Issue 15:2006


Gateway’s Women Believing God’s Word

Weekly Devotions For April 10th through April 14th, 2006
Upcoming Women’s Events!

Mother’s Day Lunch, May 6th, 11-1pm

Special Guest Speaker: Tex Tippit!!!!

$6.00 adults/$4.00 Children; Free Nursery

LaMadeleine Restaurant on Broadway

Again, this week, I didn’t divide the newsletter into separate days, so that you can just read at your own pace. Enjoy!!
The Gift of a Second Chance
Held hostage by an alleged murderer, Ashley Smith found redemption where she least expected it.
by Corrie Cutrer
Ashley Smith, 27, still remembers the day she received a copy of pastor Rick Warren's bestseller, The Purpose-Driven Life.

She'd walked in late to her aunt's church in Augusta, Georgia. A struggling widow, Christian, and drug addict, Ashley had released custody of her five-year-old daughter, Paige, to her aunt, Kim Rogers, and was there for a visit. The church was distributing The Purpose-Driven Life, and people could take one even if they didn't have money, Ashley remembers. She looked in her wallet and found a dollar bill—the same dollar she'd used to roll and snort crystal methamphetamine, her latest drug of choice. Ashley placed the dollar bill in the offering plate. For years she'd wanted to come clean, so she picked up the book on her way out and started using it as a daily devotional in an attempt to get her life back on track.

A month later, Ashley made headlines around the world for using The Purpose-Driven Life to help calm Brian Nichols, the alleged Atlanta courthouse killer who murdered four people, including a judge. Nichols held Ashley hostage for seven hours before miraculously letting her go. Ashley was hailed a hero as television news cameras broadcasted Nichols being led away from her apartment in handcuffs.

What everyone didn't know at the time, however, was that Ashley felt like the last person in the world who should be so celebrated. In recent years, she'd been arrested for shoplifting and driving under the influence, witnessed the brutal murder of her husband, lost custody of her daughter, and still struggled with a serious drug addiction that started in high school. Yet somehow, as Ashley discovered that night, God still was willing to use her for good. And in the process, Ashley found her life would never be the same.

A Moment of Truth
On March 11, 2004, Brian Nichols, a prisoner on trial for rape, killed four people at the Fulton County Courthouse in Atlanta, then escaped and randomly made his way to Ashley's apartment complex in nearby Duluth, looking for a place to hide. Ashley had been up late unpacking boxes in her new apartment and left at 2 A.M. to purchase cigarettes at a nearby gas station. Upon her return, she became Nichols' target.

"I was standing in the doorway with a gun pointed at my head, being forced into my apartment with the door locked behind me, thinking, I'm going to die. Why am I going to die?" she says.

Once Ashley realized Nichols' identity, she repeatedly pleaded with him to not hurt her for her daughter Paige's sake. "My little girl doesn't have a daddy, and if you kill me, she won't have a mommy either," she cried to him. Ashley slowly earned Nichols' trust by revealing her painful past. She'd become pregnant at 20 and gave birth to a premature, two-pound baby girl. She and her boyfriend, Mack (who later became her husband), ran wild—partying on the weekends, drinking and dabbling in drugs. Both spent time in jail for driving under the influence. Then, when Ashley was 23, Mack became involved in a brawl and was stabbed right in front of her. He died in her arms.

Ashley told Nichols how Mack's death sent her spiraling. "I didn't care about anything anymore," she says. That's when crystal meth entered the picture. Using the drug became an everyday habit. Her teeth began to rot and her hair thinned. Ashley surrendered custody of her daughter, started experiencing paranoia, and ultimately ended up in a mental hospital after a hallucination brought on a near-fatal car accident. She went through three drug recovery programs before she finally started making progress. That's when she moved to Atlanta, determined to get her life on track.

As a student working two jobs, Ashley still used meth occasionally when she was stressed or wanted to lose weight. She had a stash in her bedroom the night she was held hostage—something she offered to Nichols and later regretted. He wanted to relax and decided to use the meth. He also asked Ashley to do it with him. As Ashley began telling Nichols what a struggle drugs had been for her for so many years, she realized something for the first time: She truly was an addict. And she didn't want to be one any longer.

"It was the first time I ever said 'no' to drugs," Ashley remembers. "I was faced with a life-or-death situation. All I could think was, If I'm going to die tonight, I'm not going to meet my heavenly Father with those drugs in my nose."

Ashley, who had been raised in a Christian family and accepted Christ when she was seven, struggled to maintain her walk with God as a rebellious teen. But that night, God finally caught her full attention for the first time. "I could sense him telling me, Choose the drugs or choose me," Ashley remembers. "I heard him loud and clear—and I chose him. Immediately I heard him say, I'm here. It' s OK. I'll get you out of here if you just trust me."  Afterward, Ashley read Nichols the chapter "Using What God Gave You" from The Purpose-Driven Life. Nichols asked Ashley what she thought God's purpose was for his life. "Turn yourself in," she told him. "Stop running. You killed some people. You've got to pay for that."

She also offered words of promise. "No matter what you've done, God can still forgive you," she said. "In God's eyes, what you've done is no different than me doing drugs. If God can forgive me, he can forgive you. Wherever you are, there's hope."

Moving Forward
Ashley continued to talk with Nichols through the night. And just as she'd planned on and prayed for all along, she walked out of her apartment unharmed the next morning to be reunited with her daughter. She still can't believe Nichols let her go. Ashley believes God allowed her to survive the ordeal in order to fulfill a purpose of her own—sharing with others that the Lord never gives up on those he loves.

"I want people to know God has a plan for their lives if they'll let him work," Ashley says. "None of us is perfect. But it's never too late to turn your life around."

Today Ashley is a testament to her own words. She underwent voluntary drug testing regularly for the first three months after her ordeal with Nichols, joined a Bible study at her church, and has remained drug-free. "I take it day by day," she says. "But I haven't felt the need or desire to do drugs. It's as if God reached down that night and said, I believe you. I believe you want to be done with it."

Currently, Ashley is learning how to be a mom again to Paige. And she's helping her mom, 49-year-old Mary Jo, a smoker of 30 years, face a different terrifying ordeal: lung cancer. "The cancer is inoperable," says Ashley, who has since given up smoking herself. "The only thing that's going to help her is chemo, radiation, and prayer."  Once again, Ashley finds herself thinking back to that night with Brian Nichols. As much as she felt like she helped him, God ended up using him to help her. "Had that not happened to me, I may still be out there, smoking, dabbling in drugs," she says. "I don't think I would have been able to handle my mom having cancer. But now God's getting me through it. He's been my rock."

Ashley also wrote a book about her ordeal, Unlikely Angel, in which she shared about the seven hours she spent with Nichols. Upon its release, newspapers and television outlets immediately spotlighted Ashley's drug addiction and the fact she gave meth to Nichols.

"I expected some criticism for being completely honest," Ashley says. "I've received tons of e-mails from recovering meth addicts and their families encouraging me to raise awareness so others can get help."  In the future Ashley says she'd like to help other addicts come clean. She plans to work with Celebrate Recovery, a faith-based recovery program Rick Warren's church, Saddleback, founded in 1991.

"I feel as though God wants me to be a role model for other meth addicts who are ashamed of the hold this drug has on their lives," she says. "I used to think God wasn't big enough for my addiction. Now I know he's big enough for any sin if we just believe and turn to him for help. We're all imperfect. And yet God uses broken people to do his work."

Corrie Cutrer is a TCW regular contributor who lives with her family in Illinois.
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Stolen Moments
Have you fallen victim to these 4 time stealers?
by T. Suzanne Eller
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I was restless—again. Try as I might, I just couldn't settle down and focus on a recent writing project. So I decided to take my customary television break and plopped down in front of the tube to watch Judge Judy and munch on kettle corn.  Half an hour later, with Judy still keeping me company, the discontentment I'd been trying to avoid lingered. It was then that God interrupted my vision of Judy hammering a hapless defendant and whispered his own verdict: You're restless because you aren't making good use of your time.
I decided to take an honest look at my life and my schedule. Having three kids in college at the same time meant there was a ream of financial-aid paperwork to complete each year. I travel frequently to speak to teenagers and women. I teach a discipleship class for teens every Sunday morning and volunteer as a youth staff member on Wednesday nights. Through prayer, God helped me see that all these activities weren't the problem. My problem was the time stealers—such as the lure of the tube—that had crept into my days. 

When I looked closer at the flow of a typical day, I realized I operated at a spastic level—writing for 30 minutes, playing computer games for 30 minutes, starting a load of laundry, watching a half hour of television, then writing for another half hour. When I talked with my friend Jane Jarrell, a work-at-home mother of two young children, she identified with my dilemma. She called it "hummingbird head" syndrome, flitting from one activity to the next but accomplishing little. "It's a lack of focus and it's a huge time killer," she said.

After our discussion, I decided to tackle this problem head on. I needed to identify my time stealers, those things that blurred my focus and robbed me of the time I had each day to fulfill God's purpose for my life. All the days I'd said, "I have no time," I was actually squandering precious moments.  As I talked with other friends, I realized this was a common challenge. Though our schedules and family situations vary greatly and we're in different seasons of life, we all struggle with the issue of time. As we chatted, we identified four culprits that regularly rob us of the valuable moments of our day—as well as some strategies for stopping these pesky time stealers. 

1. Stressed by ''Yes''
One friend, working mom Kathryn Lay, confesses that overcommitment used to rob her of valuable family time. "I used to say 'yes' to too many things," she says, "and then I decided to do something about it." 

Kathryn set aside one day each month as a family day, then planned an all-day or overnight trip that had nothing to do with work, school, or ministry. Phone calls and e-mail were banned. Today, the Lays' monthly family day is a treasured tradition. "We might visit antique shops or just enjoy nature," she says. "Our goal is simply to have fun and relax."  Kathryn now can look through stacks of photos from her monthly family days and see the value of the time devoted to her loved ones. For Kathryn, learning to say no meant reclaiming precious family time. 

2. You've Got Mail!
Technology, touted to make our lives simpler, is a chief time stealer among many women. E-mail from friends, editors, publishers, as well as industry newsletters and forwards used to consume me. It wasn't unusual for me to receive more than 100 e-mails a day, especially after a conference or ministry engagement. Any time I heard that magic tone from my computer, I stopped to read and answer incoming e-mails. 

Similarly, my friend Brandy Brow started two online support groups as a ministry—and they quickly consumed chunks of her time. She found herself stopping to respond to "just one more e-mail," and before she knew it, other things were pushed to the side. Brandy decided to combat this time stealer by reserving a specific time each day to read and respond to e-mail. "Since I've instituted this self-ban, my priorities have straightened out tremendously," she says.

3. Must-See TV?
Louise DuMont admits that at one time she felt as though she was stuck in front of the television every evening. After crunching numbers all day at work, when she walked through the door at 5:30 P.M., "I was bushed," she says. Louise would throw a load of laundry in the washer, start dinner, then crash. "All I wanted to do was vegetate," she admits. "Once I plopped down in front of the television set, I didn't want to budge." But beneath her couch-potato tendencies, she longed to spend her free time with family or participate in activities that were healthier for her. 

Louise's solution? To tape her favorite shows. "I watch them on Saturday morning," she explains. "My children are older and sleep in, so I get up early, take a walk, then snuggle in with a café latte and watch my shows." This eliminates Louise's habit of parking in front of the tube each evening. Also, knowing she'll have downtime later in the week motivates Louise to spend her evening hours with her family or doing activities she loves. 

4. Games Women Play
I feel silly admitting that playing computer games was my biggest time stealer. I loved to play Spades, and when my kids left for college I lost my best partners—so I started playing online. It began as a diversion, but soon turned into a habit that regularly stole at least an hour of my valuable time each day. Not only did these games keep me from going to bed at a decent hour, they also lured me to remain in front of a blinking, impersonal computer while I neglected my live, much-loved husband. 

I decided I needed to quit these games altogether. Despite the fact I'd convinced myself otherwise, computer games had become addictive. I realized that the first day! The computer seduced me like a siren, calling me to play just one game. But as I remained firm in my resolve, at the end of the first week I realized I'd reclaimed seven hours simply by eliminating one silly computer game!  I quickly learned you don't realize how entrenched a habit has become until you try to cut it out of your life. While many of my friends simply eliminated time stealers, I wrestled with them. One day in utter frustration I knelt and asked God to help me reclaim the hours in my day. 

I decided to fast. Instead of giving up food, I eliminated my time stealers for 30 days. I checked my e-mail only twice a day. Computer games were gone. I set limits on the number of programs I watched and refused to turn the television on at all during the day. This forced me to choose a couple of favorite shows, which I watched in the evening with my husband. During the day I popped in a CD and filled my home with my favorite worship music.

As the fast concluded, I looked at what I'd gained. My life hadn't changed, just the management of my time. I still had the same 24 hours available to me each day. I still was busy. I still had deadlines. But I'd uncovered pockets of precious moments that I chose to fill carefully. I spent a portion of my morning reading my Bible and talking with God. I took long walks with my husband in the evening or worked outside with our horses. Because my writing and tasks for the day were complete, I could enjoy these things with a clear focus and without guilt. Several of these "luxuries" I'd often neglected in the past because I had "too much to do" and "not enough time." 

When the fast was over, I came to the conclusion that God had more for me—not a legalistic list of tasks to perform, but a new way of thinking. I began to see the hours of my day as opportunities, each moment as a possibility. It's evident that 19th-century pastor Nathaniel Emmons spoke truth when he said, "A habit is either the best of servants or the worst of masters." Today, I see the fruit of my still-evolving disciplined life. Eliminating time stealers has allowed me to concentrate on the things that really matter.

T. Suzanne Eller, an inspirational speaker and the author of Real Teens, Real Stories, Real Life (RiverOak), lives in Oklahoma with her husband and three children. She can be reached at eller@intellex.com or tseller@daretobelieve.org. 
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Prayers That Move the Heart of God
How to cultivate a meaningful conversation with the Lord.
by Nancy Guthrie
My teenaged son, Matt, always has a great time when he visits my parents. And why shouldn't he? Matt gets out of bed whenever he wants, eats whatever he wants, and watches whatever he wants on TV. In fact, Matt made a grand discovery at Grandma's house during his last visit. My mother keeps a bucket of chocolate-chip cookie dough in her refrigerator that Matt enjoyed eating by the spoonful! When he returned from that visit, he began asking me to buy cookie dough from Sam's Club, just like my mom. I know having cookie dough easily available isn't good for either of us, so I said "no" over and over … until last week. Matt's repeated requests finally wore me down.

That's one of the big differences between God's parenting and mine. God doesn't give me everything I repeatedly ask for when he knows it's not best for me. But a shallow reading of Luke 11:9-10 could lead me to think otherwise. There Jesus says, "Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened." 

Is the way to get what I want from God through wearing him down, or getting as many people as possible to ask God for it? What kinds of prayer really move the heart and hand of God?

Secret-Formula Prayer vs. Seeking Prayer
As his parent, I don't want Matt to try to get what he wants by constantly begging me for it or getting everyone he knows to gang up on me. I want to hear his heart on the matter, and I want him to hear mine. I want us to have a conversation. Isn't that how it is with our heavenly Father? Prayer is about a conversation with our loving God—not about wearing him down to get what we want. 

There's so much to want—healed bodies, restored relationships, changed circumstances. But asking, seeking, and knocking aren't secret formulas for getting what we want from God; they're ways to get more of God. As I listen to God speak to me through his Word, he gives me more of himself in fuller, newer ways. Then, if healing doesn't come, if the relationship remains broken, or if the pressures increase, I have the opportunity to discover for myself he is enough. His presence is enough. His purpose is enough.

If you truly want to move God's heart, put aside secret-formula prayer and instead begin to practice prayer that seeks the Giver more than the gifts. 
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	Prayer is changing me from someone who knew a lot about God into someone who's experiencing God in deep, though sometimes difficult, ways. 
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Superficial Prayer vs. Significant Prayer
Sometimes I catch myself "chatting" with God, limiting my prayers to superficial things and surface issues, never getting to the heart of the matter. And I've noticed that when others offer prayer requests, they're rarely about spiritual needs. We ask God to heal physical ailments, provide safe travel, and to "be with us."

Of course God cares about these things. But prayer is spiritual work toward a spiritual end. God wants to rub off our rough edges and clean up our character. So why do we settle for talking to him only about the superficial stuff? When our prayers move from the superficial to the significant, we invite God to do no less than a deep, transforming, igniting work in our life and in the lives of those for whom we're praying.

I've often found myself slipping into superficial mode in my prayers for Matt—asking God to keep him safe or to bless his day at school. But I really don't want to settle for those things. So my prayers have moved from the superficial to the significant. I'm asking God to shape Matt's character—even if it requires some struggle. I'm begging the Holy Spirit to ignite in Matt a passion for holiness and a love for God's Word. These are things that really matter. This is what significant prayer is all about.

Showy Prayer vs. Secret Prayer
Several years ago, at a friend's wedding, a college friend described me to her other friends as "a prayer warrior." Her comment surprised me because I knew it wasn't true. I guess I'd made a great impression with my public prayers at our weekly Bible study group in college. But the truth was, there wasn't much private prayer going on in my life.

If I'm not careful, I still can make prayer all about impressing others with my pseudo-spirituality. That's "showy prayer"—prayer that's more for others' ears than for God's. Jesus warned against this: "When you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you pray, go into your room, close the doors and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you" (Matthew 6:5-6).

Showy prayer uses put-on voices, lofty words, and spiritual-sounding phrases; simple prayer is authentic and humble. I can perform public prayers or make claims of private prayer, and settle for the applause of people; or I can go to a secret place, shut the door, and commune with God. It's in that secret place with him you and I find our most blessed reward—not impressing others, but cultivating true intimacy with him.

Insistent Prayer vs. Submissive Prayer
Nothing's taught me more about prayer than Jesus' prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane. According to Hebrews 5:7-8, "during the days of Jesus' life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered."

This moves me, because I know what it's like to offer prayers with loud cries and tears, to come before God with a broken heart and a desperate need. Several years ago, physicians told my husband and me that because of a rare metabolic disorder, our newborn daughter, Hope, would live for only two or three months.

Time seemed to be slipping away so quickly when one day, as I rocked Hope in the nursery we'd prepared for her—tears spilling down my face—I thought, I'll ask God to give Hope more time. It seemed such a modest prayer; I'd already surrendered any insistence God heal her completely. But even as that prayer formed in my mind, I sensed God calling me to submit to his perfect timing. So my prayer instead became, Give me strength to make the most of every day you give me with Hope. Show me how to rest in your plan for her life and mine.

In Hope's life and death, I learned what it is to pray to a God who has the power to make another way … but chooses not to. It helps to know Jesus understands what this feels like. Like Jesus, I've wrestled with God's plan for my life even as I've sought to submit to it. But Jesus shows me how to obey when God's answer to my sincere, reverent prayer is "no." I also see Jesus' example of obedience.

I've learned that submissive prayer is prayer that welcomes God to work in and through my suffering rather than begs him to take it away. It's thanking God for what he gives me rather than resenting him for what I lose. Submissive prayer is changing me from someone who knew a lot about God into someone who's experiencing God in deep, though sometimes difficult, ways.

Too often I still find myself merely going through the motions of prayer, but I want to pray in a way that's authentic, sincere, and effective. I'm learning to go to my heavenly Father in the way I want my son to come to me. I want to hear what Matt wants and needs. I want to respond. I want to be active in his life, doing what I know is best for him.

Our heavenly Father's no different. He has no need for a show or secret formulas, and he's not interested in keeping things superficial. He loves it when we come to him—and he simply wants to talk with us.

Nancy Guthrie is the author of Holding On to Hope: A Pathway Through Suffering to the Heart of God and The One Year Book of Hope (both Tyndale). She lives in Tennessee.
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