell him to come up tonight.”

Jackie nodded and started to leave.

“Jackie—wait. There’s something I have to say before you go.”

She stood near me. “Jackie, you’re such a close friend—I’m taking you for granted. I yell at you all the time—especially since I can’t scream at anyone else! I feel like being mad at God, at mom and dad, at Dickie. Y’know? It kinda gets to me sometimes, and I have to let off steam. But you’re the only one I can safely scream at. Mom and dad are already suffering so much—I have to make a special effort to be pleasant when they come. It isn’t fair for me to be critical, demanding, and mean to them. And I can’t take a chance on losing Dick by taking things out on him. I need him; I don’t want to lose him, maybe forever, by hurting him now. So, Jackie, I’m sorry. You’ve been my scapegoat. You get the brunt of every ugly emotion I let go.”

Jackie smiled warmly and shrugged. “That’s okay, Joni. I know you don’t really mean it. Besides,” she grinned, “what are friends for?”

She came over, smoothed my hospital gown, and kissed me on the forehead. “I’ll call Dick for you.”

Dick came by the hospital later. Quietly I lay there listening to the comforting words of Scripture he read to me from a J. B. Phillips New Testament paraphrase. Many of the verses were alive with contemporary meaning.

“Listen to this, Joni,” Dick said excitedly. “ ‘When all kinds of trials and temptations crowd into your lives, my brothers, don’t resent them as intruders, but welcome them as friends! Realize that they come to test your faith and to produce in you the quality of endurance’” (James 1:2-4).

“What do you suppose it means, Dickie?”

“I think it means just what it says—that God has allowed your accident to happen for a purpose, not as an intrusion in your life, but to test your faith and spiritual endurance.”

“Oh, wow! Have I ever been letting the Lord down.”

“Listen to the rest of it, Joni. ‘And if, in the process, any of you does not know how to meet any particular problem he has only to ask God—who gives generously to all men without making them feel foolish or guilty.’”

“My problem is one I can’t meet. Let’s ask God to heal me. Just like it says.”

Dick put the book down and began. “Father, we thank You for Your care and concern. We thank You for Your Word, the Bible, and the promises You have there for us. Your Word says, ‘If any of you does not know how to meet any particular problem, he has only to ask God.’ Well, Lord, we’re asking—please hear our prayers, in Jesus’ name, amen.”

I prayed next. “Lord Jesus, I’m sorry I haven’t been looking more to You for help. I’ve never thought of my accident before as something for testing my faith. But I can see how that’s happened. Lord, just like Your Word says, I believe my accident came to test my faith and endurance, but I also feel that You really want me healed. Thank You for this lesson. With Your help, I’m going to trust You. Thank You that even this accident ‘works’ together for good. I pray that others around me will see You through me. In Your name I pray, amen.”

After that, I began to see more positive aspects about my accident. During the following days I shared with nurses, doctors, and visitors the thought that God had allowed my accident merely to test my faith and endurance. “Now, with that lesson learned, I can trust Him to get me back on my feet. You’ll see!”

I took this attitude with everything.

The doctor told dad, “You should know that your insurance probably won’t begin to cover the expenses of Joni’s accident. Her hospital bills will likely be $30,000 or more before she leaves.”

I said simply, “Don’t worry, God will provide us with what we need.”

When Dr. Sherrill explained, “Joni, paralysis is generally a lot harder on an athletic person than ordinary people. I want you to know that when depression sets in, you’ll really have a struggle with it.”

“God will help me,” I replied glibly.

When a nurse commented, “I was reading about your accident. You know, if your break had occurred an inch or less lower, you’d still have the use of your arms. Sad, isn’t it?”

I answered, “Yes. But if the break was an inch higher, I’d be dead. God knows best, doesn’t He?”

Just after Labor Day, Dick stopped by with a present. My room was overflowing with stuffed animals, posters, pictures, cards, and other get-well mementos. One of them was a green and white plush bear that I doused with British Sterling shaving lotion and named after Dick. The familiar scent reminded and reassured me of Dick when he was absent.

This time, Dick gave me a huge study Bible—one with print large enough to read when it was laid on the floor below my Stryker frame. I could read it by myself if someone turned the pages. In the front, he wrote:


To my dearest Joni, with hopes that Christ will always remain in our relationship, and that Christ might give us the patience to wait for each other. With all kinds of love,

Dick

Sept. 9, 1967

Romans 8:28



Not long after Labor Day, Dick, Jackie, and all my friends went away to college. Dick hitchhiked back as often as possible to be with me. I didn’t know how difficult this was for him—or that his grades suffered as a result of his concern for me. I just took it for granted that he should be there. In my selfish little world, I didn’t care how he managed it; I just wanted him to be there with me. After all, I needed him. Without knowing it, I began to use my accident as a device to keep him interested. I even resorted to blackmail one evening.

“Hi, Joni,” Dick grinned as he bent over to kiss me.

“Where have you been? It’s nearly eight o’clock.”

“Sorry. I couldn’t get away. How was your day?”

“You said you’d be here by six, and it’s now eight. You can only stay here a half hour now before you have to leave. What kind of visit is that?” I fumed.

“Joni, I said I’m sorry. I couldn’t get away.” Dick was getting defensive, and I didn’t want him to get angry.

“Dickie, my day is absolutely miserable without you. Last night I dreamed you left me for another girl.”

“I’d never do that—”

“Oh, promise me, Dickie. Tell me you love me and that you’ll never leave me.”

“You know how much I care for you, hon.”

“Tell me. Tell me.”

“I love you.” Dick said simply. I could tell he didn’t want to say it. Not because he didn’t care for me deeply—I know he did. Rather, he resented my telling him to say it. He wanted to tell me in his own way, in his own time. But he smiled and added, as if to make the statement spontaneous, “I’ve loved you for a long time, Joni. If you’d waited five minutes, I’d have told you again—without prompting.”

“But I needed to hear you say it now, Dickie.”

“All right. I love you. I love you. I love you.” Each time he said it, he bent over and kissed me.

“Oh, Dickie. I love you too. Won’t it be great when I’m able to leave here?”

“I’m praying it’ll be soon. Boy, this hitchhiking sure wrecks my study habits.”

“It may be a long time.”

“Oh? Did you hear something today?”

“It’ll be several months of rehabilitation. Maybe a year.”

“Oh, wow.”

“Dickie, I’m scared. I can take it if you’re with me. You have to help me. But I can’t do it without you. If you leave me, I’ll die. I know it. I won’t be able to live without you. Promise me you won’t leave me.”

“Of course.”

“If you really love me, promise you’ll be with me forever—”

“Sure,” he said, glancing down.

“First I’ll get my hands back. Then I’ll walk. Then we can go to college together,” I promised.

“Right,” whispered Dick.

“How is college? Is it really neat?”

“Oh, it’s fine. Really a lot tougher than high school, though,” said Dick. “A lot tougher.”

“Maybe because you’re doing so much. How’s the team doing?” I asked.

“The team? Oh, just fine, I guess. First game is Friday.”

“Are you all ready for it?” I asked excitedly.

“I’m not playing,” said Dick simply.

“Not playing? Why?”

“I lost my football scholarship.”

“But why?”

“Look, it doesn’t matter.”

“Oh, Dickie, I’m sorry.” It’s because he has to visit me so much—he has no time to study, I told myself.

“It’s all right. We’ve still got time for that. Want me to read something from the Bible?”

“Not tonight, Dickie. I’m tired. And you’ll have to go in a minute. Just hug me and kiss me before you go.”

He bent over me and held my chin in his hand. He kissed me softly, lingeringly. “I love you,” he whispered. “I’ll wait forever for you—you know that. Remember that always. I’ll always be here.”

When he left, I cried bitterly. I felt cheap and selfish. I had put Dick over a barrel. What choice did he have? Could he say how he really felt: “Joni, we’re still too young to know if we should get married. We don’t know God’s will for the future. Let’s just play it by ear. You know you can always count on me. I care for you deeply.” I’m sure that’s what he would have said. But that wasn’t strong enough for my frayed emotions. And Dick was too sensitive to hurt my feelings—especially after the accident—so he said what I wanted to hear.

Now I had driven a wedge into our relationship. I had forced feelings and commitments before they were ripe. I began to mistrust all my own motives.

“I’ll make it right,” I promised the Lord in my prayers that night. “I’ll do everything I can to be worthy of Dick’s love. I’ll do everything possible to walk again. Then he won’t have to love me because of the accident but because he wants to. Things will be better. That’s what I want, Lord. Please—please…”



When the hospital therapist came by the next day, I remembered Jason’s instructions: “You gotta fight.” PT—physical therapy—was the first step in actual rehabilitation. I decided to give it everything I had.

The therapist fastened my arms in slings and began to explain the process.

“Your fracture was at the fourth and fifth cervical level, as you know. At the first level are nerves for vital organs—heart and lungs. People who have breaks at this first level seldom live.

“The second and third levels control neck muscles and head movement,” she continued. “At the fourth and fifth levels, quadriplegia—like your case—generally results. The sixth level controls the pectoral and arm muscles. Now, you have feelings in your shoulders, upper arm, and chest just above your breasts. That means that maybe you can train other muscles—muscles in the back and shoulders—to compensate for certain arm muscles you’ve lost.”

“Is that what the doctors mean about getting the use of my hands back?” I asked her.

“Partly. Your chart indicates you’ve got about 50 percent use of your biceps—those are the upper arm muscles that move the arm in its fullest range of movements. We won’t know until we get into therapy just how much you’ll be able to do. We’ll have to train new muscles to do motor movements for the ones you’ve lost.”

“All right, let’s try it,” I said.

“First, try to lift your arm by using the muscles of your back, neck, and shoulders. Just move it to begin with,” she instructed.

I tried. Nothing happened. I closed my eyes to concentrate more intensely. I felt the muscles tense and vibrate, but they seemed independent of my will. I could not get them to move.

“Keep trying. You’ll get it,” the therapist urged.

I gritted my teeth and tried again. Nothing.

“C’mon, Joni. Try again,” she insisted.

“Don’t you think I’m trying?” I snapped and swore for emphasis.

“It’s a matter of directing new muscles to do the work of the old ones. Don’t try to lift your arm with the old movements. Think of how the muscles in the arm are hooked up to the ligaments and bones—here.” She showed me diagrams in a book and traced the lines on my own arm. “Try to get movement from these muscles. Just twist or flex your back and try to move your arm in the process.”

I tried once more as she pointed to the spot. For more than ten minutes I exerted all my willpower and strength. Finally my arm rose less than an inch and flopped back limply.

“Beautiful! Great! Once more,” she instructed. “Put all your energy and concentration into lifting that arm and holding it up.”

Using all the strength I could gather, I tried again. After several tense moments of agonizing effort, I raised my arm once more—this time about an inch off the table—and strained against the slings fastened to it.

“Again!” she ordered.

“I can’t. It hurts. It’s too tiring. I have to rest first,” I begged. Nearly a half hour had gone by, and all I had done was move my arm about an inch two times.

“All right, Joni. You can see it is going to be hard work. We have a lot to do before you can really begin rehabilitation. But soon we’ll have you strong enough to leave here for Greenoaks,” she smiled.

“Greenoaks?”

“Yes. Greenoaks Rehabilitation Center,” she explained. “Dr. Sherrill will tell you all about it. That’s the next step. It’s a hospital specializing in motor-damaged cases.”

“A rehabilitation center? Oh, yeah—I remember now. That’s where I’ll learn to walk!”

The therapist smiled, unfastened the slings, and stood up. “Good luck, Joni. I’ll work with you again tomorrow. Let’s get you ready for Greenoaks!”







CHAPTER 4

For nearly a month, I concentrated on getting prepared for Greenoaks. That was where I would learn to walk and begin life again. When word came that they had a place for me, everyone was excited. The nurses and doctors all came by to wish me well on this step toward rehabilitation.

“Well, lassie, y’behave yourself now. No wild parties and carryin’ on,” Dr. Harris teased, “or we’ll have to come and get you and bring you back here.”

“Oh, no you won’t!” I exclaimed. “You’ll never get me back here—you guys have plenty of sick people to work with. Well, one of these days, I might come back,” I amended, “but it’ll be on my own two feet—and I’ll take you to McDonald’s for lunch.”

“It’s a date, lassie,” Dr. Harris grinned. He squeezed my shoulder, winked, and left.

Two nurses—Anita (my favorite) and Alice—helped take down the pictures and posters and pack away all the things I had accumulated—several boxes—during my three-and-a-half-month stay at the hospital.

Finally the orderlies came in to transfer me to the ambulance waiting downstairs to take me to Greenoaks. As they wheeled me through the outside double doors at the ground level, a slight rush of beautiful, sweet-smelling, outdoor air tickled my nostrils and the bright sunlight was everywhere.

“Oh, wow! Wait just a minute, please,” I asked the two orderlies. “Do you smell that air?” I said excitedly.

“Polluted!” snorted one of the guys good-naturedly.

“Oh, it’s beautiful!” I breathed deeply of its rich and, to me, heady fragrance.

“Hey, you’re gonna get high on oxygen,” teased one of the men. They eased my stretcher into the ambulance, shut the doors, and we began the drive to Greenoaks.

I couldn’t help contrasting this ambulance drive with my last one. Then the trees had been green, the grass and flowers lush and gorgeous. The air had been hot and humid, the people dressed in summer clothes.

Today, the air was crisp and cool. The stores were decorated for Halloween and fall sales. The trees were gold, red, and orange—the landscape reflected the full variety of autumn colors and textures.

An entire season had passed by while I was in the hospital! It was a strange feeling, but it did not stay to disturb me. The excitement and beauty of the ride was much too thrilling to waste worrying about a lost summer. I let the warm sun bathe my face through the window, and the driver kept his window rolled down so the fresh air could come in and sweep over me. It was such a pleasurable experience that I almost cried with joy.

As we approached Greenoaks, I became even more excited. Greenoaks. Even the name had a pleasant ring to it. In my mind I pictured a big, colonial structure with tall, white pillars overlooking sweeping green lawns shaded by huge green oak trees.

When we pulled into the driveway, however, I could see that it looked nothing like this. It was a sprawling, low brick building, more like an industrial park, office complex, or factory.

“Well, here we are,” said the driver.

“Yeah,” I said slowly.

“Anything wrong?”

“Uh—no. I guess not,” I said sheepishly. “I suppose any place you build up in your mind doesn’t live up to your expectations. Y’know?”

He nodded, then added, “Don’t worry—they do good work here. I think you’ll like it. Quite a few girls your age here. You should hit it off swell.”

“I hope so,” I replied apprehensively. As he wheeled me down the corridor to my assigned ward, I looked around and into open doors of various rooms. It was quiet, like the hospital. No one was “cured”—walking.

I saw people slouched in wheelchairs, encased in Stryker frames, or lying in beds. The halls seemed dark and depressing, with people lined up in wheelchairs. It was an old institution, badly in need of decorating.

By the time we got to my room, I was discouraged.

Mom and dad were there to meet me. They had signed me in and cared for the billing details and other business. They tried to cheer me up, but as soon as I was as comfortable as possible, they excused themselves. I had seen this reaction before—at City Hospital when they were told of the permanence of my injury. I knew they were again on the verge of breaking down and didn’t want me to see their tears and disappointment. They left, promising, “We’ll be back as soon as possible, darling.”

I looked around at my room when they left. Four other girls shared the small ward with me. I decided to introduce myself. “Hi. I’m Joni Eareckson,” I began.

“Joni Eareckson!” I heard my name repeated contemptuously, followed by a string of obscenities. “That’s all I heard at City Hospital—Joni this, Joni that. I could puke!”

Stunned by the bitter voice, I recovered enough to smile and say, “Oh, I didn’t know I had a fan club here.”

The ice was broken. The others laughed. “You’ll have to excuse Ann,” explained one girl. “She’s new here too. She came to City Hospital after you, and I guess she wasn’t quite the model patient you were. They did an awful lot of comparing her with you. I’m Betty—Betty Jackson. The girl in the bed over there is Denise Walters.”

“Hi. Pardon me if I don’t get up.”

“Yeah, I know the un-feeling,” I wisecracked, adding, “Nice to meet you, Denise.”

“And this is Betty too,” said Betty Jackson, pointing with a flop of a useless arm, “Betty Glover. They call me B.J. to tell us apart.” Betty Glover was a pretty, petite black girl who looked much younger than the rest of us.

“Hi, Betty,” I smiled.

Betty looked up and nodded slightly.

“I’m here because of a broken neck—like you,” B.J. explained. “Betty has a blood clot on her spine. They’re working on her to see why she’s paralyzed. And Denise is here because she has M.S.”

“M.S.?” I asked ignorantly.

“Multiple sclerosis.”

I regretted asking. I recalled hearing about M.S. in the hospital. It’s a fatal disease. Denise will probably be dead before she reaches her twentieth birthday, I thought, shivering inwardly, and wondered how she maintained her gracious and open attitude.

“And in this cor-nah,” clowned B.J., “is Ann Wilson, whose mouth you’ve already met. Ann is in charge of b _ _ _ _ _ _ _.”

“Aw, go—” Ann cursed. She took a cigarette from her lips and threw it at Denise. It landed harmlessly on the tile floor.

“Well, now you’ve met us. You ready for this marriage?” asked B.J.

“I—I guess so, yeah,” I stammered. Except for Ann and that smoke, I thought to myself.

Ann had lit up another cigarette. In the hospital, I had discouraged people from smoking around me. In Greenoaks, many of the patients smoked. To me, smoking was ugly, smelly, and something I wanted other people to do only in their own homes or rooms—not around me. I hated the choking smoke and acrid smell. But now I could claim only one-fifth of this room. There wasn’t anything to do but get used to the smoke and make the best of the situation.

I tried the one ploy I knew and said to Ann, “You know, that stuff causes lung cancer. It’ll kill you.

She looked squarely at me and replied in even tones, “Why do you think I’m doing it?”

But Ann wasn’t nearly as difficult and contrary as my first impressions of her. I could see a lot of my own attitudes of bitterness and resentment in her. A few weeks ago, I was going through the same depression and despondency, I remembered. I wanted to kill myself too. Ann was more confused than anything else. She used anger to lash out because she didn’t know what else to do. I decided to try and get to know her better.

During the next few days, I got an even closer look at Greenoaks. Patients from every age, economic, occupational, and racial background were housed in the four wings of the institution. They consisted of amputees, paraplegics, quadriplegics, polio victims, and those suffering from muscular dystrophy, multiple sclerosis, and other diseases affecting the motor and nervous systems.

“How come there are so many new people—mostly guys our age?” I asked B.J.

“Broken necks. Most broken necks happen in summer with swimming and diving accidents. They usually spend a couple months in city hospitals and then come here for rehab,” B.J. explained.

I made a mental note of the way she abbreviated the word rehabilitation. I listened for other such “inside” or slang terms used by the girls so I would not sound so much like a greenhorn.

“How many broken neck cases are new?” I asked.

“Oh, maybe ten, fifteen.”

“How long have you been here, B.J.?”

“Two years,” she answered.

Two years! I recoiled inwardly at the thought. Two years—and she’s still paralyzed and in bed like me! The fact that I might be here that long really depressed me. I was silent for a long while.

That night as I lay in my Stryker frame trying to sleep, I was troubled by the old attitudes and bitterness that had made me so despondent at the hospital. I tried to pray and couldn’t. I tried to think of some promises from God’s Word to encourage me. Nothing seemed reassuring.

Seemingly the other girls had adjusted. They were chatting quietly, waiting for “lights out.” Except for Ann. She was complaining loudly, punctuating her objections with salty language. I decided that even if I had to be in an institution the rest of my life, I’d be pleasant—at least on the surface—and not like Ann. She had absolutely no friends on the outside. And inside, people treated her in kind. No one tried to understand her or make friends with her.

I need to have my friends, or I’ll lose my mind, I said to myself, so I promised myself never to lose my cool with mom, dad, Jackie, or the others when they came to visit. No matter how bitter I was, I wouldn’t let it show.

“That’s a good idea,” observed B.J. when I told her about my thoughts the next day. “In here, everyone’s the same. So you won’t find much sympathy here. In fact, you’d be smart not to make many friends here.”

Why? I wondered.

“It’s an ivory tower. Everyone here is the same—give or take an arm or two—so it’s comfortable. You get out for visits home when you have enough sitting-up time, but you can’t wait to get back. It’s easier to be here with people like us. No hassling about braces, wheelchairs, and stuff. It’s hard to leave here. The people on the street think because your legs are paralyzed, your brain must be too. They treat ‘cha like a dummy. So everybody always comes back here complaining and comparing injuries, but content to stay because they feel at home here. You’ll be the same if you make all your friends here. Just because it’s easier to be in an ivory tower doesn’t mean it’s better. It isn’t. I know. I’ve been here two years. Whatever you do, keep your friends on the outside!”

Jay seemed to sense my emotional needs in that regard. She not only came often herself, but often rounded up old school chums to visit. I especially remember Jay and several friends dressing up in costumes and coming over on Halloween night. There was no bending of rules here, though. Unlike City Hospital nurses, Greenoaks’ staff rigidly enforced visiting hours. Promptly at eight o’clock, Jay and our friends were asked to leave.

My days became dull routine, brightened only by my visitors. I was confined to bed because of bedsores. A nurse would feed me in the morning and empty my catheter bag. Then she’d check the round mirror above my head to see that it was focused for me to watch TV.

About noon, I’d be fed and “emptied” again. And more TV in the afternoon. Mornings were the game shows. Afternoons, the soap operas. At evening, another meal and catheter emptying followed by more television watching until “lights out.” Each new day was a boring and monotonous extension of the previous day—eat, watch TV, sleep—in an unbreaking, sickening cycle.

I had to learn to eat and drink my food quickly. The staff people were always busy too busy to linger with those who dawdled with their meals. They were also too busy to really do more than care for our immediate physical needs. If my nose itched, I’d have to wait until Jay or a staff person was nearby. My hair was growing back and became tangled, matted, dirty, and snowing dandruff because no one had time to wash it.

One day when Jay came for a visit, she asked, “What’s that horrible smell?”

“What smell?” I asked.

“Ugh! It’s your hair. When did they wash it last?” Jay demanded.

“Over a month ago. At City Hospital,” I replied.

“It’s awful! It stinks, it’s so bad! I’ve got to do something about that!” she exclaimed. Jay checked, got a basin and soap, and improvised a means for shampooing my hair.

“Oh, it feels so good!” I exclaimed

“Me next!” called out Denise. “Wash my hair, please, Jay.”

“Then me,” echoed B.J. and Betty together. So, a regular hair wash and set, along with brushing, became Jay’s duty to the five of us every week, until “regulations” put an end to her efforts.

With my hair now growing out and sometimes even combed, I began to take a little interest in my appearance. The side effects of the medication had slackened somewhat by now too and I didn’t seem quite so grotesque. However, I was still thin and underweight, and my bones bulged through my skin, causing open, ugly bedsores.

Diana White, a friend from high school and Young Life, began to visit me regularly. She was a sensitive, caring Christian girl, with a positive, outgoing personality. She always seemed happy and cheerful. Yet, she was practical as well as optimistic. Her attitude was not glib, happy-go-lucky naivete. Rather, she countered difficulty and pessimism with her own strong personality. She had an innate spirit of helpfulness and won instant acceptance with people. Diana’s wide face, dark hair, and eyes lighted up when she talked, and the corners of her mouth curled up in a smile, making me feel brighter, better.

I appreciated her visits more and more because Jackie—now facing some inner turmoil of her own—no longer came as frequently to see me. Diana’s encouragement and reading from God’s Word also filled the void created by the fact that Dick’s studies prevented him from coming as often. Jason began to drift out of my life too. From others, I heard that he was dating a girl he had met at college and seemed serious about her.

I was grateful when P.T. became a part of the daily routine, for it offered an additional element of variety to my life.

At first the physical therapist, Barbara Marshall, came to my room to exercise my paralyzed limbs. After a few weeks, I was taken to the P.T. center for two hours of therapy every day. My first impression of this big room was that it resembled a strange torture chamber. There were bizarre machines and devices for stretching, pulling, and bending useless arms, legs, and bodies. But as strange as this room appeared, it had positive overtones for me—I was going to learn to walk like the others I saw moving with crutches and walkers.

Joe Leroy, a brawny therapy aide with great patience, took me to the P.T. room to show me what would happen when the therapist put my limbs through the full range of potential movement to keep them from becoming atrophied.

“Look,” he encouraged, “all this flat-on-your-back ballet really does have a purpose.” Joe then proceeded to explain how twisting, bending, and stretching my legs, arms, and limp body in arcs, circles, and all kinds of angles would help me.

“It keeps your muscles elastic,” Joe explained.

“But I can’t feel anything. Why does it matter if they get stiff?” I asked.

“Makes problems for the blood—circulation gets bad. Also, when your muscles go, your body gets stiff, your limbs shrivel up, and your body gets all twisted up,” Joe said as he pointed to other patients being pulled, pushed, and lifted.

The physical therapists worked with me twenty minutes each day, putting elasticity back into my muscles, even though they would never function again. Next, they began to work with me in order to get me out of my Stryker frame and into a regular bed.

Then came grueling exercises to try to enable me to sit up. They fastened me to a tilt-board and lifted my head and lowered my legs. As they slowly raised me past the horizontal position, I felt blood rush from my head and waves of nausea sweep over me.

“Wait. Don’t go any higher. I can’t take it,” I cried.

Even just a few seconds with my head elevated was too much after nearly six months in a horizontal position.

“Oh, Joe,” I sobbed, “I thought I was going to faint! Won’t I ever be able to sit up?”

“Sure, Joni. Just takes time. We only had you elevated about 45 degrees. We’ll try again for a little bit longer. When you can take it for several minutes, we’ll increase the angle of the tilt-board. By Thanksgiving you should be sitting up in a chair,” Joe said brightly.

Earl, another aide, nodded and said, “You see, your body is so used to lyin’ flat that your circulation has adapted to this position.” Earl punctuated his explanation with wide, sweeping arm gestures. “When we raise your head, the blood leaves your head, and you feel like you’re gonna black out. But if we do it slow’n easy, your heart will ‘remember’ and begin to do its job again. Your circulation will pick up and blood will be pumped to your brain again.”

So we worked out longer and longer each day until I could “sit up” on the tilt-board without blacking out or getting nauseous.

We took inventory of my muscle capability and feeling. Doctors and therapists determined I had full feelings in my head, neck, and shoulders to the collarbones. There was a slight tingling sensation in my upper arms and chest, making it feel as if these parts of my body were asleep.

Diana came by after I was making progress in P.T. and offered her encouragement. Her optimism was contagious. Each time she came to visit, she’d have new encouragement from the Bible. “Listen,” she exclaimed, “it’s from John 16:24: ‘I assure you that whatever you ask the Father he will give you in my name. Up to now you have asked nothing in my name; ask now, and you will receive, that your joy may be overflowing.’ Isn’t that great?”

“Yeah, it really is. Hey, maybe God is doing something special. Did you hear about our church?” I said.

“Church?” Diana asked. “No. What’s happening?”

“Our church is having an all-night prayer service for me. They’re going to pray for my healing and recovery,” I explained.

“Oh, wow. That’s neat! ‘Ask now, and you will receive,’” Diana repeated.

I was further encouraged because my P.T. had by now brought a tingling feeling to my fingers. While they were still numb and paralyzed, I could feel a remote sensation in them. I knew God was beginning to heal me.

On the night of the prayer service at church, friends from high school, teachers, parents of friends, and friends of friends crowded into the Bishop Cummings Reformed Episcopal Church. And I went to sleep that night expecting to awake the next morning fully healed.

It didn’t happen that way of, course. So I rationalized that the Lord was testing our faith and that the healing process and full recovery would come slowly and not in some sudden, supernatural way.

When Diana, Jay, my parents, and Young Life friends came by for a visit, I gave the outward impression that everything was under control, hiding my disappointment and impatience.

“The Lord’s going to heal me,” I promised them. “Let’s keep praying and trusting.”

“Oh, Joni,” someone would gush, “you sure are brave. I wish I had your faith.”

I’d smile sweetly and pray under my breath for God to hurry up and heal me.







CHAPTER 5

By December I was still weak, thin, and covered with bedsores, but my physical therapy gave me enough sitting-up time so I could go home for one day. I chose Christmas day and began to get excited planning for it. The night after they told me I could go home for a day, I was too thrilled to sleep. I lay in the darkness of my room and tried to recall all the memories of my last Christmas before the accident—walking in the snow with Dick, Christmas Eve at the cathedral, making angels in the snow, drinking hot chocolate beside the fireplace, singing carols as I played my guitar. What would it be like this year?

Christmas Day finally came! Jay helped the nurse dress me for the trip home. I wore the pretty, dark suit I had bought on the trip our family had taken out West just weeks before my accident; it hung on me like a sack. Jay also brought me a lovely blond wig to wear over my own hair, which was still not long enough to style.

Dad drove up to the door and waited while Joe and Earl carried me to the car. They instructed my family on how a quadriplegic should ride in a car.

“It never occurred to me that just riding in a car is dangerous,” I said, adding, “unless, of course, we crash.”

“You don’t have to be in a wreck to get hurt,” Joe cautioned. “You see, a quad can’t sit up alone. If the car swerves, stops suddenly, or just turns a corner, you’ll be carried by momentum. You’ll spill—maybe crack your head on the door or smash your face on the dashboard or windshield, if you’re sitting up front.” He explained how to use the car’s shoulder harness to strap me in but also cautioned to be aware of holding on to me, especially on turns, starts, and stops.

Nothing happened on the way home, although the drive seemed exciting and full of interesting little pleasures. It’s winter now, I thought. Two whole seasons have slipped by since I was home.

“Well, we’re almost there now,” observed Jay as the car turned at the familiar triangle intersection. I looked up the street—the high school, the house of my piano teacher, the drugstore—everything as I remembered it. A twinge of homesickness swept over me.

In a few minutes, we had driven up the steep avenue in front of my folks’ home and pulled into the driveway in back. Dad and Jay gingerly lifted me from the car and carried me inside.

The feelings of homesickness were real by now. The house was decorated for the holidays, and a big, fragrant pine tree had been set up in the dining room where I was to stay.

Mom had somehow obtained a hospital bed and set it up in the dining room. I thought of my old room, just above this one, keeper of so many of my secret thoughts, prayers, and hopes. Of course, my family couldn’t carry me up the narrow, twisting staircase to my old room so, for this one day, the dining room would be my room.

Mom had pushed the huge dining room table alongside the wall to make the room more comfortable. Dad must have known when he built the house that we’d entertain a lot, for the room was huge—two or three times the usual dining room size, about eighteen by twenty-five feet—with a large table able to seat fourteen with ease.

A crackling fire in the stone fireplace, beautiful and fragrant Christmas decorations, candles, and lights filled the room with happiness. It was almost too much for my senses. The smells, sights, and sounds were intoxicating. During my hospital stay and confinement at Greenoaks, my spirit had suffered as well as my body, for my spirit had suffered sensory deprivation. Now the room reeled as all of these sweet sensations assaulted my brain in a feast of pleasure.

I was able to sit up only a little while before tiring, so the hospital bed proved useful. I half-sat and half-lay on the bed. Dressed in the suit and blond wig, I looked “almost human,” but I was still self-conscious about my appearance. Especially my legs. It seemed to me they were sticking out awkwardly, disgustingly.

“Please, will you cover me, mom?” I asked.

“Are you cold, dear?”

“No. I just want to be covered. I look awful.”

“Nonsense,” she replied. “You look lovely. Doesn’t she, Jay?”

“Of course,” answered my sister.

“But I still want to be covered. Bring that brown blanket and put it over my legs. I don’t want people coming over to stare. Please!” I was insistent.

“All right, Joni. As you wish,” sighed mom, as she spread the blanket over my legs and tucked it in. The real reason I wanted my legs covered wasn’t because others would be offended by my useless limbs. Rather, it was because they were a constant reminder to me of how different this Christmas was. I couldn’t bear to look at them.

Dick, along with friends and family, came to visit that day, and the time rushed by. At first, I resented this swift passage of time. Then I was grateful, because as my mind recalled former Christmases, I was saddened and depressed at the changes in my life.

No more could I spontaneously run out in the snow or sing carols for the neighbors; these and other pleasures were gone forever, and everyone seemed to sense it. There were no tears, at least not now, but the air of sadness was awful.

It wasn’t until I was back in my bed at Greenoaks that I allowed myself to cry. Then there was no stopping. B.J., Betty, Denise, and Ann had also gone home for a one-day Christmas visit. But for those who went and for those who had nowhere to go, Christmas was the same: a sad, depressing reminder of better times and happier places when we had been whole.

I tried to evaluate my feelings about what had happened at Christmas. I was happy and thrilled about going home; but, I was sobered by the experience of having to relate to familiar people and old surroundings in strange, new ways.

When the nurse came by the next day, she examined me and said, “Joni, I’m sorry, but that will have to be your last visit home for quite awhile.”

“Why?”

“Because it opened all the sores on your back and hips! Your bone protrusions are rubbing the skin away. They won’t heal at all unless we put you back in the Stryker frame,” she said simply.

“But can’t I sit up at all?” I begged.

“I’m sorry, no. Sitting up is what stretches the skin of the wounds and breaks open the sores. Let’s wait until they heal.”

Dick came by as often as he could, hitchhiking the sixty-mile round trip from the University of Maryland. I could tell that my accident was really taking a toll on him; his emotions were as frayed as mine.

“Dickie,” I told him one day, “we’re holding onto the past. We can’t do that. We can’t go back to high school times.”

He looked at me sadly and nodded. “But things will get better. Soon you’ll be—”

“No!” I cried. “They won’t get better. Don’t you understand? I’m not going to get better! Don’t you see that?”

Once again, I desperately wanted to kill myself. Here I was, trapped in this canvas cocoon. I couldn’t move anything except my head. Physically, I was little more than a corpse. I had no hope of ever walking again. I could never lead a normal life and marry Dick. In fact, he might even be walking out of my life forever, I concluded. I had absolutely no idea of how I could find purpose or meaning in just existing day after day—waking, eating, watching TV, sleeping.

Why on earth should a person be forced to live out such a dreary existence? How I prayed for some accident or miracle to kill me. The mental and spiritual anguish was as unbearable as the physical torture.

But once again, there was no way for me to commit suicide. This frustration was also unbearable. I was despondent, but I was also angry because of my helplessness. How I wished for strength and control enough in my fingers to do something, anything, to end my life. Tears of rage, fear, and frustration only added to my despondency.

There was an added complication to my lack of well-being. The sores, caused by my protruding bones, did not heal. In fact, the doctors insisted surgery was the only way to correct the problem. So, on June 1, 1968, I was driven back to City Hospital for bone operations, further confirmation that my injury was permanent. The doctors would not shave the bony protuberances from my hip and tailbone if there was any hope of my using my legs again.

The surgeon, Dr. Southfield, explained the operation.

“Since you have no feeling, it will not be necessary to anesthetize you. But if you’re squeamish about the sight of blood and tissue—.”

“Never mind,” I said curtly. “I’ve been through it all. I’ve been here almost a year, remember. There isn’t much I haven’t seen. And there’s precious little they haven’t already done to me. Carve away!”

I listened as Dr. Southfield’s hands guided the scalpel through the flesh on my hip. Blood spurted behind the blade as he laid back the skin and muscle tissue. Assistants gave him various surgical tools as he called for them.

In a few minutes, I could hear a strange rasping, scraping sound as he chiseled away on my hip bone, filing down the sharp, jutting joints that caused my bed sores.

In spite of my earlier bluster, I didn’t like the sights and sounds of the surgery. I felt queasy, so I began to sing, taking my mind off the operation. I sang loud and long, going through a terribly depressing assortment of pessimistic songs.

“Can’t you sing something else—something brighter?” asked Dr. Southfield.

“No!” I snapped, and kept up my “concert.”

After awhile, I was turned over, and the surgeon began to operate on my tailbone. He shaved and chiseled more bony protuberances. Finally, he sutured all the incisions. Then I was bandaged, examined, and driven back to Greenoaks for recuperation.

When the sutures and bedsores healed, I was allowed to sit up slowly. Earl carefully placed me in bed and tried to help me sit up.

“Here we go, Joni,” he said. “Take it nice and slow. Don’t want’cha to get dizzy and pass out. Right?”

“Right,” I echoed.

“Easy now.”

“How’m I doing, Earl? I’m sitting up! How about that!”

Earl did not reply. Soon he quietly carried me back to the Stryker frame.

“Hey. Leave me in bed, Earl,” I commanded. “I’ve waited to sit up again. If you’re worried about me passing out—.”

“Sorry, Joni. I gotta put you back. The operation didn’t take. Your backbone just busted the incision open again. You’re bleeding.”



As I lay in the Stryker through the following long weeks, I finally gave up ever hoping to walk. But I began to strain every atom of willpower into getting back the use of my hands. If I had my hands, I wouldn’t be so helpless. I wouldn’t have to depend on Jay or Diana to wash or brush my hair. Or put on makeup. Or just feed myself. If I could only do something—anything at all—I wouldn’t feel so helpless.

“You can use your mouth to do some of the things you’d normally do with hands,” suggested therapist Chris Brown one day after learning of my feelings. She added, “You’ve seen people in O.T. (occupational therapy) learn to write or type by holding a pencil or stick with their teeth. You can learn too.”

“No,” I said. “It’s disgusting. Degrading. I won’t do it!”

Chris did not press me. “Maybe some other day,” she said.

Later, Jay came to see me. Although she smiled and seemed in control, she’d been crying again.

“Hi, sis,” she said.

“You’ve been crying, Jay.”

Jay nodded. She never wanted to worry me with her own problems and often hid her feelings from me, but I had eventually learned of the difficulties she was having with her marriage. Now her divorce had become final.

She said evenly, “It’s over. And it’ll be all right, Joni. Don’t worry.”

“But—”

“Really. Don’t worry.” Jay changed the subject. “Here, I’ve brought you some goodies.” She opened a bag of doughnuts and held one up. “Your favorites, see?”

We spent an hour or so chatting and reading through a Seventeen magazine she spread out beneath the frame.

Then, as she prepared to leave, she looked soberly into my eyes and said, “Joni, I want—I want you to come and live with little Kay and me when you get out of the hospital.”

“Let’s think about it, Jay,” I replied. “We’ll see, okay?”

She kissed me on the cheek and ran the back of her hand across my forehead. Smiling, she left.

The significance of Jay’s visit slowly sank into my consciousness, and I pondered her comments and offer. I promised myself not to make any plans, although the thought of living with Jay was reassuring.

When Dick came by later, he wheeled my Stryker to the game room and sat on the floor under me so we could talk. We were trying out a new relationship—being friends only. While neither of us had really discussed such a change, we each had assumed that we had no immediate future together as husband and wife. First, I’d have to get my hands back. Then I’d have to be rehabilitated, and that would probably take a long time. So neither of us talked about things like love and marriage.

His visits consisted mostly of friendly encouragement—and reading to me, usually from a modern New Testament translation. The message was there, loud and clear: faith, hope, trust. But I dismissed this as being too superficial. Fine for the ordinary person on his feet dealing with life, temptation, and doubt. But what was God saying to me, encased immobile in my Stryker?

Diana read to me from the Old Testament, and I began to identify with many of the prophets. Like Jeremiah, I thought perhaps God’s wrath was being poured out on me in judgment.

I read the poetry of the Book of Lamentations and identified fully with the sorrows about which Jeremiah had written:


“She weeps bitterly at night, the tears flow always on her cheeks;

no one of all her lovers now seeks to bring her comfort.”


Oh, God, how

true. And I can’t

even wipe my own

tears away!



“For the Lord has afflicted her because of the greatness of her transgressions.”


Yes! I broke His moral

commandments.

Now punishment.



“Look and see if there is any sorrow like my sorrow, which is being dealt out to me,

which the Lord has inflicted in the day of His fiery anger.


No one else is being

punished like this. Why

did God do this to me?



“From on high He sent fire into my bones, and it has subdued them.”


Diving accident…

paralysis…



“He has given me over to frustration and faintness all day long.”


rage…

weakness and fear.



“He has made my strength to fail.

The Lord has delivered me into hands which I am unable to withstand.”


In bed for a year,

completely dependent

on orderlies and nurses.



“My eyes are exhausted with weeping; my emotions are deeply disturbed;

my grief is poured out on the earth.”


How much more can

I take? I’m at

the end of my rope!



“Surely He has turned away from me;

He has turned His hand against me all the day.”


Why, God…


why?


why?







“He has made my skin and my flesh turn old: He has crushed my bones.”


The bedsores, stitches,

bone surgery…



“He has piled up against me, and surrounded me with bitterness and distress.”


and I’m still

surrounded by canvas,

catheter tubes,

and urine bags.



“He has caused me to dwell in dark places, as the dead of former times.”


I’m trapped in this

gloomy hospital where

we sit like zombies

waiting to die.



“He has built a wall around me, I cannot go forth; He has weighted me down with chains.”


I’m trapped!

Stryker, straps,

and Crutchfield tongs…



“Even when I cry aloud and call for help, He shuts out my prayer.”


and God doesn’t care.



“I have forgotten what enjoyment is.”


He doesn’t even care.



(Lamentations 1:2, 5, 12-14;

2:11; 3:3-8, 17 BERKELEY)



Who, or What, is God? Certainly not a personal Being who cares for individuals, I reasoned. What’s the use of believing when your prayers fall on deaf ears?

My doubts began to be as deep-seated as my resentment. When Diana or Dick read a promise from the Bible concerning hope or trust, I shut them off.

“That’s too pat,” I told them. “Those verses are too glib to have anything but surface meaning. Try to apply those promises to me. You tell me how my being here for over a year ‘works together for good.’ What good? Where? When? I don’t want to hear any more!”

And there were people at Greenoaks who added to my feelings of helplessness and depression. Mrs. Barber, attendant on the midnight shift, was as angry and bitter as I was for reasons of her own. She’d often make obscene or insensitive comments designed to hurt and demean those of us who got in her way. To Mrs. Barber, we were not patients in need of care, but hindrances to her routine of chores that had to be done.

One night, she came into our room and angrily swept my pictures off the window air conditioner near my Stryker. “How the——do you think I can turn on this——air conditioner with all this——on it?” she hissed. The pictures had been there for weeks and in no way interfered with its operation.

She picked out a photo of Dick and said terrible things—including that Dick was involved in all kinds of lewd and vulgar conduct. Her perversity sickened me, and I snapped back at her.

She came over to my Stryker and snarled, “I ought to leave you like this until morning and not flip you. But to show you what a nice person I am, I’ll turn you.” With that, she flipped me violently. She had not taken the usual precaution of checking to see that my arms were tucked in first. One arm was loose, and when she spun me, my hand struck violently against the Stryker.

Although my hand was paralyzed and I could feel no pain, it began to swell and was badly bruised. She left the injured arm dangling and rushed out of the room to other duties.

Shaken, angry, and afraid, I began to sob quietly.

“I saw what she did, Joni,” said B.J. “You ought to report her to the supervisor.”

“Yeah. I heard everything. You oughtta turn her in,” added Denise.

“But I can’t report her. She’ll do something else—worse,” I sobbed.

The next day, however, mom came to visit and asked about my swollen and bruised hand. I tried to dismiss it lightly as an accident, but the girls told her what had happened. Incensed, mom went directly to the supervisor and complained in the most vocal terms.

Late that night, Mrs. Barber came into our darkened room, approached me quietly, and put her face next to mine. With a voice that was both whisper and evil menace, she said, “If you ever say anything against me again, you——, I’ll see that you pay for it dearly! Do you understand, you——?”

It was no idle threat. I was terrified, frightened that something horrible would happen to me if I did complain.

In addition to the few who were like Mrs. Barber, who hated patients and having to care for them, there were others who did care, but only a few had time. Nurses seemed to have time only to fill out medication and defecation charts. Most attendants were overworked and poorly paid, and—as a result—some just didn’t care.

These episodes only added to my depression. Jim Pollard was a bright, young quadriplegic who was asking many of the same questions I was. His muscles wouldn’t quite support his head, so it dropped slightly to the left. But his voice, mind, and spirit were strong.

“If there isn’t a personal God who cares about me, then what’s the use?” I asked him.

“That’s the whole point,” he explained. “I’ve done a lot of reading and studying. I’ve looked at religion, philosophy, everything. Life has absolutely no meaning. It’s pointless. Absurd.”

“Then why bother?” I countered. “Why not just commit suicide? In fact, why doesn’t the whole human race commit suicide if life has no meaning?”

“Oh, it can have meaning. Some people believe in God, and that gives them meaning. But when the chips are down—like for us here—you see just how shallow religion is,” he said earnestly.

“But do you think life makes sense?”

“Probably not for us. People on their feet can eat, work, and make love—all kinds of things. ‘Pursuit of happiness’ and all that, y’know?”

I nodded.

“But here. Well, that’s a different story. We’ve reduced life to its barest elements. And, for the most part, there’s no reason to live.”

“Then why are you still alive?”

Jim shrugged. “Guess I’m just not gutsy enough to do myself in. Besides, life does have meaning if you find it for yourself.”

“How?”

“Your mind. Intelligence. I get a kick out of developing my mind. To h_ _ _with my body. Maybe I can find something in being intelligent.”

“Maybe,” I offered. “But what about everyone else? Everyone on their feet. They’re born. They live and die with existence as their only goal. Why bother?”

“You’ve got me, Joni,” he answered. “Why not read some of my books and tracts. I’ve got some stuff here by Sartre, Marx, and other great minds.”

I read it all, and it all pointed me further and further from God and hope—the meaning of life was that it had no meaning. Life without an eternal focus, without God, led to despair. I could see this but didn’t know what else to believe. Had not God, if there was a God, turned His back on me?

Jim continued to counsel me in agnosticism. “You see, Joni, nothing will ever make sense. Accept it. Life is capricious as well as temporal. Jobs, success, friends, family—these only have meaning as a means to that end. You’re only here for the moment, so if you want anything out of life, get it now. Don’t get the idea you’re putting something away for an afterlife.”

“But the trouble is, Jim,” I interrupted, “I found out in high school that temporal things don’t satisfy me. There has to be something permanent.”

“What about your accident? That sure isn’t temporary,” he reminded me. “You’ve told me the Bible says even your paralysis works out for good. How? What’s the purpose of your paralysis?”

“I—I don’t know. That’s what’s making me doubt God. If He was real, wouldn’t He show me? Wouldn’t I have some sense of purpose with it all?”

Jim said, “You’re just outgrowing your need for religion and God, Joni. Did you read any of the other books I gave you?”

“Yes. I read Siddhartha and Kafka’s The Trial, Bio-Ethics—uh—Man’s Search for Meaning. All of them. I’ve read every existentialist author you’ve given me,” I told him.

“Well, I’m impressed. Then you ought to know by now that the idea of a personal God is ridiculous.”

“I’m not there yet, Jim. I don’t know. I’ve read everything you’ve given me. These books build a pretty strong case for your point of view. But—”

“But you’re afraid. You think God is sitting up there in heaven waiting to zap you if you have doubts. Well, tell me, Joni. If there is a God, what can He do to you that hasn’t been done already? That’s the way I look at it. I’m crippled. For good. I’ll never be on my feet again. What’s God going to do if I don’t believe? Damn me to hell? I’m already in hell! No—there’s no God, Joni. No God—” His voice trailed off wistfully, as though he had once held out hope that somehow God did exist. Yet now, convinced in his unbelief, Jim was resigned. “There’s no God.”

I prayed desperately: “God I have just two choices: either You exist or You don’t. If You don’t exist, then I don’t see any logical reason for living. If people who believe are only going through motions that mean nothing, I want to know. Why should we go on fooling ourselves? Life is absurd most of the time. And it seems man’s only end is despair. What can I do, Lord? I want to believe, but I have nothing to hang on to. God, You’ve got to prove Your existence to me!”

My mind was a jumble of thoughts and philosophies. Logical, rational, intellectual positions were posed and just as quickly disposed of by opposing concepts, apparently just as valid. What was right? What was wrong? Truth? Oh, what a maze of confusion. Am I losing my mind as well as my body?

Weary from thinking, my eyelids fell shut. Then, from somewhere, a calmness took over. A thought—or memory—“a still, small voice”—reminded my troubled brain, You will keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on You.

And I slept.







CHAPTER 6

Diana came by more and more now. She came so often, in fact, that some visitors thought she was one of the staff. One day she put down the Bible she’d been reading from and said, “Joni, I’ve decided to be a volunteer worker here so I can take better care of you.”

“But, Diana, you can’t drop out of school,” I protested.

“I’ve prayed about it a lot, Joni. I believe it’s what God wants me to do. You see, I don’t know what the Lord has planned for me in the future. I’m going to drop out for a semester or so and ask God for specific guidance for the future,” she explained.

“Yes, but—”

Diana interrupted, “But nothing. While I’m seeking God’s will on this, I’ll be a volunteer—at least until next fall.”

“Diana, I appreciate what you want to do. But are you sure it’s the right thing?” I asked.

She nodded. Her eyes were bright with determination. “Yes. I’ve made up my mind, and I have real peace about it.”

It was good to have Diana around as a hospital volunteer. She busied herself with other patients as well as me. And she watched the nurses and therapists so she could help in even more areas.

Meanwhile, my spiritual confusion was leading me down blind alleys. In my attempts to be open-minded about other concepts, as opposed to belief in God, I became even more confused and frustrated. The more I read, the more tangled my beliefs became. Was there no such thing as truth and meaning? All my reading of Sartre, Hesse, Marx, and others brought me no light.

It seemed the further I opened my mind to these philosophies that denied God, the further I went away from Him. Finally, I became convinced there was little to be learned or understood from these confusing writings. My search had led me back to the Bible.

I began to sense that God was real and that He was dealing with me.

“My thoughts are not your thoughts. My ways are not your ways,” He reminded me from His Word. I needed to understand this—that I could not comprehend my own purpose or meaning without taking God’s deity into consideration.

“What do you mean?” asked Diana when we were discussing this subject one day.

“Well, I’ve been trying to have the world make sense by having things to relate to me. I want to see my life have meaning and purpose. But the Bible says our purpose is to glorify God. My life has meaning when I glorify God,” I explained.

“Yes, I understand,” said Diana. “But how do you get that concept to work?”

“I’m not sure. But I know until now I’ve been looking for a way to make the world revolve around me. Now I’m convinced that I need to plug in some other way.”

“Well, the answers to all questions are in the Bible,” offered Diana. “Maybe if you look for them, you’ll find God’s will.”

“Yeah,” I replied. “I think I get impatient because I don’t see life as God does. A year in a Stryker seems like a century to me—but a year isn’t much time to God. His frame of reference is eternity. Maybe things just take a little longer than I expect.”

“What’s next then, Joni?”

“I don’t know. I—I guess I’ll have to take things one at a time. One, I’m paralyzed and don’t know why God allowed it to happen to me. But maybe I’ll never know why. Maybe I shouldn’t let it hang me up.”

“Then concentrate on getting out of here,” urged Diana.

“Yeah, well, I suppose so. I’m scared, Di. I’m scared, I guess, because I don’t know what’ll happen when I do go home.”

“But that’s the whole point of trusting the Lord, Joni.” She was smiling, her eyes wide in the enjoyment of a new truth that had just come to her. “You don’t have to know why God let you be hurt. The fact is, God knows—and that’s all that counts. Just trust Him to work things out for good, eventually, if not right now.”

“What do you mean?”

“Would you be any happier if you did know why God wants you paralyzed? I doubt it. So don’t get worked up about trying to find meaning to the accident,” she scolded.

“Then what do you think I should do?”

“Well, therapy, for one thing. You know how you’ve avoided occupational therapy—you’ve said, ‘What’s the use of learning to write with a stick in my mouth?’ Well, if God knows the ultimate purpose and meaning of things, then He can find or give meaning to a paralyzed life too. But you can’t fight Him on it.”

“But I’m making progress in physical therapy. Why should I learn how to write with my mouth? I expect to get the use of my hands back!”

“But,” Diana paused carefully, “what if you don’t get your hands back?”

I didn’t answer right away. The possibility was not even an option as far as I was concerned. I thought, I can give up a year or more of my life to lie here paralyzed. I can even sacrifice my legs and spend the rest of my life in a wheelchair. I won’t complain. But, God, You wouldn’t keep me from getting my hands back and leading a fairly normal life! You wouldn’t leave me like this forever, would You?

“Joni—”

“Yes?”

“Maybe we shouldn’t think about the future just now,” said Diana softly, as if reading my mind. “Let’s just take it one step at a time, like you said.”

“I guess I haven’t been setting my mind toward getting out of here. After all, this is a rehab hospital. I should be concentrating on being rehabilitated, huh?”

The next day, I told Chris Brown, my occupational therapist, that I wanted to learn how to do things using my mouth.

Chris was every bit as pleasant, cheerful, helpful, and encouraging as Joe and Earl, my two physical therapy aides.

“My job,” she explained simply, “is to help you learn how to function out there, in the world.”

“That’s all, huh?” I kidded.

“Well, you’ll be doing all the work. So my job is easy.”

“What are you going to teach me?”

“Well, first, how about learning how to write?”

“Okay, Chris, what do I do?” I asked.

“Hold this pencil in your mouth. Grip it with your teeth, like this,” Chris explained. She held a pencil in her own mouth to demonstrate and placed one in my mouth.

“Okay. Good. See, it’s easy. Uh—not so tight. Don’t clench it in your teeth, or you’ll get writer’s cramp in your jaw,” she joked. “Just hold it firmly so you won’t drop it—tight enough to control it. See?”

“Mm-mff,” I mumbled, meaning I understood.

Chris taught me how to make lines, circles, and other marks. At first these were squiggly and wobbly. But after many hours of practice, I began to have more control.

Finally, I was able to make letters. With determination and concentration, I wrote a letter to mom and dad. It was brief, and the letters were still big, awkward squiggles, but it was writing!

This sense of accomplishment gave me a more positive attitude, and I began to enjoy my therapy, reinforced by the encouragement of a staff and patients who cheered every fragment of progress.

In September, I was taken to Kernans Hospital for a second back operation. I didn’t really want to go, but my protruding backbone was still making it impossible for bedsores on my back and bottom to heal. This hospital was only a mile away from our house in Woodlawn, so it was difficult for me to deal with the emotions of being so close to home, yet knowing I couldn’t return there.

This time the operation was successful, for which I thanked God. However, I still faced fifteen days of lying face down in my Stryker. During this time of recuperation, I had a bout with the flu and did a lot of reading. To balance all the negative, agnostic, and atheistic books I had read earlier, I now turned to the Bible and helpful Christian literature.

Mom patiently held the books for me for hours as I read. Mere Christianity by C. S. Lewis was a refreshing change and gave a beautiful balance to all that I’d been reading before. It helped my spiritual outlook tremendously.

On October 15, my birthday, I received a most welcome and appreciated gift—I was finally turned face up! It was a grand occasion. Diana, mom and dad, Jay, and Dick all visited me. While there had been a transition in our relationship from sweethearts to intimate friends, Dick was just as faithful as ever in coming to see me.

Back at Greenoaks, things began to look brighter for me. Because the operation was a success, I would eventually begin to use a wheelchair, and I was having an easier time in my various forms of therapy.

It was also encouraging to see people leaving Greenoaks. Some of my paraplegic friends had been rehabilitated and were free to go home and find their way back into the world. This seemed exciting to me—so much so that I plunged into my own rehab with renewed determination.

Chris Brown was eager to tap this new energy and enthusiasm. “Why not do something artistic now, since you can write pretty well using your mouth?”

“Artistic?” I asked.

“Yes. You’ve shown me drawings you did in the past. You enjoy creative things. You can paint these ceramic discs. They make nice gifts,” she explained.

I watched as another quadriplegic held a paint brush in her mouth and slopped paint on one of the clay pieces. It seemed useless—like a kindergarten game.

“I don’t know—” I said quietly.

“Oh, come on, try it,” Chris urged.

“All right.”

I tried the painting, spilling globs of color and splashing clumsy designs on the clay discs. It was discouraging and frustrating. At first, I hated every minute of it. But when the discs came out of the kiln, they looked half-way acceptable. And as I practiced—as with writing—I improved.

After a few weeks, I had created several Christmas gifts for my family and friends. I didn’t know what they’d think of the nut or candy dishes, but I thought they were pretty good—considering. And it gave me satisfaction to know that I had done them myself.

One day, Chris brought me some moist clay.

“What’s that for?” I asked.

“I want you to draw a picture on it.”

“How? With a pencil in my mouth?”

“Try this stylus.”

“What should I make? Should I write something?”

“Why not do something to express yourself? Make something that you like,” she suggested.

Carefully I gauged the distance from my mouth to the soft clay, tested the consistency of it with the pointed stick, then tried to etch something.

I told Chris, “The last time I drew something was on our trip out West before my accident. All during my childhood daddy encouraged me to draw. He’s a self-taught artist.” I also recalled that I had particularly enjoyed making charcoal sketches of scenes. Out West, I had filled my sketch pad with drawings of mountains, horses, people, and animals.

I remembered these scenes now and tried to remember the unconscious process of drawing—how the mental image was communicated to my hands, which moved to transfer the scene to paper. My hands held the key to my talent as an artist. Or did they?

I looked down at the simple sketch I had just done. It was a line drawing of a cowboy and horse etched in the soft clay. It wasn’t terribly creative or impressive, but it was a beginning.

Chris seemed amazed at my first attempt. “Joni, that’s great! You’ve got real talent.” She grinned and said, “You should have done this before. You need to get back to your art.”

“But that was when I had hands,” I protested.

She shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. Hands are tools. That’s all. The skill, the talent, is in the brain. Once you’ve practiced, you can do as well with your mouth as you did with your hands!”

“Wow—really?” I asked.

“Yeah! Want to try?”

“Sure! Let’s do it.”

It was an enormously satisfying day for me. For the first time in almost a year and a half, I was able to express myself in a productive, creative way. It was exciting and gave me renewed hope.

My spiritual temperature was improving too. Earlier, my anger and confusion had turned to resentment. I thought, How can a loving God—if such exists—allow this desperate situation? My search into other areas didn’t turn up a reasonable answer, so when I turned back to the Bible, my bitterness was softened.

I was angry that my life had been reduced to the basics of eating, breathing, and sleeping—day in and day out. But what I discovered was that the rest of the human race was in the same boat. Their lives revolved around the same meaningless cycle—except with them, it wasn’t as obvious. Peripheral things distracted them from the fact that they were caught on the same treadmill. Their jobs, school, families, and recreation occupied them enough so they never consciously recognized that their lives were the same as mine—eating, breathing, sleeping.

And slowly I became aware of God’s interest in me. I was some sort of “cosmic guinea pig”—a representative of the human race on whom truth could be tested. All the distractions, trappings, and things were gone. God had taken them away and had placed me here without distractions. My life was reduced to absolute basics. So now what? What am I to do with my life? I wondered. I have no body, but I am still someone. I had to find meaning, purpose, and direction, not just some measure of temporary satisfaction.

Even the clean, sterile sheets in the austere ward were symbolic. Eating, breathing, sleeping. Eating, breathing, sleeping. For what purpose? How can I glorify God? What can I do?

Yes, there has to be a personal God, I reasoned. He may choose not to reveal Himself to me in some spectacular way—but then, why should He? Why was I any more important than the next person who had to find God and purpose by faith, not sight? Why should I be different?

I told Diana of my thoughts. “Nothing is really making any sense yet, Diana. I don’t know what God is doing—but I believe He is real and that somehow He knows—and understands. There’s a positive aspect to my thoughts now. I’m still confused, but before, my confusion leaned toward doubt. Now it leans toward trust.”

“Maybe it has something to do with your prayer before the accident,” Diana suggested.

“What prayer?”

“Remember? You told me that shortly before your accident, you prayed, ‘Lord, do something in my life to change me and turn me around.’ Maybe this is God’s way of answering that prayer.”

“I’ve wondered about that myself. It could be. But it’s sure not what I expected. And He certainly has His own timetable!” I said, adding, “I don’t know His purpose in this. I probably won’t ever walk again. And I don’t see how I can ever be happy again. I guess that’s what really bothers me.”

“Not being happy?”

“Yeah. I mean, if there’s one thing I learned from those existentialist writers, it’s ‘man cannot live with despair.’ Do you think I can ever be happy, Diana?”

“I don’t know, Joni—I don’t know.”

My studies in the Scriptures began in earnest now, along with other Christian literature. Writings by Francis Schaeffer and C. S. Lewis seemed like a breath of fresh air compared with Marx, Hesse, and the non-Christian books I’d read. I began to sense a direct application of and appreciation for the Word of God in my life. For the first time, I saw meaning for me in the Bible. My own “fiery trials” were now a little easier to cope with as I saw how I fit in with God’s scheme of things, especially through reading the Psalms. “The Lord will sustain him (me) upon his (my) sickbed” (Ps. 41:3 NAS).

Pressures seemed greatest at night. Perhaps therapy had gone badly that day. Or no one came to visit. Or maybe Mrs. Barber was being mean to me again. Whatever the problem, I’d want to cry. I felt even more frustrated because I couldn’t cry, for there was no one to wipe my eyes and help me blow my nose. The Scriptures were encouraging, and I’d apply the reality and truth of them to my own special needs. During these difficult midnight hours, I’d visualize Jesus standing beside my Stryker. I imagined
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It is important to remember that the promise “…God causes all things to work together for good…” only applies to those who love God, those who have been born into his family. However, due to our sin and rebellion we are alienated from God and subject to His judgment. Praise God though, that He sent his Son, Jesus to be judged on the cross-Paying the death penalty for my sin and your sin! If we truly trust that our punishment was borne by Christ and obey Him as our Lord, we can be assured of eternal life and the promise of Romans 8:28

It is my hope that in the course of reading this book, the Holy Spirit has enlightened your heart and mind to these truths, Jesus is alive and His power is available to you…He proves Himself daily in my life, and what more couldn’t He do in your life! Are you a part of god’s heavenly family? For indeed, I hope one day we shall meet in glory

Joni

PTL
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Him as a strong, comforting person with a deep, reassuring voice, saying specifically to me, “Lo, I am with you always. If I loved you enough to die for you, don’t you think I ought to know best how to run your life even if it means your being paralyzed?” The reality of this Scripture was that He was with me, now. Beside me in my own room! That was the comfort I needed.

I discovered that the Lord Jesus Christ could indeed empathize with my situation. On the cross for those agonizing, horrible hours, waiting for death, He was immobilized, helpless, paralyzed.

Jesus did know what it was like not to be able to move—not to be able to scratch your nose, shift your weight, wipe your eyes. He was paralyzed on the cross. He could not move His arms or legs. Christ knew exactly how I felt! “Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are” (Heb. 4:14, 15 NIV).

Before my accident, I didn’t “need” Christ. Now I needed Him desperately. When I had been on my feet, it never seemed important that He be part of my decision-making—what party to go to, whether to go to a friend’s house or a football game, etc. It didn’t seem that He would even be interested in such insignificant things. But, now that my life was reduced to the basic life routines, He was a part of it because He cared for me. He was, in fact, my only dependable reality.

These new and reassuring concepts had a quieting effect on my spirit, and I think they were even helpful as I shared them with Jay during her personal troubles.

My drawing, still self-expression in style and simple in approach, was more of a therapy than I had anticipated. As a reflection of my new mood, I began to sign “PTL” on my drawings—for “praise the Lord”—an expression of my belief that God cared for me. It was a simple expression, giving Him the glory for His direct help in restoring this one aspect of my individuality.

I also began to take more of an interest in my personal grooming. Before, I had avoided all mirrors. Now, Jay and Diana helped me fix my hair, brighten my face, find and wear attractive clothes, and discover ways to improve my overall appearance.

In therapy, I was able to try sitting up. I was bothered by dizziness and nausea again as they lifted me to a sitting position in my new bed, with my legs dangling over the edge. It was a slow process, but soon I was almost upright. Then I used the slant-board to get used to the vertical position again, while muscles, long unused, had to get accustomed to holding up my head. When my inner ear and neck muscles adjusted to the vertical once more, I was allowed to sit in a wheelchair. My legs were wrapped in elastic bandages to avoid circulation problems caused by blood settling in the arteries of my legs and thighs, and I was fitted with a tight corset that supported my upper torso. This enabled me to sit up and breathe comfortably.

I was excited about my progress and looked forward to going home for the Christmas holidays again. Christmas, 1968—a whole year had passed since I was last home! But this time I could go home for several days.

Just before Christmas, dad and mom brought me some interesting news.

“Joni, we’ve heard about a new hospital in California,” said dad. “It’s called Rancho Los Amigos, it’s in Los Angeles, and they are making some pretty remarkable advancements in therapy.”

“Their approach to rehabilitation is very progressive,” mom added. “They’ve been able to teach people to regain the use of their arms and legs. Even so-called impossible cases.”

“Oh, wow!” I exclaimed. “Yeah! Let’s go there. Can we?”

“We’re checking now. We expect to hear soon. But I think it looks good,” said dad. “We can’t go with you, but we’ve talked with Jay, and she wants to go. She could fly out and rent an apartment nearby to be with you.”

“That sounds marvelous!” I shrieked. “Let’s pray that God will make it possible. Wow—wouldn’t that be some Christmas present?”

It was an exciting Christmas. I was strong enough to stay at home for several days, and it was good to be in normal surroundings once more. And when Dick asked me to go with him to a movie, I was really thrilled.

But as much as I dearly wanted to be normal again, it was impossible. Dick put his arm around me, and I didn’t even know it. He squeezed me affectionately, lovingly—but I couldn’t feel a thing. I kept watching the movie. Finally he asked, “Don’t you feel that?”

“What?”

“This.” He squeezed me again.

“No,” I said softly, embarrassed. “I—I’m sorry.” I really wanted to feel his arm, his touch.

Driving home, Dick was forced to stop the car suddenly, and I flew forward and hit my head on the dash. I couldn’t help myself—couldn’t even pick myself up. I was not hurt. Only my pride and ego were damaged.

Dick berated himself for letting this happen. “Why didn’t I remember to hold on to you?” he scolded himself.

“Dick, please don’t blame yourself. It takes getting used to. And I’m not hurt. Let’s not allow it to spoil our evening.”

We drove home without further incident. As Dick wheeled me into the house, I said, “Dickie, thank you. Oh, wow, did I have fun! It—it was almost like the exciting things we used to do. This is the first time I’ve done anything normal in a year and a half. Thank you, Dickie.”

“It was a lot of fun,” he said simply, and leaned across to kiss me on the forehead. “Glad you enjoyed yourself.” His ever-sensitive eyes smiled lovingly into mine.

It was fun. But it wasn’t really like the “old times.” We were both still uncomfortable and awkward with my chair, and I wondered, Will things ever be normal again?

I promised myself to do everything I could to make it happen, at least with my attitude. What a contrast with last Christmas! A year before, I had had only a day at home, and I had been so ashamed of my appearance and handicap that I had cringed in the background and covered my legs with the old brown blanket.

This year, I wore new hose and a bright orange sweater with a stylishly short corduroy skirt to match. My hair, although still short, was done in a casual, feminine style, and I felt like a woman again, not just a body stuffed in hospital pajamas!

This time I did not want to go back to Greenoaks.

“You won’t have to, Joni,” said dad.

“What?”

“You won’t have to go back to Greenoaks. We’ve just received word from California. Rancho Los Amigos has room for you. We’ll be leaving next week, after New Year’s.”

I began to cry. “Oh, daddy, I’m so happy. The Lord is real. He does answer prayer.”

“Mother and I will fly out there with you, and Jay will drive out and meet us there.”

“I can’t believe I’m really going.”

Rancho Los Amigos—that’s where I’ll get back my hands, I thought.







CHAPTER 7

The flight to California was a memorable experience. After all, it was my first flight, and I was flying toward hope. I’d soon regain the use of my hands—Dick and I could resume our relationship and get married. At last I could see what I thought was God’s pattern “for good” for my life.

When we arrived in Los Angeles—some 3,018 miles from the freezing cold and icy streets of Baltimore—the weather was balmy and sunny. I knew immediately that I was going to enjoy my stay.

Remembering my disappointment at my first sight of Greenoaks, I purposely avoided making a mental picture of Rancho Los Amigos. To my surprise, Rancho was beautiful and well-staffed. Many of the orderlies and staff people were college students working their way through school. Several were girls, and I was glad to have people of my own age and background to whom I could relate.

I was impressed by the order and controlled activity of this place. At Greenoaks, the staff people were always busy, but it was the kind of chaotic busyness of those who are overworked. Here, there was no lost motion. Though everyone had plenty to do, it was for the benefit of the patient, not at his expense. I’m sure that this was due to the fact that Rancho was well-staffed and the people well-paid.

Mom and dad stayed long enough to get me comfortably settled; then they returned to Baltimore, leaving Jay and Kay in a rented apartment near Rancho Los Amigos. One night, about a week later, I heard a commotion in the hall. I strained to hear the voices—there was no mistaking them. Exploding into my room were Diana, Dick, and Jackie!

“Ta da!” sang Diana, gesturing and bowing outlandishly.

“I can’t believe it!” I shrieked.

“We got lonesome,” grinned Dick.

“Glad to see us?” asked Jackie.

“Oh, you guys! How did you get here?”

“We drove all the way,” said Diana.

“Nonstop,” added Dick. “That’s why we’re so grubby.”

“Yeah,” smiled Jackie, “we came directly to the hospital. We gassed up in Nevada and haven’t made any stops since then—we wanted to get here tonight before visiting hours ended.”

“I think we drove the last fifty miles on gas fumes,” laughed Dick.

“You guys are too much!” I said. It was a wild, exuberant reunion, and a few rules regarding visitors were “bent” that night as they shared the details of their trip with me. They all talked excitedly and at once, alternately flopping on my bed and punctuating their conversation with wild gestures and contagious laughter.

Jay and Kay arrived before they left and promptly invited them to bring their sleeping bags and camp out at the apartment during their visit.

Therapy at Rancho began immediately and consisted of trying to get me to become as independent as possible. I was fitted with braces for my forearms and taught how to use shoulder and back muscles to get my arms to respond. By “throwing” certain muscles, I found that I could raise and lower my arms to some extent, but I could not move my fingers or bend my wrists, limiting the movements and use of my arms, as well as control of these movements. I could not pick up or grasp even the easiest item or utensil.

However, I did learn to feed myself. A spoon was bent at a 45-degree angle and attached to my arm brace. By moving my arm, I could swing it into a plate of food, scoop up a bite, and lift it back toward my mouth. The movement—smooth, easy, and unconscious for seventeen years of my life—was now awkward and difficult and required supreme concentration. By raising and lowering the spoon into the food on the plate, I was able to feed myself. The movement was like that of a steam shovel, and often I spilled more than I got into my mouth. But it was an exciting experience—feeding myself for the first time in a year and a half!

Gradually my movements became smoother, and I tried a fork, bent in the same way, with moderate success. It’s a small thing to be able to lift a bite of mashed potatoes to your mouth, but the sense of accomplishment for me was thrilling.

My doctor at Rancho was a bright young specialist whose methods were new and, perhaps, a bit unorthodox.

“Thanks for not sending my friends away when they burst in here, Doctor,” I said.

“I don’t want anyone chasing your friends away,” he responded. “In fact, I want them to come—as often as they can.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I want them to observe you in all your therapy, to learn as much as possible about you and your handicap.”

“You mean you want them to watch me doing P.T. and O.T.?”

“Everything. You see, Joni, I want your friends and family to know your procedures, your needs, and your problems as we know them.”

“Why, Doctor?”

“To help you become less dependent on a hospital for care,” he said.

“You want them to learn how to take care of me?”

“That’s right. And I want you to set a realistic goal for yourself regarding getting out of here and going home for good.”

“H-home?” I stammered.

“I think you should plan to finish here by April 15,” he announced.

“April 15! But that’s only three months away. Will I be ready?”

“That’s up to you. Are you willing to work toward it?”

“Oh, wow, am I!”

This seemed incredible. I was not used to dealing with my rehabilitation in this way. At Greenoaks, I never knew what was happening, if anything. I was forced to be reactionary in my hopes, so I made no plans at all. I simply took things a day at a time. But now I had something to look forward to, and it was only three months away. My head was swimming with thoughts and dreams of going home for good.

Judy, a Christian college student who worked at Rancho parttime as an attendant, became a friend. Her spiritual maturity seemed much greater than mine, so I often talked with her about the Lord, hoping some of her faith might brush off on me. Judy was attending a Bible college nearby and was delighted to share her newfound knowledge of scriptural truth with me. I felt I was making progress now in every area of my life.

Judy came in early one morning, pushing an empty wheelchair, and said, “You have enough sitting up time to be able to use a wheelchair.”

“Really? I can make it go? How?”

“You see these eight rubber knobs on the outside of the wheels?”

I nodded.

“Well, you let your arms hang down beside the wheels and get your hands up against these knobs. See?”

“Yeah—but then what?”

She said, “Remember, we’ve been working on your shoulder muscles. By throwing your shoulders and biceps into the movement, you can make your arms move against the wheel knob. It’ll be slow and tedious until you get the hang of it.”

“Okay. When do I start?”

“Now. You can drive to P.T.,” said Judy.

“But I don’t have P.T. until nine o’clock. It’s only seven now,” I told her.

Judy just grinned. “Right.”

It sure is a slow, tedious process, I thought. I was strapped in to keep me from throwing myself to the floor, and it was a good thing. I tried every exercise I could remember to make back and shoulder muscles substitute for the muscles in my arms. And it took me all of those two hours to coax the wheelchair just the thirty feet or so down the corridor to the P.T. area. By then, I was so exhausted and winded, I had no strength left for P.T. exercises!

However, Judy was waiting there to see my progress and grinned widely at my efforts.

“Beautiful!” she said excitedly.

“Really? Does everyone take this long?”

“The first time,” Judy nodded. “A lot of them just give up completely—and a few even fall out of the chair.”

I felt proud and exhilarated by the accomplishment—the first time in over a year and a half that I had moved myself through my own efforts.

With practice, I was able to improve my wheelchair ability and speed. There were some minor setbacks, though. A few times I veered into a wall and was stuck for thirty or forty minutes until rescued by someone. Finally, I was given an electric-powered chair to use. What a sense of freedom and adventure this gave me. My chair was controlled electrically by a box that I operated by using my arm brace, and I got so good at it that I practically lived in my chair.

The California community surrounding the hospital had built its sidewalks to accommodate wheelchairs; even the curbs were gently sloped for easy wheelchair traffic. It gave me a sense of independence and satisfaction to be able to go to the nearby Taco Bell for other patients with less freedom to get around. However, it was still humiliating to have people on the street stare or make comments. It was also humbling to “drive” all the way to the Taco Bell only to be stymied there, unable to get the money out to pay the man for my order. He was accustomed to waiting on handicapped people, however, and handled the situation easily and with good humor. He’d place the order securely on my lap, make change from my purse, and joke about entering me in the Ontario Raceway 500.

I didn’t enter the stock car competition at Ontario, but I did do some racing. Rick, another quadriplegic, and I each had electric wheelchairs as well as similar backgrounds in competitive sports, and that could only lead to contests.

“I can make my chair go faster than yours,” I bragged one day.

“Oh, yeah? That’s what you think. Y’wanna race?”

There was a whirring sound as our chairs raced down the corridor in a “50-yard dash.” It was a tie.

“We’ve got to go farther in order to build up speed,” Rick grinned. “Let’s race from this corner of the building all the way to the other end of the corridor, around the corner, to the front doors. Okay?”

“You’re on!” I said.

Judy and another attendant pretended not to notice our high jinks and walked the other way.

“On your mark!” I called to Rick. “Get set! Go!”

We were off side by side, veering crazily and noisily down the hall.

“Don’t crowd me, Eareckson,” chuckled Rick. “Get over to your own side of the street!”

As we noisily raced by the rooms, patients inside stared or smiled at our game. First Rick’s chair pulled into the lead, then mine, then his again.

Neck and neck, we went into the “far turn”—the right-angle turn down the next corridor. I swung into the corridor without even slowing. As I whipped around the corner, I came face-to-face with a nurse carrying a tray full of bottles and medicines. She froze. I screamed, “Look out!”

Too late. The tray went flying, crashing on the tile floor, and my chair pinned the nurse, screaming, against the wall. I tried to stop the motor by striking at my control box, but I was clumsy and couldn’t shut it off. The wheels were spinning, the nurse was shrieking, and Rick was laughing hysterically.

As punishment for my reckless driving, they took away my driving privileges for a while and confined me to low gear when I took to the road again.

Diana, Dick, and Jackie teased me about that for several days. Their “few days” visit now had stretched into three weeks, but finally they had to go back East. It was a sad but hopeful goodby. I told them to expect me home soon after April 15.

Before he left with the others, Dick held me tight. “I want you to know that I love you very much. I’ll be waiting to see you in April.” A great sense of security and reassurance came over me as Dick held me in his arms, and I began to be more optimistic about our future together when we could be more than friends again, when I’d get my hands back. Dick and I still hoped and prayed for nothing else. Perhaps we still had a future together.



By April 15, 1969, I had reached my goal in rehabilitation and was told I could go home. But a serious question was still unanswered.

“Doctor, I’ve been working hard to get my hands back. Now I’m beginning to wonder if I ever will.”

“No, Joni. You won’t ever get your hands back,” he said bluntly. “You might as well stop hoping and get used to the idea.”

The words were exactly the opposite of what I wanted to hear—what I’d been praying to hear. I wasn’t prepared to accept the fact that I’d always be a quadriplegic. Forever dependent, forever helpless.

It was not terribly surprising news. I suppose I’d always suspected it. Yet, I continually hoped that I’d find some miracle cure at Rancho Los Amigos.

Tearfully, I wrote Dick a letter explaining what the doctor had said.


For some reason, God has chosen not to answer our prayers. Dickie, I’ll never be able to use my hands. That means I’ll always be dependent and helpless. I can never be a wife. I know you love me as I love you. Yet, God must have something else in mind for us. Let’s continue to be friends, Dickie. But I want you to be free to choose other relationships. Date other girls and look for God to lead you to the right one for you for marriage. I can never be that woman. I’m sorry, Dickie, but I can never ask you to be part of such a hopeless relationship. Let’s continue our relationship based on friendship.



I didn’t sign it “your Joni” as I had done on my other letters to him. This time, I simply signed it, “Joni.”

It wasn’t easy for me to end that special relationship with Dick; in fact, I was frightened to end it. I loved him and didn’t want to lose him, but I knew I couldn’t marry him—not now. My paralysis was too great a burden to place on his shoulders. And a commitment without marriage was unfair to him. Heavy waves of grief swept over me as I realized that I would never marry Dick, and I knew I had to quit thinking about past promises that couldn’t, or shouldn’t, be kept.

I had accepted the fate that I’d never walk again. But I had believed I could still join the ranks of those handicapped persons who drive cars, make meals, work with their hands, and put their arms around someone they love. That I’d be able to drink a glass of water, bathe myself, brush my hair, and put on my own makeup. Little things, to be sure, but things important enough to make the difference between one who is merely handicapped and one who is totally dependent.

Now, ever so slowly, the reality of my injury began to sink in—I was to be a quadriplegic as long as I lived.







CHAPTER 8

When I returned from California, I stoically and glibly thanked God for whatever purpose He had in the fact that I wouldn’t get the use of my hands back, that I couldn’t ever marry Dick. But I was becoming cynical again and doubting the reality of Romans 8:28.

Mom and dad were glad to have me at home, and I was happy to be there. But inwardly I was bitter and resentful that God had not answered my prayers, had not given me my hands back.

Diana spent a lot of time at our house, taking care of my needs and trying to keep me encouraged.

“I know they told you at Rancho Los Amigos that you’d never be able to walk or use your hands again, but you can’t give up,” she urged.

“Why not?” I replied dully.

“You’ve got to work with what you have left.”

“I have nothing left.”

“Don’t give me that,” scolded Diana. “I saw people at Greenoaks and Rancho who were really bad off—blind, mute, deaf. Some even lost their minds—they were almost vegetables. They have nothing left, Joni. But you have your mind, your voice, your eyes, and your ears. You have everything you need. And you’re going to make them work for you if I have anything to say!” she said.

“We’ll see—we’ll see,” I told her.

Dick came to visit, and our conversations seemed awkward and strained. He had never really replied to my letter directly—he never said, “Yeah, Joni, you’re right. We can never get married because I can’t handle the problems and emotions involved with your handicap.”

Finally, one night, he broached the subject. “Joni, I don’t care if you get healed or not. If you aren’t healed and I’m fortunate enough to marry you, I’ll be the only person in the world to whom God gave the gift of a woman in a chair for a wife.”

“How can you say such a thing? The gift?”

“Sure. I look at you and your handicap as a special blessing.”

“A blessing?!” I interrupted.

“Yes, blessing—because God gives only good gifts,” Dick replied simply.

“No, Dickie. It’d never work. My paralysis—that’s a lot to handle. It’s almost too much for me, let alone you.”

“But sharing the burden would make it lighter for each of us.”

“That’s romantic, but unrealistic,” I told him.

Dick was silent. He did not want to accept what I was saying. He was envisioning what he wanted the outcome to be, not what it would be. Finally, his eyes ready to spill tears, he smiled and nodded. “You’re right, I guess. Maybe—I can’t deal with it. Maybe—I’m not up to it—” His voice trailed off.

Eventually Dick did start dating again. But often he’d bring his new girlfriends over to the house to meet me. In fact, some of his dates consisted of nothing more than trips to visit me. I withdrew into myself and the solitude of home. After being away so long, I appreciated the old house with all its pleasant memories. Yet for some reason, I couldn’t really feel at home there any more; I felt awkward in my own home.

This left me with eerie, anxious feelings—like the depression I felt trying to adjust during those nightmarish months after my accident.

“What’s the matter, honey?” dad finally asked.

“I—I don’t know, daddy. I’m just sad—depressed.”

Dad nodded.

“I don’t know if I can ever really adjust to being paralyzed,” I told him. “Just when I think I’ve got things under control, I go into a tailspin.”

“Well, you just take your time, Joni. We’ll do anything—anything at all—to help, you know that.” His sparkling blue eyes and smiling face radiated love and encouragement.

I sighed deeply, then said, “I guess the thing that affects me most is that I’m so helpless. I look around the house here, and everywhere I look I see the things you’ve built and created. It’s really sad to think that I can’t leave a legacy like you. When you’re gone, you will have left us with beautiful buildings, paintings, sculpture, art. Even the furniture you’ve made. I can never do any of that. I can never leave a legacy—”

Dad wrinkled his forehead for a moment, then grinned again. “You’ve got it all wrong. These things I’ve done with my hands don’t mean anything. It’s more important that you build character. Leave something of yourself behind. Y’see? You don’t build character with your hands.”

“Maybe you’re right, daddy.”

“Of course I am.”

“But why does God allow all this? Look at our family. We’ve had more than our share of heartbreak—first my accident, then Jay’s divorce, now—now little Kelly (my niece was dying of brain cancer). It’s so unfair,” I cried.

Daddy put his hands on my shoulders and looked straight into my eyes. “Maybe we’ll never know the ‘why’ of our troubles, Joni. Look—I’m not a minister or a writer—I don’t know exactly how to describe what’s happening to us. But, Joni, I have to believe God knows what He’s doing.”

“I don’t know,” I offered.

“Look, how many times have you heard somebody—we’ve done it ourselves many times—pray piously: ‘Lord, I’m such a sinner. I deserve hell and Your worst condemnation. Thank You for saving me.’ We tell God in one breath that we aren’t worthy of His goodness. Then, if we happen to run into some trouble or suffering, we get bitter and cry out against God: ‘Lord, what are You doing to me?!’ Y’see? I think that if we admit we deserve the worst—hell—and then only get a taste of it by having to suffer, we ought to try somehow and live with it, don’t you?”

“Do you think I deserved to be paralyzed—that God is punishing me?”

“Of course not, honey. That was taken care of on the cross. I can’t say why He allowed this to happen. But I have to believe He knows what He’s doing. Trust Him, Joni. Trust Him.”

“I’ll try,” I said halfheartedly.

As spring turned into summer, my emotions got no better. I’d expected a miracle from God at Rancho Los Amigos. I was convinced He’d give me back the use of my hands. When I didn’t regain my hands, I felt betrayed. God had let me down.

So I was angry at God. In order to get back at Him, I discovered a way to shut Him out along with the rest of the world. I went into moody, depressive, fantasy “trips.” I’d sleep late in order to dream, or I’d take naps most of the day to daydream and fantasize. By concentrating hard, I was able to completely shut out the present and reality.

I tried to recall each vivid detail of every pleasant experience stored in my memory. I focused all my mental energy on living these experiences again and again.

In these fantasies, I recalled every physical pleasure I had had—what it felt like to wear a soft pair of worn Levis, the warm splash of a shower, the caress of wind on my face, the feel of summer sun on skin. Swimming. Riding. The squeaky feel of saddle leather between my thighs. None of these simple pleasures was wrong in itself. But I used them to shut God from my mind.

One day, I was sitting in my wheelchair outside at the ranch, our family’s farm, in Sykesville. The friends who had come to visit me had saddled horses and gone on a trail ride. I was feeling sorry for myself, comparing my lot to theirs. Warm summer sunlight glimmered through the branches of big oak trees and danced in bright patterns on the lush grass underneath. I closed my eyes and visualized a similar day a couple years earlier. In my daydream, I was again with Jason, riding horseback together toward the forest, across the fragrant meadows, stopping in a deserted place. I relished memories of unrestrained pleasure, excitement, and sensual satisfaction—feelings I knew I had no right to enjoy then or relive now.

When the Holy Spirit convicted me, I rebelled even more. “What right have You to tell me I can’t think of these things? You’re the One who put me here! I have a right to think about them. I’ll never enjoy sensual feelings and pleasure again. You can’t take away my memories!”

But the more I thought of these and other experiences, the more withdrawn I became. I was frustrated and bitter and blamed God that these feelings meant so much to me.

I tried to savor and experience other pleasures and memories. When at a friend’s house beside their swimming pool, I treasured the experiences I used to have in the water. The liquid pleasure of wetness all around me, of slicing through the clear waters. Of bobbing up from the bottom and feeling the rush of fresh air pouring into my lungs and on my face. Of wet, stringy hair under my head as I lay sunbathing on the warm concrete apron. Of the warm tiny beads of water making small tickly lines while dripping down my drying arms and legs.

I was angry at God. I’d retrieve every tiny physical pleasure from my mind and throw it up to Him in bitterness. I couldn’t accept the fact—God’s will, they said—that I’d never do or feel these things again. Outwardly, I maintained a façade of cheerfulness. Inwardly I rebelled.

My fantasy trips became longer and more frequent. And when I ran out of memories that I felt would anger God, I created new ones. I developed wild, lustful, sexual fantasies that I believed would displease Him.



Diana came to live with us that summer. At first, she wasn’t aware of my “trips.” Then she sensed that my fits of depression were getting out of control, as if I were in a trance.

“Joni! Stop it! Wake up!” Diana screamed one day. She shook my shoulders violently. Slowly, I regained my sense of reality.

“W-what?”

“Joni! What’s wrong? I was talking to you, and you were just staring past me into space! Are you sick?”

“No. Leave me alone. Just leave me alone!”

“It’s not going to help you to avoid reality,” Diana said. “You’ve got to face up to the truth. Don’t shut it out. The past is dead, Joni. You’re alive.”

“Am I?” I replied cynically. “This isn’t living.”

Periodically she scolded me back from my fantasy trips, but, just as often, I’d leave again. I learned that taking a nap in a darkened room with a window air conditioner was my best “transportation.” The hum of the air conditioner was a hypnotic sound that shut out the world; soon I’d be in my trance, capturing past feelings and pleasures.

Finally I realized I wasn’t getting anywhere with my rebellious temper tantrums against God. I began to see that it was my way of sinning. Before my accident, sin consisted of the things I did. But now, there was no opportunity for me to give action to sinful thoughts. I began to see that sin was an attitude as much as an act. Before the action, the mind frames the thoughts and attitudes that become the basis for our rebellion against God. I saw that anger, lust, and rebellion—although “merely” attitudes—were sinful. Sin wasn’t just all the bad things I did, but an integral part of my makeup. Although there was no opportunity for me to physically rebel against God, I sinned nonetheless. It was a part of my nature.

I knew that I was being what Paul the apostle described as carnal as opposed to spiritual. I was in an impossible condition—unhappy and unable to please myself or God. “For the carnal attitude is inevitably opposed to the purpose of God, and neither can nor will follow his laws for living. Men who hold this attitude cannot possibly please God” (Rom. 8:7, 8).

Or themselves, I reminded myself. I saw that my fits of depression and flights into fantasy were doing nothing except confusing and frustrating me.

I did not understand what God was trying to show me, so I prayed: “Lord, I know now that You have something planned for my life. But I need help understanding Your will. I need help in knowing Your Word. Please, God, do something in my life to help me serve You and know Your Word.”







CHAPTER 9

It was summer, 1969, two years after my diving accident. I thought of the many things that had happened to me during those two incredible years. In taking inventory of my spiritual life, I found it consisted mainly of fantastic highs and lows—but mostly lows. In fact, I’d recently climbed out of the worst depression I’d experienced since the accident. If I didn’t receive some help, some mature guidance, I knew I’d sink again. It was only a matter of time.

I made as much progress in rehabilitation as was physically possible. It was evident now I’d never walk again; I’d never get the use of my hands again; I’d forever be paralyzed from the neck down, unable to even care for my own personal needs. It was certain now that I’d be forever dependent on others for every physical comfort or function.

This dependency was enough, in itself, to trigger another bout with depression and self-pity, and I talked about my concerns with Diana.

“I have this tremendous feeling of hopelessness and worth-lessness, Di,” I told her. “I’m praying that the Lord will do something in my life to show me that it has meaning.”

“I’ve been praying too, Joni,” she replied, adding, “you know, I’m going to bring a friend over to meet you.”

“Who? Why?”

“Steve Estes. You don’t know him, but he’s at just the opposite side of things spiritually. He has a love for the Lord and knowledge of the Scriptures that really ought to help.”

“Sure,” I volunteered without much enthusiasm.

“He’s a young guy. In fact, he’s still in high school.”

“High school?! Diana! He’s a kid?”

“No—don’t judge. Wait ‘til you meet him.”

Steve Estes came over to the house that evening, and the minute he walked through the door, he shattered all my preconceived notions about him.

Steve loomed tall above my wheelchair, and his piercing green eyes immediately communicated an attitude of warmth and openness. In the introductory conversation that followed, he made me completely at ease. He evidenced maturity and comfortable self-assurance, and one of the first things I noticed was his attitude toward me.

Many people who meet me for the first time seem awkward and uncomfortable with the chair. It intimidates them or causes them to pity me. It usually takes several visits and conversations for us to move past the chair and deal on an ordinary level. Unfortunately, some people never get to that point, and consequently I usually feel self-conscious.

Yet Steve was completely at ease, making me comfortable too. He talked fast, expressing himself with animated gestures, and seemed enthusiastic about everything. As we conversed, he began to share biblical concepts—ideas that were exciting to him and stimulating to me.

“Joni,” he said earnestly, “isn’t it great what God is doing in different people’s lives today?”

What? Who? Where? I was too embarrassed to ask the questions as they popped in my mind. It didn’t matter. Steve answered them for me.

“Kids are experiencing fantastic things in Young Life at Woodlawn. And in our church, we’ve seen God’s Spirit make a lot of people really come alive. One couple was on the verge of divorce—God brought ‘em back together. One guy was heavy into dope, and Christ saved him. A girl I know was really messed up inside, and the Lord straightened her out. Man, you should see her today!” The stories came rapid-fire, and I began to see a new reality to God’s power. The Lord had worked in people’s lives, and the truth and meaning of it spilled over into Steve’s experience and then into mine through Steve’s recounting.

Steve himself had seen God demonstrate His love and power. Steve’s faith, energy, and spiritual maturity were evidently the qualities that made him so different from me. He radiated trust, a love for Christ, and self-assured success. It was amazing to me that a sixteen-year-old could offer so much spiritual insight and wisdom. As a young adult of twenty, I had not come as far. There was something about him, a quality in his life, that I wanted. He radiated confidence, poise, and authority. He spoke convincingly of the Lord and the simple, quiet strength that faith in Christ brings to a life.

“Steve, what you say is like fresh new truth,” I said to him excitedly. “Please come back and tell me more.”

“Sure, I’d like that.”

“Can you help me get what you have? I’m a Christian. But there’s so much I don’t know about the Lord. You have so much more spiritual knowledge than I do.”

“Joni, what would you say if I came over every Wednesday and had a Bible study with you?” he suggested.

“Great,” I answered.

Diana was smiling and nodding. “I’m going to be there too, and maybe Jay and others would like to come. Is that all right?”

“Sure,” Steve smiled. It was strange. Here was a boy, just sixteen, planning to teach a group of young adults about the Christian faith. Yet no one questioned his authority or ability to do so. Even then, he had the eloquence and charisma of a spiritual teacher, a minister. Everyone respected him and responded to his qualities of leadership.

Steve enjoyed the challenge. He said, “Joni, your house really makes me feel comfortable. It’s like a retreat—the atmosphere makes me feel like we’re at L’Abri with Francis Schaeffer.”

He sensed that I—and some of the others—had not really mastered some of the basic Christian doctrines—the character of God, the deity of Christ, sin, repentance, and salvation—and these became the focus of our weekly Bible studies.

“In Ephesians,” he explained, “Paul tells us that we have a fantastic heritage: Christ chose us even before He made the world. He created us, in His image, for a particular purpose. God wants us to grow and excel, to be successful. A lot of people are confused about what true spirituality is. If a guy knows a lot of Bible verses, he’s often thought of as spiritual. But having head knowledge of Bible truth isn’t spirituality. True spirituality is putting God’s Word into practice—making His truth valid by actually doing what He says and not just pointing to it as a nice standard.”

As Steve shared basic Bible doctrine with us, I began to see the shallowness of my own faith and spirituality. My spiritual ups and downs could be charted as easily and accurately as my physical progress. This became something I wanted to overcome, something I wanted to deal with in a positive way. I began to look to the spiritual principles and revolve my life around them for a change.

Alone with God, I recalled how I’d withdrawn from reality and turned my back on Him so often. I confessed, “Lord, I’ve been wrong—wrong to try and shut You out. Forgive me, God. Thank You for this new understanding of Your Word that Steve has shared. Please forgive me and bring me back to You—back into fellowship with You once more.” The Holy Spirit began to convict, then teach me. With each succeeding week, spiritual truth became more real, and I began to see life from God’s perspective.

I learned that God’s Word is a handbook for sensible living; He doesn’t give us instructions without reason.

I saw, in fact, that God tries to warn us in Scripture; for example, sex before marriage is wrong.

There seem to be so many more warnings in the Bible about illicit sex as compared to warnings about other sinful conduct or behavior, such as gossip, envy, lying, and anger. The Bible says of these, “Resist the devil” (James 4:7)—stand and fight and overcome these faults. But as for sexual sin and sensuality, the Bible says, “flee” (1 Cor. 6:18). If I had been obedient and not given in to temptations, I would not have been tormented by longings and desires that now could never be satisfied. They were like an unquenched thirst. No matter how much I shut out reality and lived the experiences in fantasy, it could never be the same. The feelings were shadow substance and unsatisfying.

I had learned some painful lessons from my relationship with Jason. Now I reaped the consequences. I was tortured, but not because I had done something ugly and repulsive. On the contrary, physical love is beautiful and exciting. Yet God knows how it frustrates and torments without the context of marriage. I was lusting after memories. I know other girls who have cried bitter tears over the same thing. They have found that guilt and remorse over sex outside of marriage can cloud and ruin otherwise happy lives and handicap otherwise successful marriages.

But now, with God’s help and forgiveness, I repented and put all that behind me. I prayed for His direction and the mental willpower to think His thoughts and not wallow in self-pity and lustful memories and fantasies.

I concentrated on the fact that, once and for all, I had to forget the past and concentrate on the present, trusting God, claiming the promise of Scripture that God separates our sins from us forever (Ps. 103:12).

I decided to rid myself of as many reminders of the past as I could. I gave away my cherished hockey and lacrosse sticks, sold my horse, Tumbleweed, and got rid of all the other things that tied me to the old memories.

Now I was forced to trust God. I had no alternative but to thank Him for what He was going to do with my future.

As I began to pray and depend on Him, He did not disappoint me. Before, I’d say, “Lord, I want to do Your will—and Your will is for me to get back on my feet or, at least, get my hands back.” I was deciding His will for me and rebelling when things didn’t turn out as I planned.

Now I wept for all those lost months filled with bitterness and sinful attitudes. I prayed for an understanding of His will for my life. What was God’s will for my life? To find out, I had to believe that all that had happened to me was an important part of that plan. I read, “In everything, give thanks, for this is the will of God concerning you.” God’s will was for me to be thankful in everything? Okay. I blindly trusted that this was truth. I thanked God for what He did and what He was going to do.

As I concentrated on His positive instruction from the Bible, it was no longer necessary to retreat from reality. Feelings no longer seemed important. Fantasies of having physical feeling and touch were no longer necessary because I learned that I was only temporarily deprived of these sensations. The Bible indicates that our bodies are temporal. Therefore, my paralysis was temporal. When my focus shifted to this eternal perspective, all my concerns about being in a wheelchair became trivial.

Steve showed me other evidence in the Bible that God’s perspective is different from ours. In Hebrews 12:1, we are encouraged to endure life with patience. Second Corinthians 5:1-5 reminds us that our bodies are the temporary dwellings of our spirits and personalities. Philippians 1:29 says some are called to suffer for Him—maybe even suffer “fiery ordeals.” As the author of 1 Peter expressed it: “And now, dear friends of mine, I beg you not to be unduly alarmed at the fiery ordeals which come to test your faith, as though this were some abnormal experience. You should be glad, because it means that you are called to share Christ’s sufferings. One day, when he shows himself in full splendour to men, you will be filled with the most tremendous joy” (1 Peter 4:12, 13 PHILLIPS.) Steve took me through the Scriptures and helped me fit my pain and suffering into this perspective.

“Those who suffer,” explained Steve, “should concentrate on doing right and commit their lives and souls to His care. We should all do that, but the Bible makes a point of telling those who suffer fiery trials to especially live for Christ.”

In my fantasies and daydreams, I had sought the reality of past experiences because I wanted to avoid the truth of the present. Yet, even the present isn’t true reality. There will, one day, be an existence for us that will be the ultimate in reality and experience, and we can understand this truth only by faith. What we see by faith is true reality.

We were all learning and growing through Steve’s late-night sessions at our home. Diana continued to live with us and went back to college in the fall to study psychology. One of the “games” she learned in this course was role-playing to achieve better understanding of people and various situations.

One night after our study time, we all switched roles and “walked in each other’s shoes” for awhile. Diana and I changed places. Someone carried me to the sofa while Diana sat in the wheelchair.

“You know, this is strange,” remarked Diana, as she played me. “You people seem afraid of the wheelchair. Everyone seems to keep his distance. There seems to be a space around the chair that no one is willing to intrude on.”

“That’s interesting,” I added. “I was just thinking how people seem less awkward to me when I’m sitting on the couch.”

We discussed the chair and what it meant to different people. The typical reaction from strangers was condescension toward one who, to them, was somehow inferior. I suppose, as I’ve said before, some people think that if you are physically handicapped, you are mentally deficient too.

Diana, Jay, and Dick were so used to the chair that they took a casual attitude toward it. So casual, in fact, that walking with me was often a game. They’d push me one-handed or give me a shove and walk beside the chair. They often did this to puncture the stuffy, provincial attitudes some people have about wheelchairs. For example, the chair is only about two feet wide, but on sidewalks people clear a path wide enough for a car to drive through. Their subtle awkwardness only adds to the confusion and frustration of persons in wheelchairs. It makes them feel clumsy and fat.

People often stare without meaning to, especially when the chair is being wheeled too fast (at least in their opinion). Apparently, popular opinion dictates that a person in a wheelchair should be treated like a load of priceless antiques.

Older women often came up to me in a department store or on the street, clucked their tongues, and said something like, “Oh, you poor, dear, brave, brave girl.” I’d smile politely but often felt like telling them my real feelings—which weren’t always charming!

However, I came to terms with myself. If others had a problem with the chair, I tried to do everything I could to make them feel at ease. At the Bible studies, I had Dick carry me to the sofa. Out of sight, the chair no longer intimidated people. Sitting, with my legs propped up on an ottoman, I looked like a “normal” person.

What began as a simple experiment in practical psychology became a regular habit for me. I enjoyed being one of the crowd in this way and was glad it made everyone more comfortable.

Diana tried another experiment in role-playing. This time, I saw my situation as others do. She sat in the chair, and I was on the sofa. “Joni, I’d like a glass of water,” Diana said, pretending to be helpless.

Taking her role, I saw something I’d never noticed from my chair. I was annoyed.

“Gee—I’m really engrossed in this TV program. Can you wait until the commercial?” I asked.

“Well—I guess so,” sighed Diana.

Everyone smiled knowingly. I said, “Is that the way I really am? Oh, good grief—I’m sorry. I see how selfish I can be without even knowing. I’ll try to be more considerate of you guys from now on.”

Being out of the wheelchair was also good for my self-confidence as a woman. In the chair, sometimes I felt stiff and awkward, but sitting here on the couch, I felt relaxed and at ease. One evening when we were watching TV, Dick stretched out and put his head in my lap. I managed to take off my arm brace and began to stroke his hair with my hand. Of course, I couldn’t feel anything, but Dick could. He relaxed and enjoyed the normal attention of a girl running her fingers through his hair.

These were pleasant moments of growing and learning, offset only by the fact of Kelly’s sickness. She was growing weaker almost daily. But her situation, as well as my own, were made easier as I began to grow in faith and understanding.

Steve continued to come, sometimes several times a week. His Bible-based teaching of simple doctrinal truth was becoming a part of my life. Before, I had accepted doctrine pretty much without question. But it was not real in my experience. Its truth had not been tested. In my earlier depression at Greenoaks, I had examined other philosophical and theological points of view. It was no longer possible for me to accept doctrine without question, but even as I questioned, answers were provided. Steve explained Bible truth in such a way that it was as if the Lord spoke directly to me.

I saw Steve’s coming into my life as a specific answer to the desperate prayer I had prayed just before I met him.

We discussed the second coming of Jesus Christ. I learned that one day Jesus would return to earth and I’d get a brand-new body. Christ would give me a glorified body that could do everything I could do before—probably even more. Some day I would have feelings again! I won’t be paralyzed forever.

This new perspective made it unnecessary for me to retreat into fantasy trips or daydreams any more.

Steve helped me end my cycle of peaks and valleys of spiritual progress. “Set your heart on things above,” he read from Colossians 3, “and not on the passing things of earth.” Since I could see that one day I’d have a renewed body, it became easy for me to focus my desires on heavenly, eternal things. I had already lost temporal things, the use of my earthly body, so it was easy to accept this truth. Although “condemned” to a wheelchair, I knew one day I’d be free of it.

“Steve,” I said to him, “I’m beginning to see the chair more as a tool than as a tragedy. I believe God is going to teach me something more about this!”

Steve introduced me to the process of putting God’s Word into practice, of acting on His promises and commands. I would read something in the Bible and consciously say, “This is God’s will.” Intellectually, I understood the meaning of it. Emotionally, I had to put this new truth to the test, to prove it by my own will. “Yes, this is God’s will,” adding, “for me.”

“Lord, I’m trusting You to bring me through all this victoriously,” I reminded Him. Scripture took on personal meaning. Job had suffered, so he could speak convincingly to my needs. Jeremiah had suffered, and I learned from him too. Since Paul had endured beatings, shipwrecks, imprisonment, and ill health, I related to his sufferings as well. I began to see what the Bible calls a “fellowship of suffering.”

I memorized Scripture portions that had great meaning to me. Understanding these passages that spoke to my needs enabled me to better trust God with my will as well as my life. Even when distressing or despondent times came along, I could depend on the fact that “He knows what He is doing,” as daddy frequently said.

Through memorizing God’s promises, I learned that the Lord would take me out of training in this school of suffering—but in His own good time. The apostle Paul wrote that the key was to keep forever striving. Even he, at the peak of his life and commitment to Christ, admitted that he had not arrived spiritually.

Probably, I thought, my suffering and training is a lifelong process. It will end only when I go to be with Christ.

There was a lot of catching up for me to do. If life was going to mean anything, I’d have to learn everything I could—not just spiritual truth, but academic understanding as well. I’d have to find a way to make some kind of contribution to society.

Diana and Jay were eager to help me get back into circulation, up-to-date with the outside world. Seeing people and going places were refreshing and stimulating. By now, I was even comfortable in my chair, used to the stares and awkwardness of others. Being outside was a pleasant experience to my senses that summer. Shut in various hospitals for two years, I’d almost forgotten all there was to see, hear, and smell in the outdoors. These experiences saturated my starved senses. But as a result of such sensory shock, I tired easily and was forced to rest after these outdoor trips.

Steve tried to encourage me to verbalize my new understanding—to put this new truth into practice. He asked me to share my faith, the testimony of my Christian experience, with the youth group at his church. The thought of speaking to fifteen teenagers terrified me. My natural tendency then was to be shy, so when the time came, I was really nervous. I looked out at those polished, self-assured faces and was almost too petrified to speak.

“I…uh…I’m Joni Eareckson…and…uh…uh…” My mind went blank. What was I supposed to say? The teens were polite and didn’t break into snickers or mocking. “I…I…uh…I want to tell you…uh…what Christ means to me. Uh…you see…He is very…uh…real to me. I’ve…uh…had…uh…lots of troubles…uh…but I…I mean He… He’s been faithful. And uh…I hope you know Him as I do.”

My throat was dry, my face was flushed, and I couldn’t think of any way to continue, so I merely dropped my gaze and said nothing.

After an awkward, terrifying pause, Steve picked up on what I said. Somehow, he put the pieces together and made sense of it. I was both relieved and impressed that he could salvage the situation.

Later I said firmly, “I never want to do that again as long as I live!”

“Nonsense,” Steve countered. “You just need experience. I was the same way the first time a friend asked me to give my testimony at one of his street-corner evangelism meetings.”

“Really?”

“I stammered all over the place. I thought my tongue was swollen.”

“But I don’t have your gift for speaking—your presence of mind. I just can’t.”

“You should go to college,” he said, slapping my knee good-naturedly. “You could attend classes in your wheelchair at the University of Maryland. They have quite a few handicapped people there. You shouldn’t have any trouble,” Steve suggested.

“Hm-m. Maybe you’re right.”

He grinned and nodded.

“All right,” I conceded, “if Jay and Diana will help, I’ll go to college this fall.”

In September, I began attending a few classes at the university. Jay or Diana went with me and took notes for me. I signed up for Oral Interpretation, Voice Diction, and Public Speaking. My speeches were related to things I knew about and could discuss easily: relating to people with handicaps, accepting the wheelchair, and my Christian experience.

Slowly I developed confidence, especially as I saw that people were interested in what I was saying. Deep inside, I sensed that God was preparing me; that somehow, someday, I’d be able to use what I was learning.

At the same time, I began to understand spiritual truth in meaningful ways. This new understanding gave me victory over past sin, temptation, and depression. God had given me the means to control my sinful nature when I realized the importance of His reality and the present.

The fantasies ended. Forever. With God’s complete fulfillment, I didn’t need to relive memories from the past. I had come to the place where my body no longer needed the sensations I once thought so terribly important. God had taken me beyond the need for feeling and touching. Yet, He saw to it that, whenever possible, I could enjoy such things as the feel of a cashmere sweater on my cheek, a hug from someone I care about, the reassuring movement of a rocking chair, and the sensations He brought every time I went outside—wind, sun, even rain on my face. And I was grateful for all He gave.

It is important to remember that the promise “God causes all things to work together for good” only applies to those who love God, those who have been born into His family. However, due to our sin and rebellion we are alienated from God and subject to His judgment. Praise God, though, that He sent His Son, Jesus, to be judged on the cross—paying the death penalty for my sin and your sin! If we truly trust that our punishment was borne by Christ and obey Him as our Lord, we can be assured of eternal life and the promise of Romans 8:28.

It is my hope that in the course of reading this book, the Holy Spirit has enlightened your heart and mind to these truths. Jesus is alive and His power is available to you…He proves Himself daily in my life, and what more couldn’t He do in your life! Are you a part of God’s heavenly family? For indeed, I hope one day we shall meet in glory.

Joni
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CHAPTER 10

In February, 1970, my niece Kelly died of the brain tumor that had kept her in constant pain for a year. Her death underscored for me the importance of each individual soul.

I was just beginning to get a handle on a positive spiritual frame of reference myself, so Kelly’s progress in faith, though she was only five, was encouraging and helpful to me as I saw the reality of God’s love and power at work in her tiny life. Her tragedy brought us closer as a family and closer to the Lord.

We had all accepted the inevitability of Kelly’s death, and we had peace about it; yet, this did not mean that the agony of losing her did not take its toll on us or that we did not ever ask, “Why, God?”

Kelly’s mother, my sister Linda, suffered the most. Soon after Kelly became ill, Linda’s husband left and divorced her. This left her with two sons and Kelly to support, along with facing Kelly’s death. Her world seemed to be collapsing around her, and for a long time she didn’t want to face it.

Through Kelly’s death and my own paralysis, I was learning that there is nothing but unhappy frustration in trying to secondguess God’s purposes. Why God? Why did Kelly die? Why was I paralyzed? Why is someone else alive and healthy? There was no reason apart from the overall purposes of God.

We aren’t always responsible for the circumstances in which we find ourselves. However, we are responsible for the way we respond to them. We can give up in depression and suicidal despair. Or, we can look to a sovereign God who has everything under control, who can use the experiences for our ultimate good by transforming us to the image of Christ (2 Cor. 3:18).

God engineers circumstances. He used them to prove Himself as well as my loyalty. Not everyone has this privilege. I felt there were only a few people God cared for in such a special way that He would trust them with this kind of experience. This understanding left me relaxed and comfortable as I relied on His love, exercising newly learned trust. I saw that my injury was not a tragedy but a gift God was using to help me conform to the image of Christ, something that would mean my ultimate satisfaction, happiness—even joy.

Steve, in one of our fellowship study sessions, compared my life to the experience of the apostle Paul: “I want you to know, my brothers, that what has happened to me has, in effect, turned out to the advantage of the gospel” (Phil. 1:12).

I reflected over this concept one evening as Steve crossed the room to stir the fire in the fireplace. He reminded me, “Joni, what is happening to you will advance God’s cause! Paul had his prison chains; you have your chair. You can rejoice in suffering because He is allowing you to suffer on His behalf.” Steve then sat down and stretched his frame into the overstuffed chair, thumbing through his Bible. “‘You are given, in this battle,’” he read, “‘the privilege not merely of believing in Christ but also of suffering for his sake’” (Phil. 1:29).

It was exciting to think that what had happened to me could indeed “turn out to the advantage of the gospel.” I began to share my faith with more people in a positive context, and I saw that the Word of God could not be bound and chained, even if I was (2 Tim. 2:9).

Now, as each successive problem arose, it came in a context I understood. I merely trusted God. I reminded myself that all things come into my life according to Andrew Murray’s formula: by God’s appointment, in His keeping, under His training, for His time. And I had His promise that He would not heap upon me more than I could bear.

As I began to see that circumstances are ordained of God, I discovered that truth can be learned only through application.

In 1 Thessalonians, I read, “In everything give thanks.” But sometimes I didn’t want to give thanks. Emotionally, it was something I just didn’t feel like doing. Yet, I could give thanks with my will, if not my feelings.

“After all,” I reasoned one day to Steve, “for two years, I woke up every morning in a hospital. If for no other reason than that, I can give thanks that I’m no longer there.”

So I began a habit of giving thanks, even when I didn’t feel thankful. After awhile, a curious thing happened. I began to feel thankful!

“Your paralysis could even be a blessing,” observed Steve during one of our times together.

“A blessing?”

“Sure.”

“I don’t know about that,” I admitted. “I’ve come a long way just to accept my accident as something God has allowed for my ultimate good. But I don’t really feel it’s a blessing yet.”

During the weeks ahead, I read more and more on the subject of God’s sovereignty. It truly was a reassuring doctrine. As its light flooded my intellect and mind, it brightened my spirit and self-image. I felt secure, safe. God had control of everything in my life.

That spring, Steve and his parents went to a seminar where the value of “self was explained in biblical terms. Steve shared these concepts with me one afternoon when he stopped by with some books he wanted me to read.

“Joni, you must know by now the value God places on you,” he said as he plopped them on the table.

“Yes, I suppose so. Why?”

“Well, I think you’re still hung up on your self-image.”

“Hung up on my self-image? What do you mean?”

“You’re always putting yourself down—always on the defensive,” he replied.

Steve was right, of course. I’d still look at healthy, active people—attractive people—enjoying themselves around me. Everyone I compared myself to came out best. I’d even lose out when I compared myself to a mannequin!

“But that’s the same for everyone if we let society determine our value,” Steve explained as he sat down on the piano bench. “We always lose when we evaluate ourselves according to someone else’s ideas or standards. And there are as many standards as there are people. A jock measures you by your athletic ability; a student by your brains; a steady by your looks. It’s a losing battle,” he said, striking a sour piano chord for added emphasis. “We have to forget about what people say or think, and recognize that God’s values are the only important ones.”

It was true. God knew that I had hands and feet and arms and legs that did not work. He knew what I looked like. And none of these things really mattered. What counted was that I was His workmanship created in His image. And He wasn’t finished with me (Eph. 2:10).

In the days that followed, I thanked Him for “me”—whatever I was in terms of mind, spirit, personality—and even body. I thanked Him for the way I looked and for what I could and could not do. As I did, the doctrine of His sovereignty helped everything fall into place, like a jigsaw puzzle.

Not only was there purpose to my life at this point, but there was an iceberg of potential as well—10 percent above the surface, 90 percent below. It was an exciting thought—an entire new area of my life and personality not even developed yet!

“Joni, I learned this concept from an illustration Bill Gothard (Institute in Basic Life Principles) uses.* He says our lives are like paintings that God is making. Often we jump off the easel, grab a brush, and want to do things ourselves. But when we do this, we only get a bad copy of the masterpiece He intended for our lives.”

Steve added to this thought. “Joni, your body—in the chair—is only the frame for God’s portrait of you. Y’know, people don’t go to an art gallery to admire frames. Their focus is on the quality and character of the painting.”

This made sense. I could relax and not worry so much about my appearance. God was “painting” me in just the perfect way so I could enhance the character of Christ within. This gave a whole new perspective to the chair. Once it had been a terrible burden, a trial for me. Then, as I saw God working in my life, it became only a tool. Now, I could see it as a blessing. For the first time in my paralyzed life, it was indeed possible for the wheelchair to be an instrument of joy in my life.







CHAPTER 11

With new understanding and a more positive self-image came a concern for my appearance. Jay and Diana helped me fix my hair and make-up, and we learned how to buy clothes that fit me better. For example, Jay discovered that by buying my slacks three inches too long, they hung properly and didn’t hitch up above my ankles when I sat in the chair.

I was at the point in my life where I was actually satisfied with my situation. I had begun by thanking God with my will. Now I could do it with my emotions. My wheelchair was now a comfortable part of my life.

In the summer of 1970, Diana, Jay, Sheri Pendergrass (a thirteen-year-old neighbor), and I drove to Philadelphia to attend the Gothard seminar that Steve recommended highly. The sessions further helped to crystallize my thinking on all that had been happening to me. One seminar section dealt with “Sources of Irritation,” and I learned that God allows certain circumstances to come into our lives almost as a rasp to file down the rough edges, to smooth us into gems.

“Irritations come through circumstances and people,” Diana reminded us after one of the sessions. “That’s why it’s important not only to endure, but to respond with a godly attitude.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “I guess I’ve really been slow to see this truth. It’s not enough for me to put up with all that God permits by way of suffering. I need to use my situation for His glory—to let these situations make me more Christlike.”

“That’s not easy,” Jay observed.

“Boy, that’s for sure,” Sheri added. “‘Respond with a godly attitude.’ That’s what it says. But it sure isn’t all that easy!”

“Well, let’s put it to the test,” Diana suggested. “When sources of irritation come along, let’s not give in to them and let Satan get a victory over our emotions and feelings.”

During the next intermission, it seemed God gave me an excellent opportunity to test this principle concerning sources of irritation. Since I’m confined to a wheelchair, I have to drink a lot of liquids to force my kidneys to function properly in removing body wastes. Consequently, I have a catheter attached to a leg bag that collects urine and has to be emptied periodically. Sheri was taking care of me that day, and she emptied the bag but forgot to clamp it again. Soon after that, a man seated in front of us looked down, then turned around.

“Miss, I think something is wrong—” he said.

“Oh, no!” I looked down and saw a puddle running down the aisle. I flushed with embarrassment and a sick, sinking feeling. I began to feel irritation developing—irritation at Sheri, at the whole routine of my chair, at many things. Then I remembered the lesson just learned. It seemed we all saw in this humiliating incident an object lesson that proved we really did learn the truth of that point.

Other seminar truths also made a significant impact on my life. I saw anew the importance of my family in my life.

The fact that I am single and handicapped makes me especially aware of my dependence upon my folks and my sisters. Yet the principles are the same for everyone. It is no mistake that our lives and experiences are what they are—even the number of brothers and sisters we have and who our parents are. They are all part of God’s purposes and plans.

That is certainly true in my life. Each of my sisters is special to me, but each is different, with varied skills, abilities, and personalities.

“If I can’t learn to love each one of my sisters for themselves alone, how can I ever hope to love someone else with their traits?” I wondered with my friends.

“That sure makes sense,” said Diana.

“Yeah,” added Jay.

“Jay—” I said slowly, “I’m just beginning now to see how little I’ve loved and appreciated you, Kathy, and Linda. I’ve really taken your love for granted. You pick up after my friends, cook, clean, and never complain. I’m sorry I’ve been so thick. Maybe I can have my friends clean up after themselves when they visit—I mean like put the dirty dishes and glasses in the dishwasher after we have snacks.”

Jay smiled and hugged me. I had touched a sensitive spot, and she seemed appreciative.

“And I’ve really been kind of insensitive to Kathy and Butch since their recent marriage. I mean, well, she’s a schoolteacher, and I guess I don’t know enough about her work and problems to really relate to her. I’m going to make an effort to change. Will you guys pray for me?”

“Sure, Joni. We need to pray for each other ‘cause we all want to change,” said Sheri.

My greatest insight from these seminar sessions was learning that solid relationships have to be worked at. I promised the Lord (and myself) to be generally more considerate of my family and more thoughtful of their needs. It became clear to me that what happened with my family was, in a sense, a proving ground for the consistency of my dealings with others out there in the world. It was harder to be real, to be consistent, at home—but if it worked there, it would work anywhere!

Working things out through love is the standard by which God measures the success of relationships. The principle is the same whether we’re talking about a husband-wife relationship, a roommate relationship, a mother-daughter relationship, a fatherson relationship, or any relationship in which God has placed us.

Before, because of my injury and unique handicap, my world revolved around me. I enjoyed the attention and things people did for me. But now I could see the selfishness in such a situation, and I consciously tried to change—to make my world revolve around others.

In so doing, I learned not to take my friends and family for granted, not to expect them to always do things for me, but to be genuinely appreciative for all that they did, for all their favors. As a result of this conscious effort to be consistent in all my relationships, especially with my family, my friends who came to visit saw I was the same Joni Eareckson to both.

One friend said once, “Well, I think you can let your hair down with your family and be yourself and not worry about what others think.”

I disagreed. “Uh-uh. That’s the same as giving us freedom to sin. We both know guys who are pious on Sunday but live like the devil the rest of the week. It’s like saying, ‘I don’t really care enough about my family to show them love and patience. They’re not worth it.’ I think that if Christ is to be real in my life as I relate to others, He first has to be real in my attitudes with my family.”

I saw God continually “working out my salvation.” He helped me deal with my past, for which He had forgiven me through Christ’s death and resurrection. Then I saw Him effectively at work in the present. Although still apprehensive, I knew God was working in my life to save me not only from the past penalty of sin, but from its present power. Finally, I knew His Spirit was busy within me, trying to create a Christlike character in my life. Therefore, I could trust Him for the future and the full expression of His redemption that I would realize in the life to come.

My art had no special place in my life during this period of growth. Although I often relaxed by drawing or dabbling in creative things, art didn’t really fit into the overall scheme of things. It was just a simple pleasure I pursued for fun, as was my interest in music.

During the summer of 1970, I met Dick Rohlfs and brothers Chuck and Craig Garriott. After we got to know one another during Steve’s Bible studies, Dickie, Dick, Craig, Diana, and I formed a singing group. Often our house was filled with music and people. Craig’s bass guitar resounded off the cathedral ceilings of our living room, and the music got so loud we had to open the windows. Many times, mom and dad sat on the steps at the edge of the room, clapping and singing along with us, often until after midnight when we were all too hoarse to continue. We were pretty good—good enough to sing for Young Life and Youth for Christ clubs, churches, and other functions.

About this same time, I was asked to work as a counselor with a Young Life club in nearby Randallstown. I agreed and began to share with the high school kids the excitement and enthusiasm of the wonderful things God was now doing in and through my life. The spiritual lessons and values I’d learned were of importance to every Christian, and I was concerned that these eager, bright, young teenagers might learn the lessons God had taught me without having to go through the same suffering I had.

I understood their lives and experiences. Just a few years earlier, I too had been restless, uncertain, searching. I could relate to them on many levels, and I understood them from the perspective of their own “handicaps”—shyness, being overweight, not having a date, braces on their teeth, divorced parents, and many other “handicaps.”

“God’s Word is true,” I told a group of the girls. “I know it’s true because I’ve experienced it. I’ve found it to be so.” They listened attentively as I shared my emotional failures and spiritual successes. Many of them came to the Bible studies we’d hold out at the ranch in Sykesville. To break the ice, we dreamed up all kinds of fun projects for the girls who came, ranging from simple pajama parties to ridiculous games designed to bring the girls together—not only for the fun, but for the spiritual lessons that followed.

That summer, Jay and I went to the Young Life camp in Colorado as counselors. The camp, named Frontier Ranch, was situated in the central Rocky Mountains. It was exciting to be there—my first time back in the crisp mountain air since before my accident. I basked in the sun and Rocky Mountain beauty, with fragrant pine-laden breezes. Of course, I couldn’t participate in the hikes, horseback riding, running, or mountain climbing, and the kids felt bad about this. But when they saw I wasn’t unhappy and was content to watch them, they seemed more relaxed.

“Don’t you wish you could do these things with us?” one young girl asked me.

“Well, not really. I’m just happy to be out here—out in God’s outdoors where I can meditate on His goodness and greatness and pray. I’m not upset because I can’t keep up with you girls. After all, some of the other counselors can’t keep up in everything you want to do either!”

Gradually the girls accepted me and my chair and tried to involve me as much as possible in their activities. And although they knew I couldn’t check on them after curfew, they never took advantage of my handicap and always treated me as a normal human being.

In the club meetings, outings, and Bible studies, we challenged the kids to live for Christ. We also helped them envision success—to relate their God-given gifts and abilities to service for Christ and His kingdom.

One girl, for example, took an interest in helping me. Debbie (who has since married Chuck Garriott) became a physical therapist. I don’t think I necessarily planted that idea in her mind, but I did provide an experience for her in which she felt needed and important by using her talent to help someone.

Towards the end of summer, we had a going-away party for Steve. It was a time of mixed emotions. I was happy for him that he was going off to Bible college, but I was sad to think that our spiritual sharing would end.

“It’s not going to end,” Steve reassured me. “Look, I read somewhere that ‘nothing of God dies when a man of God dies.’ You can also interpret that to mean ‘no one is indispensable.’ God doesn’t leave when His children move away. Joni, you just keep your focus on Christ, not me.”

“But, Steve, I’ve learned so much from you this past year. You’ve introduced me to Paul, to the great Christian writers. I’m excited for you—and I’ll pray for you at Columbia Bible College—but I’m going to miss you. God has used you to turn my life completely around. I’ve grown dependent on you as my spiritual leader this year.”

“Listen—that’s not true, Joni. God just used me. The Holy Spirit was your real instructor. Keep on with Christ. Keep memorizing the Word. He’ll be faithful, Joni.”

Steve left for college and, in spite of his reassurances and many letters, I still missed him. Yet, he was right in that I could still grow and learn by looking to the Holy Spirit for direction and understanding.







CHAPTER 12

That fall of 1970, my life began to take on interesting dimensions. With Steve away at Bible college and other friends at college or getting married, I became aware once more that there were no prospects for my own marriage. I began to deal realistically with the concept that God’s plan for me was singleness. It was a disappointment to read Christian books on the subject, since most of them assume that the single woman must prepare to one day be a married woman. Few, if any, give realistic, practical advice for a woman confronting singlehood as a lifelong reality.

I still had deep-seated and highly emotional reservations about giving up Dick. I felt I was doing the proper thing. I had no right to marry—unless God returned that right as a special grace. That seemed remote and highly unlikely.

So I tried to accept my single role without bitterness or bad attitudes.

I often sang or was a bridesmaid at the weddings of my friends—and even caught the bridal bouquet several times. These occasions brought forth feelings and emotions long forgotten—or so I thought until they surfaced.

I suppose, deep down, I was secretly wishing for the right man to come along—the man who could handle my handicap and the chair. Lord, You know I’m content in my present state, but I suppose I’ll always wonder if You have a man planned for me.



Many of my friends were married now, and I often found it difficult to relate to them. Their interests were different; they were caught up in establishing a home and family—too busy with their own lives taking on new directions to be involved in the interests we once had together. By now I was mature enough to accept this as a natural development in our friendships, so I wasn’t resentful or bitter. But I did feel separate, alone.

I wondered whether God would ever bring into my life a man capable of loving me for myself and willing to spend his life with me. Could I ever be happy single? Hadn’t I gone through enough? Would God try me further by allowing me to remain single all my life?

These questions fed my emotional insecurity, and loneliness swept over me.

“God,” I prayed, “please bring someone into my life to bridge this emptiness.”

Why? Isn’t My grace sufficient for you?

I knew I was asking for my desires and not God’s will. But, after all, didn’t Jesus say, “Ask whatever you will in my name and I’ll give it to you”?

Shortly after that, at a Young Life leadership meeting, I met Donald Bertolli, a friend of Dick’s.

“Don’s from the tough area of town—Pimlico—and works with kids from the street,” the leader said, as he introduced Don. “Our church, Arlington Presbyterian, sponsors this work among the poor minority kids there.”

Donald was a handsome, rugged man of Assyrian-Italian descent, with large, dark brown eyes. He seemed wound like a spring—full of energy and strength. Although he was older than most of us—twenty-seven to my twenty-one, for example—he seemed to enjoy the time together with us.

When he spoke, it was often with a question. His voice had cracks and a roughness that reflected a streetwise background. He distrusted pat answers and persisted to get at the real core of truth. His voice was also hesitant, somewhat shy, almost as if he was afraid to share his inner thoughts aloud.

As he questioned, he’d stop to reflect. He gave intense concentration to what was said but didn’t seem easily swayed or convinced.

When someone acknowledged, “But that’s the way it is,” Donald interrupted with, “That’s a cop-out! Nothing has to be just because that’s the way it’s always been before.”

I was impressed not only with his good looks and intelligence, but with his mature Christian testimony and strong character.

Donald came over to me after the meeting ended and chatted briefly. In those few moments, I learned we had a great deal in common. He talked about his interests—athletics, God, and Christian service.

“Joni, let’s talk some more. Can I see you again?”

“Sure—come on over any time.”

It was a standard invitation. I’d extended it to many others who asked to talk with me, so I didn’t really expect him to be at our door first thing the next morning. But he was.

“Someone’s here to see you. I don’t know who he is, but he sure is good looking!” said Jay in hushed tones, waking me.

“Who? What time is it?” I yawned.

“Nine o’clock. He says his name is Don.”

“Tell him I’ll be out in awhile. Just give me a minute to wake up.” Being a late riser, this was the time I usually woke in the morning.

Jay went into the other room and chatted pleasantly for a moment or two, then excused herself to come and help me get up, dressed, and ready for the new day.

“Good morning!” I said cheerfully a half-hour later when Jay wheeled me into the other room.

“Hi!” Donald said. He bounded out of the chair and came toward me. “Hope I’m not intruding—but you did invite me, didn’t you?”

“Of course I invited you. My day usually starts around this time, so you’re not intruding.”

Donald began to talk. When he stopped for breath, it was noon. I hadn’t had breakfast and was hungry, but he showed no signs of ending the visit.

“Donald, would you like to stay for lunch?” I asked.

“Hey, I’d love to—if it’s no bother.”

Jay prepared a lunch and listened while we talked. Actually, I did most of the listening too. I learned about Donald, his family, how he met the Lord, all about his work among the young black kids in Pimlico, and his ideas for Christian service.

“Donald, would you like to stay for dinner?” asked Jay later.

“Hey, I’d love to—if it’s no bother.”

We talked through dinner and finally, after dinner, Donald rose to leave.

“Can I come back to see you?” he asked.

“Uh—well,” I hesitated, thinking he might be at the door in the morning again. “Tomorrow I have classes at college.”

“Let me take you.”

“Uh—that’s okay, Donald. Thanks, but Jay usually takes me. She knows my routine and needs.”

“Okay. Well, I’ve really enjoyed this visit. Let’s do it again.”

“I’d like that.”

The next day, he met us outside the school and spent the remainder of the day with us. At first, I was a little put off by what seemed an overbearing approach. But by the third day (when he came to the ranch again), I was beginning to like him.

At the next Young Life leadership session, he was there, smiling, handsome, and personable. During the course of the evening, Diana and I got into a friendly but heated discussion over some theological insignificance, and many of the younger people there chose sides and joined in. Yet, Donald seemed to withdraw. That was strange, since there were several new Christians at the study. I was sure he would speak up and end the confusion that Diana and I had raised in our debate.

Finally, the study ended. Donald rose and said to me, “Joni, before you turn in tonight, look up 2 Timothy 2:14 and read it. I think it’ll really speak to your heart.”

Then he left.

Excitedly, I looked for my Bible. “Hey, great! Why didn’t he tell me about this verse before?” I said, thinking it was a verse to help me convince Diana that I was right. Someone found the verse and read it to me: “Remind your people of things like this, and tell them as before God not to fight wordy battles, which help no one and may undermine the faith of some who hear them.”

I was stunned by the impact of that truth and convicted that we had argued about such a trifle that evening. Most of all, though, I felt bad about my own immaturity.

However, the other side of the coin immediately became clear to me. I was impressed with Donald’s maturity, sensitivity, and wisdom. I saw in him a man of authority, and he became more and more attractive to me. I thought of him often during the next few days.

At our next meeting, we exchanged greetings and immediately shared how much each of us was beginning to mean to the other.

“Joni, before I became a Christian, where I come from it’s every man for himself—dog eat dog, y’know? I’ve been in Christian circles for several years now, though. But, it’s funny—I’ve never experienced people showing love before. I’m really attracted to you.”

“I like you too, Donald. No one’s ever come to me before and started a friendship so easily. Usually they’re put off by my chair. It takes a while to get past my handicap. When they get to know me, they forget the chair. But with you—well, it’s like you never saw the chair in the first place.”

“Joni, I don’t know—I guess it’s my background—but I can’t cover my feelings and emotions. I won’t try to hide behind some jive talk or hypocrisy. I won’t ever con you,” he told me.

“I’m glad you don’t beat around the bush. I like it when a person isn’t afraid to say what’s on his mind,” I replied.

We saw a great deal of each other in the weeks and months that followed. Before summer ended, Donald took me to Ocean City. He stood beside my wheelchair on the boardwalk as we inhaled the fresh, salty ocean air and soaked in the sounds of gulls and waves crashing.

Old memories returned—the feel of sand between my toes and the exhilarating wetness of the surf splashing over me in the water. I sighed and sat in my chair, prepared to watch Don swim for my vicarious enjoyment.

But suddenly, seeming to sense my mood, he began pushing me off the boardwalk into the sand. The wheels bogged down, but he was strong and virtually plowed furrows toward the wet sand near the water’s edge. Here it was packed, and traction was easier.

Donald didn’t stop! He plunged ahead with a controlled recklessness until I was all the way out in the water—up to my legs.

“Don-aid! What are you doing?” I screamed. The wheelchair was completely into the rolling surf. I was both shocked and thrilled at the impromptu excitement.

People on the beach looked at this ridiculous sight, uncertain as to whether they should intervene and stop this “madman” who was “trying to drown the poor crippled girl.” My laughter and obvious enjoyment reassured them, however, and they returned to their own preoccupations.

Donald picked me up and carried me out into the breakers. I couldn’t feel it, but I knew my heart was pounding madly.

After this Ocean City experience, I was floating on air. Donald made me feel “normal” for the first time since my accident. The wheelchair was no object to get in his way—there was no pity or uncomfortable, awkward uncertainty. He treated me as he would any woman he liked. He was strong, but always gentle, giving me assurance. I knew he’d never let anything happen to me.

Donald also made me feel attractive, feminine. For the first time since my accident, I felt like a woman—appealing to someone who saw qualities of beauty in me.

As the season changed, Donald took me on picnics and trail hikes. He’d push my wheelchair as far as he could on the trail. When the path narrowed too much, he’d simply fold up the chair, pick me up, and carry me to the top of the hill. There he’d spread out a blanket, and we’d have a picnic lunch and view the scenic beauty.

We’d talk for hours, sharing God’s Word and what each of us had learned through our individual Christian experiences. These were romantic, enjoyable, spiritual times. And each one brought us closer together.

I began to worry about my growing deep affection for Donald and where such feelings might lead me. I knew I had to guard against becoming too involved, too close, guard against caring too much for him. Anything more than a “platonic” relationship would be out of the question.

By the spring of 1971, we were spending a great deal of time together. He often took me with him to his work on the street. As I watched him minister to the kids, I was even more impressed with him as a person. His strengths made him a dominant individual in every situation he faced. He was confident without being domineering.

Against my better judgment, I was allowing myself to become even closer to him, allowing strong emotional ties.

One day as I was outside drawing a picture in the warm, spring sunlight, Donald leaned over and said softly, “Joni, I love you.”

Caught up in the creative and spiritual expressions of my drawing, I said, “I love you too, Donald,” with the same inflection I’d use in saying. “Yes, you’re a good friend too, Donald.”

“Joni, I don’t think you understand—” he paused and looked intently into my eyes. “Joni—I’m falling in love with you!”

He bent down to take my face in his hands and kiss me. I was frightened. I couldn’t kiss him without weighing the importance of my actions. A kiss from another woman might be just a casual display of affection. But for me, in a wheelchair, it called for mutual commitment. I didn’t want to impose such a commitment on Donald without letting him think through the consequences.

“Look, Donald, this is—”

“But I love you.”

“I—I don’t know.” I was afraid. A relationship based on anything but friendship would be out of the question. “You—uh—we’re not able to handle it.”

As confident and self-assured as Donald was with me, I felt deep inside that even he could not ultimately deal with the complications my paralysis presented.

Later, I mentioned the episode to Diana and Jay. As I shared my emotional feelings, they both became overprotective and guarded.

“I don’t think you should get serious with Donald,” urged Jay. “You’ll both get hurt.”

“Joni,” added Diana, “I know he’s sincere and doesn’t take advantage of you. I know he’s good to be with, and I can tell he really likes you. But love? Wow, that’s something else altogether. Be careful. Please be careful.”







CHAPTER 13

That same summer I had met Don, Diana had met and fallen in love with a young man named Frank Mood. Diana and Frank were married in June, 1971, and moved into a house near our family ranch in Sykesville. About the same time, Jay invited me to come and live with her at the family ranch. Jay lived in the two-hundred-year-old stone and timber building that had once been slaves’ quarters well over a century ago, and that dad had remodeled. It was a quaint, two-bedroom cottage on a knoll overlooking the picturesque river valley. Living at the ranch would mean that I could spend time with Jay, Diana and Frank, or Kathy and Butch, and they all would share in caring for my needs.

When it was decided I would live with Jay, dad added a wing to her house. It was a big room, planned for the same kind of traffic and entertainment of friends as the house in Woodlawn. In the corner was a beautiful fireplace. The outside walls had picture windows to let in light and scenic beauty. The inner walls were lined with wood paneling he made by hand. The center of the big room was dominated by a huge oak dining-conference table where all our activities seemed to center.

I had loved the ranch as a girl; I loved it even more now. It brought a sense of tranquillity and beauty into my life.

Donald liked the ranch too, and he spent more and more of his time there with me. Together we took trips to Ocean City, went on picnics, on hiking trips in the hills, and other outings. I never worried about going anywhere with him because I knew he could handle any emergency. He was strong enough to carry me by himself; he helped me eat and drink; he emptied my leg bag, and he could position me in my chair.

I was relaxed and at ease with him. He was never put off by the physical aspects of my handicap and never bothered by the wheelchair itself. He treated me normally; he joked, played, challenged, and provoked me as he would if I were not paralyzed.

If anyone can handle the physical and psychological problems of my handicap, Donald can, I thought. The possibility of a man coming into my life, not as a brother in Christ, but as a romantic interest, both frightened and excited me.

Diana and Jay again warned me not to get romantically involved with Donald. Later, Diana told me of a similar “Dutch uncle” talk she had had with Donald on the same subject.

“Donald, I want you to know that Jay and I are concerned about what’s happening with you and Joni,” Diana had cautioned.

“Concerned?” he asked.

“Yes. You’re getting too serious. Have you thought about what this means to Joni?”

“Yes, I have,” Donald replied. “I’ve thought very seriously about what’s happening. I wouldn’t lead her on if I weren’t serious. Diana, I’m falling in love with Joni.”

“But—Donald—uh—usually when two people fall in love, they make plans to marry and spend the rest of their lives together.”

“Yes, I know. Diana, I know all the problems. I’ve thought and prayed about all the problems of such a relationship. I know the consequences if we’d get married. But I can handle it. I’d marry her now if she’d have me!”

When Diana shared her conversation with me, she still wasn’t sure. “Joni, I’m really happy for you—but—”

“I know, Diana,” I reassured her. “I’m filled with mixed emotions too. On one hand, I’m sure I love him, and I believe, really believe, that if anyone can handle such a marriage, Donald can. On the other hand, I think it’s probably impossible for anyone to cope with it. I—I guess it’s that doubt I want to protect myself from.”

“Do you love him?”

“Yes, I guess I do. It’s scary. But, y’know, I like it!”

As our love grew, I kept weighing the significance of such a relationship.

“We’re talking about a terribly important commitment, Donald,” I said one day as we were driving to a softball game.

“I know. But we’re able to handle it, Joni. We’re both independent and resourceful spirits. We can do it.”

“But marriage—”

“Is no more out of the question than anything else. I could take care of you—bathe you, fix meals, clean the house. We could get a mobile home so everything is compact and easy to handle. When we can afford it, we could get something better—maybe even some cleaning and cooking help. Meanwhile, I could do it. I could take care of you.”

We pulled into the park and stopped near the ball diamond. “But I could never really be happy not being able to serve you fully as a woman. I want to fix you meals, care for your needs. I want to be able to express my love and tenderness fully as a woman.”

“Well, I’m a liberated male, I guess. My cooking and caring for you won’t detract from my masculinity. And as for sex, well—I’ve heard it said that it’s overrated,” he smiled. “Don’t worry, Joni. Sex isn’t that important. I can handle it.”

I was unsure. I felt that sex was, indeed, an important part of marriage. But as I weighed the problem, I thought, Perhaps Donald is right. After all, if he says he can cope with the problems, I believe him. I’ve learned to trust his judgment. I also recalled the lectures given to paraplegics and quadriplegics at Rancho Los Amigos during my rehabilitation there. Doctors instructed us on the possibility of lovemaking—even the fact of being able to have children. Our bodies being paralyzed only meant we had no physical feelings; function was not impaired.

“But you know—I can’t feel anything,” I reminded Donald. “I don’t think that I could really be free to satisfy you. I’d feel trapped by my body, not able to express love and tenderness in ways that would meet your needs. We’d both be turned off by a lifetime of mutual frustration!”

“I said it’s not important.” Then he took my chair out and lifted me into it, continuing, “People live with worse problems. Besides, we’ll work it out.”

“I—I don’t know. I suppose. If you tell me that you can handle that kind of a marriage, I guess I believe you. I—I suppose I could commit myself to you.”

Donald smiled tenderly and nodded. Oblivious to the players on the ball diamond, he bent his face toward me in a kiss. This time, I felt his gesture was rich with mutual commitment and meaning. And this time, I returned his kiss with the deep feelings of giving and trust. My head swam with emotion and excitement as he wheeled me toward the bleachers.

This is too good to be true! I thought. Donald came into my life at exactly the time Diana, my best friend, is going out of my life for marriage and a family of her own.

God had brought me someone who really cared about me; someone who sincerely believed in the idea that we could spend the rest of our lives together.

“This is God’s highest plan for me,” I reasoned with Jay when I returned home that evening. “It’s that ‘most excellent thing’ He has reserved for my life! After all these years of patience, in accepting my lot as a handicapped person—and especially an unmarried person—God is now rewarding my patience and trust. Donald is the answer to my prayers!”

I was deliriously happy. Even when I was on my feet, I’d never been this happy. We both talked excitedly about sharing our lives together, about serving Christ together.

As I thought of this and what God’s will on the matter was, I looked to Scripture. Everywhere I turned, verses leaped from the pages to confirm my thoughts.

“No good thing will the Lord withhold from those who walk uprightly.

“Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above.

“Donald is my ‘good thing,’ my ‘perfect gift’ from the Lord,” I told Jay.

She shook her head. “I don’t know, Joni. Don’t read in more than is there.”

I wrote a song expressing my thoughts and gave the poem to Donald:


I woke up this morning to the sight of light—


bright, yellow, mellow—


and I thought it only right





To praise my God for morning—and you.



Lying here, teasing my mind with sleep in mist-muted colors—


Smiling, I keep on



Praising my God for the evening—and you.



A trail of thoughts giving way to dreams of past and future—


that finally it seems that I



Praise my God for the present—and you!



I was so happy. I’d never imagined anyone would love me as a woman while I was in the chair. I suppose that’s why I was so thrilled and excited when it really happened.



Just before Christmas that year, Donald and I had our first argument. We’d been spending a lot of time together, and I began to become possessive. I was even upset when he had to work. I wanted to spend all my time with him; I wanted his life to center around me.

When pretty, young girls from church or youth groups came to visit, I was jealous when he laughed and chatted with them. I became envious that I wasn’t on my feet to compete for his attention.

It became more and more difficult for me to concentrate on God’s Word and have a devotional or prayer life. It was hard to discuss spiritual things after bickering about “why didn’t you come and see me last night?” As a result, my prayer life dwindled to nothing.

My feelings for him became almost all-consuming.

Donald reacted vocally and forcefully. He reminded me that I was acting foolish—like a possessive schoolgirl. I told him I was sorry, that I wouldn’t be so demanding of his time and affections; but for some reason, I’d still give in to these unreasonable fears.

Donald decided we both needed a vacation from each other, so he planned to take a trip to Europe in January, 1972. I resisted, taking his plans as a personal rebuke, as if he wanted to get away from me for some reason.

“I just think we need some time to ourselves, Joni,” he explained. “Don’t read anything else into it at all. Besides,” he added, “I’ve wanted to take this trip for a long time. The guys and I will probably never have an opportunity like this again.”

Dickie and Dave Filbert went to Europe with him. Inside, I had all kinds of unreasonable fears. For the first time, I was afraid for our relationship. What if he leaves me? What if he really can’t cope? What if it doesn’t work out? The trip to Europe lasted about three weeks. During that time I received letters and postcards from Switzerland, Germany, France, and other places they visited. The messages were all the same—that he missed me, loved me, and wished I was with him.

When he returned from Europe, he exploded into the house. “I missed you so much, I couldn’t wait to get back,” he exclaimed. He did come back—more loving and sensitive than ever.

Donald and I began talking about the possibility of my being healed. Until now, I’d accepted my situation. But my desire to be a complete woman led me to fiercely claim promises I felt the Lord had put in His Word for me. After all, I reasoned, He allows us to have experiences of suffering and sickness to teach us. I’ve learned an enormous amount through my accident. But now that I’ve learned what He had for me to learn, He might heal me! This was to be a new adventure of faith—the next phase of spiritual development for me.

Of course, physiologically, I could not be healed—my injury was permanent. Yet I knew nothing was impossible for God. Did He not, through Christ, heal all kinds of paralysis and sicknesses? He even raised the dead.

Even today there are miracles of healing. I’d heard about many cases of “permanent,” “incurable,” or “fatal” diseases or injuries being reversed.

Donald and I read James 5 and other passages, concentrating on the idea that it was God’s will for me to be healed. The Lord seemed to speak to us through John 14 and 15 and many other passages, and we prayed with renewed enthusiasm and thankfulness.

We believed that finding God’s will was a matter of circumstances, faith in God’s love, the assurance of His Word, and dependence on the power of His Holy Spirit. There was new optimism in the prospect of sharing our lives together.

“We’re absolutely convinced that God wants me healed!” I told Diana.

“Joni, this whole thing is getting out of hand. You’re twisting God’s arm—blackmailing Him. You’re not being realistic about this,” she replied.

“Diana, I’m surprised that you’d say that. I thought you’d have more faith than that. You must have faith that God really does want to heal me,” I said by way of rebuke.

Donald and I prayed that God would bring about the circumstances for us to trust Him. I began to inform my friends that God was going to heal me soon. Each time Donald and I got together we prayed it would be soon.

“Lord, we have faith. We believe Your Word that You want us healthy and able to better serve You,” prayed Donald.

“Thank You for the lessons in trust and patience that You have taught me through my suffering, Lord. And thank You for what You plan to do to bring glory to Yourself by healing me according to Your promises,” I added.

As we continued to pray about this matter, we planned to attend a church service where the format of the healing ministry outlined in James 5 could be followed.

Several friends drove me to the church. Elders came and laid hands upon me and anointed me with oil, according to the scriptural injunction. They read promises from the Bible and prayed for me.

With all the faith, devotion, and spiritual commitment we could discover through our own inner resources, Donald and I prayed and trusted.

I wasn’t anticipating immediate healing, but expected a slow recovery, since my rehabilitation alone had taken nearly two years. It was logical to think God would restore me gradually, I reasoned.

But after several attempts and many healing services, it became obvious that I wasn’t going to be healed. I was able to accept the reality of the situation, but I was frustrated—probably more for Donald than myself. Donald was quiet, yet intense. He seemed to be questioning everything, reevaluating all that had happened. It was awkward, especially for him, after pinning so much to that prayer of faith that went “unanswered.” His introspection was guarded, and he began spending more time away from me. I resented this, again jealous of his time.

When Steve came home on college break, he, Diana, and I discussed the possible reasons God did not answer our prayers. “Why do you suppose He didn’t want you healed?” Diana asked.

“I don’t know.”

Steve broke in, “You know, I was thinking about that when I read Hebrews 11 recently. You know the passage?”

“Yeah, it talks about the people of faith,” I answered.

“Well, it also says there are two categories of people—those whose faith was rewarded and those whose faith was not. All kinds of miraculous, fantastic things happened to some. Others were ‘sawn asunder,’ ‘saw not the promises,’ or did not experience a visible reward.”

“And you think I’m in the latter category?” I asked.

Steve leaned forward to make a point. “Uh-huh. I think so. For now, anyway. But not forever. Second Corinthians 5 tells about the wonderful resurrection body you’ll have some day instead of a useless, earthly body. We’re living in ‘tabernacles’ now—temporary dwellings. But someday we’ll live in temples—heavenly bodies that are perfect and permanent.”

“But what about those verses we read about faith?” I protested.

Steve grabbed my knee to emphasize his words—as if I could feel it. “But that’s what I’m trying to say! Remember the faith healer who told you, ‘I believe it is God’s will that you be healed’?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I believe it too. I believe it’s God’s will for everyone to be healed. But maybe we just can’t agree as to timetable. I believe it is His will, but apparently it doesn’t have priority over other things. You will be healed, but probably not until you receive your glorified body.”

“But God does heal other people,” I argued.

“Yes, I know. I don’t question His sovereignty on this,” he replied.

Diana added, “But when He does heal someone supernaturally, He must have reasons for it. For instance, there seems to be a lot of examples of healing miracles overseas in cultures where missionaries work. When people don’t have the written Word of God, maybe they need a more obvious witness—you know, like ‘signs and wonders’—to attract them to Christ.”

“Yeah, could be,” I answered.

Steve went on to say, “In our culture, it wouldn’t be appropriate or necessary. Some hot-shot, sensation-seeking press would change the focus and distort the whole situation. God wouldn’t receive the glory, and the whole purpose would be lost.”

“I think maybe that’s the way it works,” I remarked.

Diana nodded. “It’s a dangerous misunderstanding of the Bible to say categorically that it’s God’s will that everyone be well. It’s obvious everyone is not well.”

“Right. We’re trying for perfection, but we haven’t attained it yet. We still sin. We still catch colds. We still break legs and necks,” I said, adding, “The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced that God doesn’t want everyone well. He uses our problems for His glory and our good.” As I thought of this, I recalled several godly families touched by tragedy and disease. Many who truly love the Lord are often afflicted the most and fall into this category.

Man’s dealing with God in our day and culture is based on His Word rather than “signs and wonders.”

“You know,” Steve said, “there’s really no difference in God’s power. Maybe you have greater credibility because of your chair than if you were out of it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Remember the Greek word for the power of God? I think it’s dunamos.”

“Yeah, it’s where we get the word dynamite.”

“Or dynamo,” Steve said. “They both mean great power. One is explosive energy. The other is controlled, useful energy. A healing experience would be like an explosive release of God’s energy getting you out of the chair. But staying in the chair takes power too—controlled energy flowing through you that makes it possible to cope.”

Over the next few months, Donald and I talked about this and many other things; but one thing we now avoided was talking about our future.

Then one day when Donald came, I sensed an awkward quiet, a tenseness. Finally, in a low voice, he said, “Joni, I’m going to be counseling this summer up in New York at a Young Life camp. I’m leaving tomorrow. I just wanted to come and say good-by.”

I thought, That’s good. Things have been a bit sour in our relationship lately. We both need a breather from each other—like the Europe trip. But I was puzzled about the decisive inflection Donald gave to the word good-by.

“What do you mean, good-by? You’ll be gone for several weeks, but—”

“No, Joni. This is it. I’m sorry. We never should have allowed this relationship to develop the way it has. I never should have kissed you. We never should have shared the things we shared. We never should have talked and dreamed of marriage. It was all a mistake.”

“A mistake! What do you mean? You were the one who encouraged me! I was the one who didn’t want to get involved. You’ve kissed me and held me. I went from fear to hope because you told me you loved me and wanted us to build a life together! Donald—I’ve shared things so deeply with you—more than I’ve shared with my own family. And you’re just going to walk away, just like that? Now you’re saying it’s a mistake—that you were just leading me along?” My voice faltered as I desperately tried to put words and thoughts together.

Hot tears of rage and frustration made me want to throw myself on him and beat him with my fists. All I could do was sit there and sob.

“I wasn’t leading you along, I swear it,” Donald said firmly. “I sincerely thought I could do it. But I was wrong. It’s impossible. It’s all a mistake.”

“Oh, dear God, what is this? Is it really happening?” Panic swept over me as I thought of Donald standing across the room saying good-by. What happened? He came into my life and made me feel so attractive and useful—a woman. I didn’t think anyone would ever care for me as much as he had. I didn’t think it possible I could love anyone as deeply as I loved him.

I tried to stop crying. “Maybe you need time to reconsider—”

“No. Joni. I’ve thought seriously about what I’m doing. There’s no turning back. It’s over. I’m sorry.” With that, he turned and walked to the door.

“Donald! Don’t leave me! Donald, wait!”

“Good-by, Joni,” he said quietly and closed the door behind him.

“No! Oh, my God—why are You letting this happen? Why are You hurting me like this?”







CHAPTER 14

And so, with a simple “good-by,” Donald walked out of my life. My heart and mind raged. How could he be so cruel after being so loving and tender?

Yet, after I regained my composure, I saw that he hadn’t meant to be cruel. It was simply his style—no jive, no hypocrisy, he had said.

I knew when he left that he was walking out for good. He gave me no false hopes, no wrong impressions. In the long run, it was the least painful of any method he could have used.

I learned that Dick and Donald, good friends since school days, had shared the problem with each other. Dick, who himself had had similar confusion in his relationship with me earlier, had warned Donald not to let his feelings for me get out of hand.

“I know exactly what Don is going through,” Dick told me later. “I was confused and torn up inside after you wrote me from California that you wanted to be ‘just friends.’ I knew what you were doing, but I felt then—and still feel—very much in love with you. But I also know you’re right about what my being able to really face up to all your injury means. I just don’t know. But I was willing to commit myself to making it work. Maybe you knew me better; maybe you didn’t believe I could handle it. I don’t know. In any event, since we’ve been ‘just good friends’ the past two years, I was happy for you both when you and Don fell in love. I prayed that he’d be able to do whatever I couldn’t and that you’d really be happy together.”

“Then what went wrong?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I began to see Don questioning the relationship. Several times he confided to me that he wished he’d never let his feelings for you get so out of hand. I suppose he—being older and probably wiser than me—saw what you saw with me: that many guys really can’t deal with the chair in the long run. Or, at least it seems Don and I can’t.”

My hurt was even more painful as I continued to hear about Donald secondhand. He wrote letters to kids we had both been counseling. I was angry and resentful when kids we both had prayed with and helped received letters and were still close to Donald and I wasn’t.

I’d been warned not to let my feelings for Donald get out of hand. Jay and Diana had urged me many times to be careful, but I didn’t listen. Now my hopes and dreams for marriage were hopelessly crushed.

Why, God? I don’t understand why. My reactions included rage at Donald, self-pity for myself, and jealous anger at friends who were still close to him. A young high school girl, a new Christian whom we had both counseled, came over to read a letter she had received from Donald telling how God was working in his life in exciting ways. She, of course, didn’t know what happened between us. She merely came over to share an encouraging, newsy letter to her from Donald. My envy grew and hot tears began to run down from the corners of my eyes.

When she left and I was by myself, I felt ashamed of my attitudes. I wasn’t handling this “irritation” with a godly response. I turned to a familiar Scripture passage for comfort—I Corinthians 13, the love chapter of the Bible. But my mind played tricks with the words.

“Though I speak with the tongues of men and angels and have lust, I’m like sounding brass or crashing cymbals. If I have prophetic gifts, absolute faith, and lust, I amount to nothing. If I give away all that I have, even allow my body to be burned, and have lust, I achieve nothing. Lust is quick to lose patience; it is possessive; it tries to impress others and has inflated ideas of its own importance. Lust has bad manners and pursues selfish aims. It is touchy…”

By substituting the word “lust” for “love,” I saw what had gone wrong with our relationship. I had lusted after Donald—after his time, his attention, his presence—because I felt I had a right to. I saw what a consuming, fiery passion lust can be. It was a desire that I did not want to deny myself. In the end, I lost everything that I sought to selfishly control.

Now the truth of 1 Corinthians 13 became evident. True love is unselfish, disciplined, directed, self-controlled, patient, and kind.

I began to sob bitterly at my confusion and hurt. This time, however, my hurt drove me to the Lord instead of to self-pity and self-centered introspection. I reread Scriptures that had helped me overcome previous disappointments.

I decided I didn’t want to listen to the birds. They all reminded me of the beautiful times Donald and I had gone to the woods for quiet retreats, and this was the only way I could consciously shut him out of my mind. It was difficult enough just to be outdoors with all those memories. How can I describe my feelings? For a year my mind had been working toward fulfillment of an ideal—my marriage to Donald; I had believed that our plans were part of God’s perfect will for us. Then, in one brief day, my dream disintegrated before my eyes so completely that there was not a flicker of hope that it could be revived.

I recalled Steve’s mention of Lamentations 3. He had once told me, “Joni, God must have His reasons. Jeremiah says that ‘it is good that a young man bear the yoke in his youth.’ Perhaps your life will have greater value in years to come because you’re going through this experience now.”

“Lord,” I prayed, “what is happening to that ‘excellent gift’ I read about in Your Word? What are You doing?” I recalled passages from the Gospels in which Peter and John questioned Jesus as I was now doing. “What is that to me?” was the Lord’s simple, blunt reply. Jesus didn’t coddle Peter or allow him to indulge in self-pity. The Lord said, in essence, “What do you care? It doesn’t matter. You keep your eyes on me.” I learned that God’s truth is not always kind or comfortable. Sometimes His love for us involves harshness or a stern reproof.

I read other verses: “Welcome trials as friends,” said the apostle James, reminding me of the lessons God had already taught me in the hospital and during the years that followed. “In everything give thanks…All things work together…”

I forced myself back into God’s Word. There was no extensive self-pity, no wallowing in tears. God was merely providing me with yet another test—a “gut” testing of His truth, love, and purposes.

Letters from Donald to mutual friends were vibrant with his testimony of God at work in his life. He wrote of exciting spiritual growth and progress as the weeks turned into months. After the long summer, he wrote to friends telling of a lovely young woman he had met while working at the camp.

I felt the sting of hurt as I received the news that Donald had fallen in love with another woman. But the Lord seemed to say, “What is that to me?”

I wrote to Steve, away at Bible college, and poured out my heart. He wrote back and assured me of his concern and prayers. His letter closed with a promise from Psalm 40: “His truth and lovingkindness shall continually preserve me”—that whatever the hurt involved in this learning process, God always deals with us in love. This and other passages sustained me through this difficult period.

It was hard for me to accept the fact that Donald was not God’s will, God’s best for me. “But, Lord, if not Donald, I believe You have someone or something better for me. I will trust You to bring it into my life.” I recalled hearing a preacher say God never closes a door without opening a window—He always gives us something better when He takes something away.

I took this promise at face value. It’s obvious, looking back, that God did know best. I had read into circumstances, Scripture, and everything else all the right “meaning” to make Donald a part of my life. It was easy to say “God wants us happy, doesn’t He?” and then bend verses to fit my purposes. I suppose I knew all along it wasn’t going to work, but I pursued the idea that it was God’s will that Donald build his life around me.

After my accident, I had clung to Dick, then Jay, Diana, and until now, Donald. I needed their love and support to satisfy my emotional needs. Now, however, I felt free. It was as if I had finally gained emotional independence through complete dependence on God. One day, while sitting outside in my wheelchair, I was quietly reflecting over these thoughts. Lord, I prayed, I wish I could have seen this earlier—I wish I’d have remembered that Your grace is sufficient for me. As I sat there on the quiet wooded lawn, verse after verse came to mind to comfort me. Please, Lord, make Yourself real to me just now.

Peace of mind and inner joy flooded my mind and soul. Then I looked up. Almost as a symbol of God’s love and reassurance, a butterfly from high among the trees fluttered within inches of me. It was both startling and beautiful.

“Lord, thank You for Your goodness. Sending that butterfly at precisely this instant was a creative, subtle way of testifying to Your quiet and understated presence.” I promised myself to think of God’s goodness every time I saw a butterfly.

I reflected over this most unusual and difficult summer during long outdoor retreats with the Lord. I sought to be outside and meditate on His purposes, so to occupy myself during these times, I devoted all my time and energy to my art. I found a renewed interest in drawing. And it seemed my art was getting better. There was a quality that hadn’t been there before. I didn’t know what it was, but others noticed the difference too.

It was a slow transition, but not as difficult as I had expected. I saw Donald in a new light, with greater understanding. He had done what was right and best, even if it hurt us both, for I know now that it hurt him as much as it hurt me.

We were both blind to the serious consequences of what such a relationship would mean. When we’re in love, our love takes expression in actions. If there is nowhere to go, in reality, then wishful thinking and fantasy convince us that “everything will work out.” People warn us, but we choose not to believe them.

Many young people ignore reality. They know something is wrong, that a relationship won’t work, but they go ahead anyway, as we would have done, convinced by wishful thinking.

I look back now and thank God for our relationship. There are so many things I never would have learned if Donald had not come into my life and left me, and so I thank the Lord for this experience. I’m especially grateful God helped me deal with our separation without lingering feelings of bitterness or despair.

I even accepted Donald’s new love with honest joy that he too had at last found God’s perfect will for his life. At a Bible study one evening, a friend came up to me. Hesitantly, he said, “Uh—Joni, I want to tell you something before you hear it from someone else.”

“Jimmy, you don’t have to say anything more. I know.”

“You do? You’ve already heard that Donald is engaged? How?”

“I don’t know,” I smiled. “I guess I just knew it, that’s all.”

I was shocked at how easily God helped me meet what should have been a hurtful, difficult meeting. And when Donald brought Sandy, a beautiful, young widow who had lost her husband in an accident, to Bible study three weeks later, we were seated next to one another.

She knew about me. In any other situation, this would have been awkward, to say the least. But I turned to her, a tall, lovely woman whose dark features complemented Donald’s own good looks, and said, “Sandy, I’m really glad to meet you. I want you to know how genuinely happy I am for you and Donald.”

She smiled and said thank you.

I told her, “I pray for you both every night. I praise God for what He’s done in all three of our lives. I’m really excited about you both—especially your willingness to serve Christ.” And I meant every word.

Friends and family members who knew how deeply Donald and I had cared for one another were amazed at my attitude. They had expected me to fall apart. And I probably would have gone to pieces if I had not allowed God to handle the situation.

I really began to see suffering in a new light—not as trials to avoid, but as opportunities to “grab,” because God gives so much of His love, grace, and goodness to those who do.

My life changed more during the last half of 1972 than any other period of my life—even my previous five years in the chair.

When Donald walked out of my life, there was no one in whom I could put my trust—except God. And since the Lord had always proved Himself faithful before, I trusted Him now.







CHAPTER 15

During the fall of 1972, I began to ask serious questions about my future. “Lord,” I asked, “if not college, if not Donald, then what? What do You have for me?”

I believed that if God took something away from me, He would always replace it with something better. My experience had taught me this as I relied on the sovereignty of God. “Delight thyself in God,” the psalmist said, “trust in His way.” As I did so, it became easier to express true gratitude for what He brought into my life—good as well as suffering.

The suffering and pain of the past few years had been the ingredients that had helped me mature emotionally, mentally, and spiritually. I felt confident and independent, trusting in the Lord for my physical and emotional needs.

Pain and suffering have purpose. We don’t always see this clearly. The apostle Paul suffered for Christ. His experience included imprisonment, beatings, stonings, shipwreck, and some physical “thorn in the flesh.” The blessing of suffering is, as J. B. Phillips interprets Romans 5:3-5, “we can be full of joy here and now even in our trials and troubles. Taken in the right spirit, these very things will give us patient endurance; this in turn will develop a mature character, and a character of this sort produces a steady hope, a hope that will never disappoint us.”

I believed He was working in my life to create grace and wisdom out of the chaos of pain and depression.

Now all these experiences began to find visible expression in my art. At first, I drew for fun; then, to occupy my time; finally, to express my feelings for what God was doing in me. I sensed, somehow, that my artwork fit into the scheme of things. Perhaps it would be the “something better.”

But the last thing I wanted was for people to admire my drawings simply because they were drawn by someone in a wheelchair holding a pen in her mouth. I wanted my work to be good in itself—in creativity and craftsmanship. That’s why I was both pleased and proud at having my work displayed in a local art festival—for its own sake, and not because of my handicap.

For the first time, I threw myself fully into my artwork. I sketched pictures of things that had beauty rather than things that expressed emotions or hurts I’d experienced. It was a positive collection, with hope reflected in the drawings of animals, scenes, and people. As a result, people accepted them. They were attracted to my sketches of youngsters, mountains, flowers, and forest animals because of the common beauty such subjects expressed.

I honestly felt God had brought me to this place and had even greater blessings in store. I never would have believed this a year or two earlier, but I had now come to the place where the “something better” was in being single. I read in 1 Corinthians 6 and 7 that there could be a calling higher than marriage for some. A single woman could devote herself to being holy with fewer distractions if she had no husband, family, or house to care for, and I was free from a house-oriented routine. True, I did not have the pleasures and privileges that go with such a role, but God had substituted other joys, and I was more than fulfilled. I had my own freedom to come and go without having to maintain a schedule involving others. I could travel, keep late work hours, read, talk, or whatever I chose. It was a great freedom.

People often said to me, “You had no choice about being single. That’s why you can accept that role more easily than I can. That’s why you can be joyful. But I am lonely, frustrated, and unfulfilled.”

“I’m not sure it’s easier for me,” I told them. “Every person who is faced with the prospect of singlehood should trust God’s wisdom. Because I did not trust Him for my own life but sought to engineer His will in my relationship with Donald, I was also frustrated. But when I had no choice but acceptance, trust, and surrender, this did become easy for me. If we accept this handicap from God, we are freed from the constant agony and anxiety of wondering, worrying, and desperate searching. Not knowing the future and worrying about it causes most of our bitterness and grief.”

“You mean I should give up hoping to be married at all?” a girl asked me once.

“I’m saying that acceptance of the role of being single ends the frustration of not knowing,” I replied. “But that’s the hardest part. Surrender to the idea of being forever single, with all the sacrifices that implies, is the most difficult. But once acceptance is made, living with that role is easier.”

“That sounds like just giving up,” she observed.

“Maybe it is. This is not to say God will never allow us to marry someday. Maybe He will; maybe He won’t. What I’m saying is that it doesn’t matter because we leave the choice and decision with Him. We trust His judgment that ‘all things work together for our good’ if we love God.”

“But I feel I have needs to be fulfilled—that I have a right to be married!”

“Only God is capable of telling us what our rights and needs are. You have to surrender that right to Him. Begin your life as a single person, working and living according to the priorities of serving and glorifying Him. In turn, God gives a rich and satisfying life. In place of one partner, He brings many friends into our lives to meet our emotional needs and loneliness.”

“That’s what you’ve experienced, Joni?”

“Yes. And it gets better. Maybe God will give you back that right to be married after you surrender it completely. He may bring someone into your life after all. But holding tightly onto that hope and thinking constantly about the possibility of it happening is terribly frustrating.”

Young people listened respectfully when I shared these concepts with them. But I could always see the reservation and holding back in their eyes. It was difficult for them to comprehend how a handicap of being single could be better than the joys of marriage.

“Scripture says,” I reminded them, “in 1 Corinthians, ‘Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of men, the things which God hath prepared for them that love him.’ The apostle was comparing the natural man with the spiritual man in this passage, but I also think it could apply to us concerning our future.”

“What do you mean?” a girl asked me one day.

“Well, we think of the greatest experiences of love, tenderness, and feelings we might have with a guy—all the beautiful things that have entered into the heart, mind, eye, and ear. God is saying These are nothing compared to what lies ahead. I still don’t know what this means. But I’ve found that God never places any real emphasis on the present—except as preparation for the future. We only have a limited sense of reality. This doesn’t mean I’m preoccupied with heaven and the hereafter. It just helps me put things into perspective.”

“But don’t you think that’s true for you because you’re in a wheelchair?” someone usually asked.

“No, I don’t think so. This is a universal truth. A lot of people who aren’t in wheelchairs still have to deal with being single, just as I do. It can be a source of constant irritation and frustration, or it can be a joy.”

“You mean you believe you’ll never marry?”

“No. I have no feeling one way or the other. I’m not sure that I will never marry. Or that I will. I’m content, whether I marry or not.”

“Well, what about those of us who haven’t come to that place where we can accept that role as easily as you?”

“If you’re single, with no plans or prospects, just live as though God will have you remain single until He brings someone or something better into your life.”

“Sort of like that verse you quoted—‘eye hath not seen, nor ear heard,’ right?” someone asked.

“Yes. Sometimes I recall experiences of feeling—of running through grassy fields, swimming in a cool, clear stream, climbing up a rugged mountain, smelling flowers, riding a horse—all the sensations I’d have on my feet. But God says all of this together can’t compare with the glory and future reality He has prepared for me. It’s as I said before—the future is the only reality that counts. The only thing we can take to heaven with us is our character. Our character is all we have to determine what kind of a being we will be for all eternity. It’s what we are that will be tested by fire. Only the qualities of Christ in our character will remain.”

I was grateful for these opportunities to explain how God was working in my life. I began to see a mature purpose in all His dealings with me, and I was happier than I had ever been. My experiences charged me with creative energy and a maturity I didn’t have before, and my art had a new quality and professionalism.

I experimented with various papers, pens, pencils, and charcoal. I tried different approaches and techniques, finally settling on the elements that seemed to work best. Using a sharp, felt-tip Flair pen, I sketched with precision and control. I gave drawings to friends as wedding presents and Christmas gifts. This demand for my art kept me fairly busy. However, I had still not found an outlet for my drawings that would enable me to derive income from them and become gainfully employed—and more independent.

Then one day an insurance executive called on my father at his downtown office. Neill Miller is an energetic, good-natured, successful Christian businessman. He is Senior Field Underwriter for the Aetna Life and Casualty Company, as well as being actively involved with several Baltimore charity drives. Neill Miller sees opportunities where other people see obstacles. Through his efforts, national celebrities have become interested in the causes he represents and have volunteered their services and talents.

During his visit with dad, Mr. Miller noticed one of my drawings on the wall of the office.

“I really like that drawing, Mr. Eareckson. Is it an original?” he asked.

“Yes. As a matter of fact, my daughter drew it,” dad replied.

“Really? She’s quite an artist. It has a great deal of character as well as realistic detail. She has an original style—it shows unusual discipline,” observed Mr. Miller.

“Thank you. I’ll tell her.” Then dad said, “You might be interested to know that Joni—that’s my daughter—is paralyzed. She has to draw holding the pen in her mouth.”

“That’s even more remarkable!” Mr. Miller stood up and examined the drawing more closely. “Amazing. Absolutely amazing.”

“She’s never had any formal training,” dad explained. “I’ve dabbled in art most of my life, and I suppose she’s inherited my interest in art. But her talent and style are her own.”

“Has she exhibited her art?” Mr. Miller asked.

“No, not really—just at a couple festivals. She does it for fun. She draws for friends and family mostly.”

“Well, we can’t let such talent go unnoticed,” exclaimed Mr. Miller. “Do you think she’d object if I arranged a small art exhibit for her?”

“Why, I’m sure she’d be delighted.”

“Fine! Let me see what I can do. I’ll be in touch.”

Mr. Miller telephoned dad later to say that he had arranged for a small exhibition at a local restaurant. Dad took all the original drawings I’d been working on for the past several months to the Town and Country Restaurant in the center of downtown Baltimore. The Town and Country is a popular, prestigious gathering place for local businessmen and important political figures.

I expected a small, informal gathering of people to look at my drawings, chat, and go on their way, as that was the pattern I’d observed at several other art exhibits with other artists. I secretly hoped I might even be able to sell one or two drawings.

Jay, Diana, and I drove downtown the morning of the exhibit. We had been told to arrive at ten o’clock. As Jay turned onto South Street toward the restaurant, we found the avenue blocked off.

“That’s strange,” I remarked. “They’re not working on the road or anything. Why would they block off a main street like this?”

“I don’t know. I’ll turn down this side street and cut over,” said Jay.

“Wait. You can’t get through there either. There’s a policeman directing traffic.”

“It must be something for the Chamber of Commerce,” remarked Diana.

“Yeah. Maybe a Lincoln’s birthday parade or something,” added Jay.

“It must be a parade—look,” I exclaimed.

“A big brass band. How exciting. Too bad we’re going to the exhibit. We could watch it,” Jay smiled.

“Maybe you can turn down—” I didn’t finish the sentence.

We all saw it at the same time and gasped, unbelieving.

The brass band was in front of the Town and Country. And blazoned across the front of the building was a huge banner declaring “Joni Eareckson Day.” A television camera crew was standing there waiting, along with a growing crowd of people.

“Oh, no! What’s happening?” I cried. “Jay, quick! Turn into the alley before they see us!”

The car came to a stop between the buildings, comfortably out of sight of the commotion.

“What am I going to do?” I asked Jay. “This is incredible. What has he done?”

“Oh, wow, Joni. I’ve never seen anything like this. He did say ‘small’ exhibition, didn’t he?”

We sat there several minutes trying to decide what to do. When it was obvious we had no choice but to go ahead with the event, Jay backed the car around and pulled up to the restaurant.

I prayed inwardly that Jay, in her own nervousness, would not drop me as she and Mr. Miller lifted me from the car into my wheelchair.

I said under my breath, “Mr. Miller, what have you done?” But before he could explain, I was besieged.

Reporters from the Baltimore News-American and a local NBC television affiliate were asking questions. I blinked and sheepishly tried to collect my thoughts. A liveried, chauffeurdriven representative of FTD brought me a beautiful bouquet of roses. An official from city hall read a proclamation from the mayor announcing a local art appreciation week and honoring me in the “Joni Eareckson Day” ceremonies. I was overwhelmed and somewhat embarrassed by all the attention.

I said to Mr. Miller, “Is all this really necessary?” I thought perhaps the entire focus of the exhibit would be lost or at least misconstrued, with everyone’s attention turning to the wheelchair. Yet, as the event unfolded that was not the case at all, and I apologized for my hasty judgment. Perhaps I’d grown too sensitive in this area, half-expecting the usual pity and put-down accorded to people in wheelchairs. I had already experienced (a fact confirmed by the National Paraplegic Foundation) the difficulty of getting people who didn’t know me to accept me as an intellectual equal.

Perhaps I overreact to this type of situation, but I am intensely interested in getting people to relate to me, my art, or my Christian witness strictly on their own merits. I don’t want my chair to be the overriding focus as I talk to people, whether about art or Christ.

I’m not upset about the chair, so don’t you be, I want to tell people.

The ceremonies were excellent, and the focus on my art was not lost. The questions of reporters dealt primarily with my art; the chair was merely background.

Mr. Miller told me, “Joni, your sights are set too low. You don’t realize just how good your art is. I’m sorry if all this embarrassed you at first. But I guess I don’t believe in doing things in a small way.”

The excitement peaked following the ceremonies, and the rest of the exhibit followed the standard procedures for such events.

People asked:

“Where do you get the ideas for your drawings?”

“How long does it take to complete a picture?”

“Did you study art professionally?”

When the crowd thinned at one point, Mr. Miller brought a tall, good-looking young man over and introduced him. His hands were stuffed into the pockets of his jacket, and he looked uncomfortable.

“I wanted him to talk to you, Joni,” Mr. Miller said and walked away, leaving us awkwardly looking at one another.

“I’m happy to meet you,” I said. “Won’t you sit down?” He sat at the nearby table without speaking, and I began to feel uneasy.

Why was he here? He didn’t seem to want to talk to me. My efforts at small talk were hopeless. Yet I could tell by his eyes something was bothering him.

Trying once more, I asked, “What do you do?”

“Nothing.” Then, almost as a concession, he muttered, “I used to be a fireman. But I can’t work now.”

“Oh?” What do I say now? “Uh—will you tell me about it?”

“It was an accident.”

“Yes?”

He shuffled nervously in his seat. “Look,” he said, “I don’t know why I’m here. Miller told me I ought to come and talk to you—that you had a rough time a while back with—uh—with your handicap.”

“Yeah—I sure did. I guess I’d have killed myself if I’d been able to use my arms. I was really depressed. But—” I paused, letting him know I still didn’t know what his problem was.

His handsome young face was contorted with anguish. He raised his arms, taking his hands from his coat pockets. But he had no hands—only scarred stumps where they had been amputated.

“Look at these ugly stumps!” he said. “My hands were burned in a fire—and they’re gone. And I just can’t cope!”

The frustration, pent-up rage, and bitterness poured out as his voice broke.

“I’m sorry,” I told him, “but Mr. Miller was right. I can help you, I think.”

“How?” he said sharply. “I’ll never get my hands back.”

“I know. I don’t mean to sound glib. But I’ve been where you are. I know the anger, the feelings of unfairness—of being robbed, cheated of your self-respect. I had those same feelings. Maybe it’s worse for a man—you know, trying to be independent and self-supporting. But I think I can identify with you.”

I told him something of my own experiences at the hospital and Greenoaks. I told him that his feelings were natural.

“But how’d you get over it? How do you cope with your handicap? You’re cheerful, not at all cynical today. Where do you get the power to pull it off?” he asked.

“Boy, that’s quite a story. Would you like to hear it?”

He nodded. I told him how a relationship with Jesus Christ gives access to God and all His power. I shared how God had been working in my life the past few years and how He alone helped me face my fears and take on the tasks of living. Then I shared with him the simple gospel message I had heard as a fifteen-year-old at Young Life camp.

His face brightened as we talked. For nearly a half hour, I shared the principles God had taught me. When he left, he said, “Thanks, Joni. Neill Miller was right. You have helped me. I’ll try again. Thanks.”

(Today, this young man is enthusiastic about life again and is chief spokesman in the school system for the city fire department.)

Meanwhile, the exhibit at the Town and Country drew to a close, and Neill Miller’s idea turned out to be the event that launched my art career. By early evening, I was stunned to learn I’d sold about a thousand dollars’ worth of original drawings at fifty to seventy-five dollars each!

The event also got exposure for my work on Channel 11 in Baltimore: in addition to covering the exhibit, they invited me to be on a local talk show and feature my art.

Seymour Kopf, of the Baltimore News-American, carried a full feature in his column.

“Why do you sign your drawings ‘PTL’?” Mr. Kopf had asked. He recorded my full answer in his column:

“It stands for ‘praise the Lord.’ You see, Mr. Kopf, God loves us—He does care. For those who love God, everything—even what happened to me at age seventeen—works together for good. God has been good to me. He has ingrained the reflection of Christ into my character, developed my happiness, my patience, my purpose in life. He has given me contentment. My art is a reflection of how God can empower someone like me to rise above circumstances.”

I was invited to participate in local art shows later that spring. The exhibit also opened the doors for me to address Christian women’s clubs, schools, church groups, and civic functions where I not only showed my art, but shared my Christian testimony as well. I even made a special tour of the White House, where I left one of my drawings for First Lady, Pat Nixon.

Other TV and radio appearances were offered, and each new contact seemed to generate additional stories or appearances.

On the strength of growing art sales, I was thrilled to see a small measure of independence. I wouldn’t have to be a financial burden on anyone but would now be able to earn my own money. I even created a line of greeting cards and prints from several of my drawings, and these began to sell well too. We named this company Joni PTL, and it expanded rapidly.

About this time, a close friend, Andy Byrd, told me of his plan to buy a Christian bookstore franchise and open a store; he wondered if I would like to have a partnership. We talked to Ken Wagner who became a third partner.

Our plans were not only exciting but seemed like a solid business investment. A Christian bookstore was something many of us had prayed for as a necessary element for Western Baltimore.

Finally, in September, 1973, after months of plans, prayer, and hard work, there was a grand opening of the Logos Bookstore, 1120 North Rolling Road, in the Rolling Road Plaza shopping mall. Just before the store opened, amid boxes of materials, books to price, and supplies, we prayed. Our prayer of dedication was for the many secular-oriented shoppers passing by—that our store would be a center of Christian concern and outreach where people could come for help.

I used the store as a center for selling original art and prints of several originals. These sold almost as quickly as I drew them. Between the bookstore, speaking engagements, and art fairs or festivals, it was difficult to keep up with the demand.

I developed a brief testimony sheet, which I printed and handed out at art shows while I was drawing. It explained my unusual drawing methods and faith in Christ and became a great tool for counseling and witnessing as people who came to watch stopped to chat and discuss the power of God in my life.

Through all the activities and events, there was one overriding focus to all this: that, humanly speaking, my art would help me gain independence, and, more important, that it would be used to glorify God.







CHAPTER 16

I was sitting outside at the ranch at Sykesville one beautiful late summer morning in 1974 when a telephone call came for me.

“Miss Eareckson, I’m calling from the ‘Today Show’ in New York. We’d like you to come on the program and tell your story and show your drawings. Can you come?”

My heart was in my throat. The “Today Show”!

“Of course,” I replied. “I’ll be glad to come.” Jay stood by the phone writing down the information. We agreed on an appearance for September 11.

Jay drove me to New York, taking our friends Sherri Pendergrass and Cindy Blubaugh to help. After getting settled at the hotel the day before the scheduled appearance, we went over to Rockefeller Center to meet with the director. He explained the procedure to me, and we discussed possible interview questions. He made me feel relaxed and comfortable, not only with the mental preparation for the show, but with the line of questioning the hostess, Barbara Walters, was likely to take.

Early the next morning I found myself sitting opposite Barbara Walters. Lights flooded the set with warmth and brightness. Miss Walters smiled and glanced quickly at her notes.

“Just relax, Joni,” she said warmly. “Are you comfortable?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“Fine.”

“Fifteen seconds!” someone called from behind the cameras.

I wasn’t as nervous as I thought I might be—probably because I was secure in what I was planning to say and knowing that my testimony would be shared with so many millions of people. I didn’t know what Miss Walters planned to ask me, but I knew of nothing she could ask that would make me uncomfortable.

“Ten seconds.”

Lord, I prayed quickly, give me confidence, wisdom, opportunity. Make this all meaningful.

“Five.” I swallowed and wet my lips, watching the floor director count down with his fingers. “Three, two, one.”

A red light on top of one of the cameras went on, and Barbara Walters turned toward it.

“We want to show you a collection of drawings that we have in the studio today,” she said. “And, as you’ll see, they’re drawings that have been obviously executed with artistic skill and what would seem to be a fine hand. But they were drawn in a manner unlike, I believe, any pictures you’ve ever seen before. The artist is Joni Eareckson of Baltimore. Maryland.”

Then she turned to me, and the interview began. I don’t recall all I said, except that Miss Walters made it natural and enjoyable. Her questions were interesting and not at all threatening. I liked her instantly and had the feeling I knew her, that she was an old friend.

The camera also took in a display of my drawings as we talked. The interview lasted ten minutes before Miss Walters broke for station identification. Then while the affiliate stations around the country cut away for local news, she interviewed me for another five minutes for New York City viewers.

I was able to say everything I wanted to say. Miss Walters thanked me and resumed her duties with other features of the show for that day.

Eleanor McGovern, wife of the senator, was also a guest that morning. She and I talked at length after the show went off the air. She told me how her husband, George, the former Democratic presidential candidate, had discovered some of the same values and concepts that I had learned. “It was when he studied for the ministry, before he became interested in politics,” Mrs. McGovern explained, and we chatted about her own spiritual values and beliefs. I gave her a drawing of Christ I’d done, and we exchanged addresses to keep in touch with one another.

As the production crew began putting things away, turning off lights, and putting lens caps on the cameras, I finally had time to reflect on what had happened.

“Just think,” remarked Jay, “you probably talked to twenty or thirty million people this morning about your faith. That’s quite an opportunity!”

Mr. Al Nagle, president, and Mr. John Preston, vice president, of the PaperMate Division of the Gillette Company were each watching that morning. Having noticed I was using a Flair pen, their company arranged several national exhibits.

Many other people watching the “Today Show” that morning wrote to me. Some wanted prints of my art work, others ordered greeting cards, and still others asked questions about my experiences.

My first exhibit sponsored by PaperMate was held in Chicago at the prestigious Rubino Galleries on LaSalle Street in the shadow of the famous John Hancock Center.

I exhibited my art and demonstrated my drawing for a week. During that time, I was interviewed by the Chicago Tribune and the Sun-Times. I also appeared on the CBS-TV affiliate in Chicago, “The Lee Phillip Show.”

When we returned home, again a flood of mail greeted me. I began to be swamped with requests for additional interviews. Art exhibits were scheduled for Lincoln Center in New York and Atlantic Richfield Plaza in Los Angeles. Scores of churches and Christian groups contacted me to come and speak. Women’s Day, People, Teen, and Coronet magazines asked for interviews. Campus Life did a four-page story. Moody Monthly and Christian Life also did stories. There were more radio and TV appearances.

I could see how the Lord was going to use the “Today Show” to broaden my scope of witness and open many new doors.






Epilogue

“Wouldn’t it be exciting if right now, in front of you, I could be miraculously healed, get up out of my chair and on my feet? What a miracle! We’d all be excited and praising God. It’d be something we could confirm for ourselves. We’d actually see the wonder and power of God. Wouldn’t that be thrilling?” I was speaking to an audience of 1,600 young people.

I paused as they visualized that scene. Then I continued, “But far more exciting and wonderful in the long run would be the miracle of your salvation—the healing of your own soul. You see, that’s more exciting because that’s something that will last forever. If my body were suddenly and miraculously healed, I’d be on my feet another thirty or forty years; then my body dies. But a soul lives for eternity. From the standpoint of eternity, my body is only a flicker in the time-span of forever.”

Afterwards, someone asked me, “Do you suppose you were so strong-willed and stubborn that the only way God could work in your life was to ‘zap’ you and put you in a wheelchair?”

I shook my head. “In the Psalms we’re told that God does not deal with us according to our sins and iniquities. My accident was not a punishment for my wrongdoing—whether or not I deserved it. Only God knows why I was paralyzed. Maybe He knew I’d be ultimately happier serving Him. If I were still on my feet, it’s hard to say how things might have gone. I probably would have drifted through life—marriage, maybe even divorce—dissatisfied and disillusioned. When I was in high school, I reacted to life selfishly and never built on any long-lasting values. I lived simply for each day and the pleasure I wanted—and almost always at the expense of others.”

“But now you’re happy?” a teenage girl asked.

“I really am. I wouldn’t change my life for anything. I even feel privileged. God doesn’t give such special attention to everyone and intervene that way in their lives. He allows most people to go right on in their own ways. He doesn’t interfere, even though He knows they are ultimately destroying their lives, health, or happiness, and it must grieve Him terribly. I’m really thankful He did something to get my attention and change me. You know, you don’t have to get a broken neck to be drawn to God. But the truth is, people don’t always listen to the experiences of others and learn from them. I hope you’ll learn from my experience, though, and not have to go through the bitter lessons of suffering that I had to face in order to learn.”

In the months after the Chicago trip, I began to see the chair as a tool to create an unusual classroom situation. It was particularly gratifying to see many young people commit themselves to Christ after my sharing with them. This too was “something better.”

I understood why Paul could “rejoice in suffering,” why James could “welcome trials as friends,” and why Peter did “not think it strange in the testing of your faith.” All of these pressures and difficulties had ultimate positive ends and resulted in “praise, honor, and glory” to Christ.

I quietly thanked God for the progress He had helped me make. I recalled how at the hospital a few years earlier someone had told me, “Just think of all the crowns you’ll receive in heaven for your suffering.”

“I don’t want any crowns,” I had barked back. “I want to be back on my feet.”

Now my thought was, “Good grief, if I’m winning crowns, I can’t wait to get more because it’s the one thing I can give to the Lord Jesus Christ when I meet Him.”

I am actually excited at these opportunities “to suffer for His sake” if it means I can increase my capacity to praise God in the process. Maybe it sounds glib or irresponsible to say that. Yet, I really do feel my paralysis is unimportant.

Circumstances have been placed in my life for the purpose of cultivating my character and conforming me to reflect Christlike qualities. And there is another purpose. Second Corinthians 1:4 explains it in terms of our being able to comfort others facing the same kinds of trials.

Wisdom is trusting God, not asking “Why, God?” Relaxed and in God’s will, I know He is in control. It is not a blind, stubborn, stoic acceptance, but getting to know God and realize He is worthy of my trust. Although I am fickle and play games, God does not; although I have been up and down, bitter and doubting, He is constant, ever-loving.

James, the apostle, wrote to people who were being torn apart by lions. Certainly their lot was far worse than mine. If this Word was sufficient for their needs, it can definitely meet mine.

At this writing, the year 1975 is just ending. I am sitting in my chair backstage at a large auditorium in Kansas City. I’ve been asked to speak to nearly 2,000 kids in a Youth for Christ rally tonight.

I have had several moments to pause and reflect behind the heavy curtains that separate me from the audience. My mind has roamed back through the scenes of the past eight years. Familiar faces of family and friends come to mind. Jay, Diana, Dick, Donald, my parents, Steve—people God has brought into my life to help bend and mold me more closely to Christ’s image. I can, and do, praise Him for it all—the laughter and the tears, the fun and the pain. All of it has been a part of “growing in grace.” The girl who became emotionally distraught and wavered at each new set of circumstances is now grown up, a woman who has learned to rely on God’s sovereignty.

I hear the voice of YFC director Al Metsker introducing me. Suddenly the purpose of my being here is once again brought sharply into focus. In the next thirty minutes, I will speak to 2,000 kids, telling them how God transformed an immature and headstrong teenager into a self-reliant young woman who is learning to rejoice in suffering. I will have a unique opportunity. What I share with them may determine where they will spend eternity, so I approach this responsibility seriously.

I will talk to them about the steps God took in my life—and explain His purposes, as I understand them, to the present. In the process, I will share the concepts of God’s loving nature, His character, the purposes of Christ’s coming, and the reality of sin and repentance.

Al Metsker, the YFC director, is finishing his introduction now. Chuck Garriott carries my easel on stage while his wife, Debbie, wheels my chair into the glare of the footlights. As the applause dies down, I quiet my thoughts and pray for the Holy Spirit to once again use my words and experience to speak to people. Hopefully, here—as in other meetings—scores of kids will respond to God. But I will be pleased if only one person is drawn to Christ.

Even one person would make the wheelchair worth all that the past eight years have cost.




Afterword: Joni—25th Anniversary Edition

“Even one person would make the wheelchair worth all that the past eight years have cost.” I just read that closing line on the opposite page. But when I glossed over the word “eight,” my heart skipped a beat. How about thirty-five years?

Thirty-five years later and almost 3 million copies circulated in the United States, I am happy and humbled that not only one person, but many thousands have been drawn to Christ. Not only in the States, but abroad.

I am thinking of Dr. Zhang Xu, an orthopedic surgeon who lives in Anshan, northeast of Beijing, China. Dr. Zhang was working in the Middle East and, on a weekend respite near a lake, he dove into shallow water and broke his neck. He suffered many complications, and by the time he was sent home to China he was near death.

A Japanese therapist who was helping Xu gave him a tattered copy of the Joni book in English. Dr. Zhang Xu slowly read the account of another person who, like him, once dove into water only to rise and face a life of shattered dreams. He was deeply encouraged to know that he was not alone in his heartbreaking journey. Someone else understood. More important, God understood.

Immediately Dr. Zhang embarked on translating the Joni book into simplified Chinese text. Late into the night, with the book propped on a stand, Xu translated each word to his mother who, by the glow of a desk lamp, wrote down every word in pencil. Xu and his mother wanted very much to share the story of Joni with thousands of other disabled people in their vast nation. After many months, Zhang Xu had a manuscript that was a foot-and-a-half high!

To make a long story short, two years later my husband, Ken, and I had the joy of attending a press conference at the China Rehabilitation Research Center in Beijing, where Dr. Zhang and I were guests of honor. The Joni book had been published by a secular publishing company and we were there to happily preside over the distribution of hundreds of hot-off-the-press copies to disabled people and their families at the center. And that’s just the beginning. The Joni book has helped open doors so that we can distribute wheelchairs in China and work with churches to reach out to more people with disabilities.

It’s happening not only in China, but all over the world.

And it’s happening here at home. My heart was warmed when I received this note: “My mother bought me your first book in 1983 after I broke my neck in an auto accident. My husband, Larry, would lie on the floor under my Stryker frame and hold the book up so I could read it. You are such a motivation to people like me with disabilities. Keep it up! Love, Lenda.”

I looked up from Lenda’s note and recalled what it felt like, nearly three and a half decades ago, to lie facedown on a Stryker frame. The restraining straps…the stiffness in my neck…staring at the floor tiles and fighting off claustrophobia. I recall how my father fashioned a little stool just high enough to fit underneath my Stryker frame. He would place a book on it so I could reach the pages with my mouth stick. One of the first books I asked for was the Bible (I tried very hard not to drool on it!). Why the Bible? I had a zillion questions and I was desperate for answers.

And you know the rest of the story. Yes, I found some helpful answers, but more important, I found the One who holds all the answers in His hand. His answer from the cross was and is enough for me—He did all His explaining there on Calvary. He carried His cross so that we might have strength to carry ours.

This is why I wrote the book Joni. I knew there would be thousands of people, like me, who would follow in my “wheelchair tracks.” They too would have heart-wrenching questions. They also would lie in hospital beds and wonder about the future. I also knew there would be thousands more who would not experience a broken neck, but a broken heart or broken home. When I wrote Joni in 1976, I believed the book would have universal appeal. And in the new millennium, it continues to speak volumes to those who hurt.

I’m in my fifties now and, with it, I am facing a whole new set of aches and pains, limitations and challenges. But rather than worry about the future, I’ll remember Lenda’s words. “Keep it up!” I’ll keep holding onto God’s grace one day at a time. I will say “yes” to the offer of His strength and power and “no” to grumbling, no matter if I face a four-week stint in bed with pressure sores, or a flat tire on my wheelchair when I’m cruising the Thousand Oaks mall.

I will keep being a supportive wife to my husband of nearly twenty years, Ken Tada. I will continue to shine the light of Christ and shake the salt of God’s good news through Joni and Friends (JAF), our international outreach to people with disabilities and their families. I will keep traveling to our JAF Family Retreats with Ken, connecting with scores of moms and dads and disabled children. I will keep ministering through Wheels for the World, our program through which we take refurbished wheelchairs to needy disabled people overseas, as well as Bibles and disability ministry training materials for churches. I will keep advocating for families affected by disability to improve the quality of life and care, whether here in the U.S. or around the world. I will keep on keeping on, by the grace of God.

As long as I can sit up in this chair and as long as my lungs hold out, I will echo Isaiah 12:5 and “sing to the Lord, for he has done glorious things; let this be known to all the world.” Come to think of it, even if I can’t sit up in my chair, I’ll avail myself of His grace. I know plenty of bedridden believers whose lives have a powerful and poignant influence far beyond the four walls of their rooms.

If that’s what’s in store, the woman whose wheelchair for the last thirty-five years has been on high speed will be flat on her back. But my bed won’t be the place of affliction you read about in Joni. It will be—as it has been for a long time—an altar of praise. Lying on my back, I’ll be forced to look up. Always and always onward and upward into the heart of heaven. Looking up into the face of my Lord Jesus.

And by the grace of God…I’ll keep smiling.

Joni Eareckson Tada, 2001




Joni

When the original Joni book was released in 1976, the survival statistics for a quadriplegic were pretty bleak. In the ‘70s, persons who were spinal cord injured were not expected to live more than fifteen or twenty years. That was then. More than three decades have passed since Joni’s diving accident—and today, in this new millennium, Joni Eareckson Tada seems to enjoy more energy than when she was a teenager. She has been one busy woman since she wrote her first book.

Her first name is recognized in many countries around the world due to her best-selling books, including the Joni book, which has been published in forty-five languages. World Wide Pictures, the film outreach ministry of the Billy Graham Association, produced the full-length feature film Joni. Like the book, the movie has been translated into numerous languages and has been shown in scores of countries around the world.

After she began to receive thousands of letters due to the publication of the Joni book in 1976, Joni prayed about how she could effectively respond to the many needs and questions. With the help of advisors, she founded Joni and Friends (JAF), an organization accelerating Christian ministry in the disability community.

In 1982 Joni married Ken Tada, a high school history teacher in Burbank, California. Joni also became active in disability advocacy in the 1980s, during which time President Reagan and President Bush appointed her to the National Council on Disability, and the Americans with Disabilities Act became law.

Through her work with Joni and Friends, she records a five-minute radio program, “Joni and Friends,” heard daily on over 850 station outlets. Mrs. Tada is a sought-after conference speaker both in the U.S. and internationally. She is also a columnist for Moody Magazine. Joni serves on several boards, including the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization as a senior associate for evangelism among disabled persons. She also serves in an advisory capacity to the American Leprosy Mission, the National Institute on Learning Disabilities, Christian Blind Mission International, and as a trustee of the Riverside Foundation.

She has received numerous awards, including “Churchwoman of the Year” by the Religious Heritage Foundation and the Golden Word Award from the International Bible Society. She was the first woman to be honored by the National Association of Evangelicals as their “Layperson of the Year.” She holds an honorary Bachelor of Letters from Western Maryland College, an honorary Doctor of Humanities from Gordon College, an honorary Doctor of Humane Letters from Columbia International University—the first honorary doctorate bestowed in their 75-year-old history, and an honorary Doctor of Divinity from Westminster Theological Seminary.

The author of more than twenty-nine books, her best-selling and award-winning works cover topics ranging from disability outreach and encouragement to reaching out to God. Mrs. Tada and her husband, Ken, reside in Calabasas, California, and both serve as members of the board of directors of Joni and Friends. Joni and Ken remain closely associated with Dr. John MacArthur’s Grace Community Church. They regularly attend a PCA congregation, Church in the Canyon, situated closer to their home.

SERVING PEOPLE AND FAMILIES AFFECTED BY DISABILITY

Since its inception in 1979, Joni and Friends (JAF) has been dedicated to extending the love and message of Christ to people who are affected by disability, whether it is the disabled person, a family member, or a friend. JAF’s objective is to meet the physical, emotional, and spiritual needs of this group of people in practical ways.

JAF is committed to recruiting, training, and motivating a new generation of people with disabilities to become leaders in their churches and communities. In addition, JAF seeks to equip and mobilize churches to carry out the work of disability ministry. The team does this by providing churches with effective programs, training, and materials.

From local neighborhoods to the far reaches of the world, Joni and Friends is striving to demonstrate to disabled people in tangible ways that God has not abandoned them.

A MESSAGE FROM JONI

“When a diving accident in 1967 robbed me of the use of my hands and legs, I found myself strapped to a Stryker frame in a hospital ward, wondering if I would ever smile and be hopeful again. I had become a statistic in the burgeoning population of people affected by disability. I was dangerously close to becoming another statistic among the lists of the clinically depressed.

“The darkness was lifted when friends from my church rallied around my family, offering help, hope, and ascribing positive meaning to my affliction. It was the church that kept us connected to reality, opening doors of possibilities and paving the way for me to re-enter the mainstream of life. They made all the difference.

“Unfortunately, my story is unique. This is why, after all these years, I am pleased to labor alongside a staff of skilled and gifted individuals at Joni and Friends who are committed to accelerating Christian outreach into disability communities around the globe. We are energized by the mandate of Jesus in Luke 14:13, 23, ‘But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind and you will be blessed…make them come in, so that my house will be full.’

“Yes, we’re convinced that people with disabilities of all types will be blessed, but the key is that ‘you will be blessed.’ When we reach beyond our comfort zones and embrace the unlikely, people are blessed by the realization that we are all richer when we recognize our poverty, we are stronger when we see our weaknesses, and we are recipients of God’s grace when we understand our desperate need of Him. Joni and Friends is all about advancing disability ministry. It’s also about changing the church and our communities. It’s about a change in you—for as you partner with us through our programs or support us with your gifts and prayers, I am confident that you, too, ‘will be blessed.’”

JONI AND FRIENDS AREA MINISTRIES

Uncovering the hidden needs of a vast disabled community and training the local church for effective outreach and ministry to this overlooked mission field is the vision that drives Joni and Friends’ Area Ministries. Local offices are able to provide disability ministry on a personal level. Charlotte, NC; Chicago, IL; Dallas/Fort Worth, TX; Minneapolis/St. Paul, MN; Northern Ohio; Eastern Pennsylvania; Greater Phoenix, AZ; the San Francisco Bay Area, CA; and Greater Sacramento, CA are among the growing number of strategic locations where Area Ministry offices have been established.

Area Ministry teams get “in the trenches” within their communities. The Friends program trains and equips volunteers to effectively minister to disabled people on a personal basis. The JAF Area Ministries provide churches with program materials, training, curriculum, and special projects designed to implement effective disability outreach within their communities.

One of the most effective outreaches Area Ministries carry out is the Special Delivery program. Church groups and individuals prepare and deliver beautiful packages containing spiritually uplifting materials to children and adults living in long-term care or rehabilitation facilities. Each year thousands of lives are touched with hope and encouragement because of local believers who extend their hearts and their hands through the ministry of Special Delivery. In addition, Area Ministries play major roles in the staffing and implementation of Family Retreats and Wheels for the World activities.

Area Ministries are the local expressions of a global commitment to identify and meet the needs of those touched by disability.

RADIO & CORRESPONDENCE

The radio program “Joni and Friends” is a five-minute broadcast hosted by Joni herself, airing on weekdays. The program is carried by over 450 stations worldwide, with over 850 outlets airing over 1000 releases each day.

“Joni and Friends” is an inspirational program covering a wide range of topics with a biblical perspective. As she tackles issues relating to disability awareness, Joni provides uniquely personal, biblically-inspired insight into some of life’s tougher questions. Her contagious joy and unwavering faith have provided hope for thousands who find themselves faced with life’s crippling blows.

Over 800 letters, e-mail messages, and phone calls find their way to the JAF Correspondence & Resource Department each month. Many are from disabled people seeking encouragement and pertinent resources; some are seeking information because a friend or family member is newly disabled; others share that they have read Joni’s books, listened to her radio broadcast, or heard her speak at a conference. Some of the most exciting contacts are from people interested in launching a disability ministry within their home church or community. For these and the myriad of requests processed through Correspondence, JAF provides up-to-date resources and/or serves to link those in need with churches, agencies, or one of our own Area Ministries for personal follow-up.

FAMILY RETREATS

Statistics indicate that families with a disabled member have extraordinarily high rates of strained relationships, stress, and divorce. It is therefore imperative that effective disability ministry seek to embrace the needs of entire families. JAF’s Family Retreats do this by providing an exciting summer program. Held in nine locations throughout the country each summer, Family Retreats offer a full range of activities in a supportive environment where families affected by disability feel welcomed, understood, and accepted. Here they can relax, have fun, attempt new experiences, and explore their relationship with God. It is also a great opportunity for networking and building relationships with others who know both the joys and relentless demands of life with a disability.

Each summer hundreds of families enjoy the renewal and respite of a Family Retreat because of the work of our Servants Team volunteers, who are paired with families during the week. Each volunteer is trained to provide friendship and assistance so family members can have time to enjoy much-needed rest, recreation, and reflection. Professionals in a variety of related areas are also available to offer practical help and information to the families.

At Retreat, families experience a respite from the everyday challenges they face. It is an enriching and inspiring interval where families build lasting memories, new friendships, and an enduring strength grounded in faith.

WHEELS FOR THE WORLD

The explosive growth of Wheels for the World testifies to the critical need for wheelchair distributions in developing countries where the cost of a chair can equal a year’s wages. The World Health Organization estimates a worldwide need of 18 million wheelchairs. Living in isolation, lacking simple mobility, and cut off from society, many disabled people are also tragically cut off from the local church and have never heard the gospel message or experienced the love of Christ.

The beauty of the Wheels for the World program lies in its teamwork approach: local communities collect used wheelchairs destined to be transformed into a life-changing opportunity for someone overseas. The meticulous restoration takes place in the U.S. by carefully trained inmates in correctional facilities located in various parts of the country.

The wheelchairs are shipped overseas, where short-term mission teams, made up of professional disability specialists and wheelchair mechanics, work diligently to achieve the best fit possible for each person receiving this precious gift of mobility. Skillful training in wheelchair use and upkeep is provided for both recipient and family. Along with every wheelchair comes a Bible in one’s own language and the Good News that Jesus Christ loves and values each one of us regardless of our abilities or disabilities. This joyous message drives Wheels for the World from start to finish.

Wheels for the World has delivered over 8,500 wheelchairs to over forty developing countries. By increasing output capabilities at existing restoration sites, and opening additional centers, JAF is aggressively addressing the staggering need worldwide.

In a partnership with Echoing Hills, JAF is assisting in the development of the National Center on Disability in Ghana. Plans for the Center include a residential and job training facility for the disabled, a disability ministry training institute, and a wheelchair repair and modification center. This Center will serve as a model for establishing permanent ministry in countries around the world.

INTERNATIONAL MINISTRIES

In the year 2000, Joni and Friends expanded its involvement in international ministry by chartering like-minded, Christ-centered ministries abroad who are committed to heighten disability awareness within the church and community, to equip and train leaders, and to assist in and carry out disability ministry.

Since the end of the Cold War and the unification of Europe, the political and ethnic unrest in Eastern Europe has brought the needs of Europe’s disability population into sharp focus. In wartorn regions such as Kosovo, the number of disabled persons climbs steadily due to injury and war, while little political or governmental attention is devoted to those whose lives and bodies have been torn apart as a consequence.

Today, Joni and Friends’ Chartered Ministries, such as Through the Roof in the UK, are recognized as leaders in Christian service in the disability community. Ministry programs include the sponsorship of Disability Awareness Seminars, leadership conferences, Family Retreats, and Wheels for the World distributions. Wheelchair restoration sites are located in The Netherlands and the United Kingdom. To date, Joni and Friends maintains a presence in twenty European countries by assisting local disability organizations. Ministry in India and Latin America takes place via local missionaries, while in China, JAF cooperates with government agencies to educate and provide tangible assistance. Future plans include continuing efforts to cultivate relationships with government and missionary agencies around the world in a prayerful effort to meet the compelling needs of disabled people worldwide.

READY FOR SOME ADVENTURE?

If you’re looking for exciting short-term ministry experiences, we’ve got some great opportunities waiting for you! Here are a couple of examples:



Family Retreats—Every summer, we need hundreds of volunteers to staff our disability focused Family Retreats held in various locations across the country. Servants Team members are assigned to families as helpers. We provide training, and will match you up with a family appropriate to your skill level. We also need leaders and teachers with expertise in a broad range of practical subjects helpful to families living with disability. Our volunteers frequently comment that they were blessed by their experiences far beyond what they’d imagined possible.


Phone: (818) 707-5664

E-mail: famret@joniandfriends.org



Wheels for the World—If you’re looking for adventure overseas in places like Ghana, Romania, Cuba, or China, just to name a few, Wheels for the World outreach may be the answer. We’re seeking disability specialists, such as physical and occupational therapists and wheelchair mechanics. We also need support staff, disability ministry instructors, and people with construction expertise. Together, these people make up the Wheels teams we send around the world for life-changing experiences. Be ready for hard work and overwhelming blessings.


Phone: (818) 707-5664

E-mail: wftw@joniandfriends.org



We even provide a kit with tools and tips on how to raise the necessary support for your adventure!



Disability Resources—Joni and Friends’ Correspondence and Resource Department exists to offer encouragement and practical resources to help individuals and families affected by disability. Our center provides resources covering various physical/mental illnesses, diseases, and other disability-related concerns, with new information and additional categories being continuously added and updated. Each list includes an average of fifteen agencies along with their descriptions and provides a starting place for connecting with specific, helpful services.

All our resources are available on the Joni and Friends website at www.joniandfriends.org under “Helpful Disability Links and Resources.” Here are just a few:


Employment

Prison Ministries

Financial Assistance

Spinal Cord Injury

Caregiver and Independent Living

Disability Ministry Resources

Parents of Children with Disabilities

Invisible Disabilities

Multiple Sclerosis

Building Accessibility



We are continuing to develop a Churches/Organizations with Disability Ministries list by state, located on our webpage in a U.S. map format. This will be useful to people who are searching for a church/organization that is accessible and/or with a disability ministry in their area, and also for others who would like to learn from a church already involved in disability ministry. The following is a list of some general disability-related organizations that may be of some help to you:


ABLEDATA

Phone: 800-227-0216

Website: www.abledata.com



We Media Inc.

Phone: 646-769-2722

Website: www.wemedia.com



National Council on Disability, NCD

Phone: 202-272-2004

Website: www.ncd.gov



Cornucopia of Disability Information, CODI

Website: http://codi.buffalo.edu



Family Village

E-mail: familyvillage@waisman.wisc.edu

Website: www.familyvillage.wisc.edu



Disability Resources Inc.

Website: www.disabilityresources.org



Based on the incoming requests, our Resource Center is continually updating current lists and creating new ones. Joni and Friends’ Correspondence and Resource Department is a vital link to a vast network of excellent local and national ministries, organizations, and services that support, encourage, and provide needed resources.

Much has happened since the publication of A Step Further in 1978, and God has used this small but significant book as well as its author to advance His kingdom among the disability community around the world. Thank you for passing on A Step Further to your friends, especially those who are struggling with an acute or chronic health condition. Also, please prayerfully consider how Joni and Friends might be able to help those you know who have special needs. For more information on how you can share the love of Christ with families affected by disability, please write Joni and the JAF team at:


Joni and Friends

P.O. Box 3333

Agoura Hills, CA 91376

818/707-5664



www.joniandfriends.org






Also from Joni Eareckson Tada
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A Step Further

Softcover 0-310-23971-0
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Heaven

Softcover 0-310-21919-1

Audio Pages 0-310-20003-2
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Heaven—Devotional Edition

Hardcover 0-310-24165-0

Pick up a copy today at your favorite bookstore!
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When God Weeps

Hardcover 0-310-21186-7

Softcover 0-310-23853-8

Audio Pages 0-310-21193-X
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More Precious Than Silver

Hardcover 0-310-21627-3
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Diamonds in the Dust

Hardcover 0-310-37950-4
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The NIV Encouragement Bible

Burgundy Bonded Leather 0-310-91220-2

Hardcover 0-310-90094-8

Softcover 0-310-91219-9




About the Publisher

Founded in 1931, Grand Rapids, Michigan-based Zondervan, a division of HarperCollins Publishers, is the leading international Christian communications company, producing best-selling Bibles, books, new media products, a growing line of gift products and award-winning children’s products. The world’s largest Bible publisher, Zondervan (www.zondervan.com) holds exclusive publishing rights to the New International Version of the Bible and has distributed more than 150 million copies worldwide. It is also one of the top Christian publishers in the world, selling its award-winning books through Christian retailers, general market bookstores, mass merchandisers, specialty retailers, and the Internet. Zondervan has received a total of 68 Gold Medallion awards for its books, more than any other publisher.




[image: publisher log]




        * In the years since Joni was published, Bill Gothard and his Institute in Basic Life Principles went on to promote controversial teachings that I believe do not reflect sound biblical instruction. After Mr. Gothard was accused by seventeen former female interns of inappropriate sexual conduct, the board of the institute removed him from leadership. Although decades ago I found his principles to be extremely helpful, I no longer endorse Mr. Gothard or the Institute in Basic Life Principles.
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