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7 Secrets to a Happy Heart---Monday, March 20, 2006
Strategies to cultivate true joy
By Annette LaPlaca
Have you ever seen the movie Pollyanna? Child actress Hayley Mills starred as the orphaned daughter of missionaries who becomes the ward of her rich, embittered aunt. Pollyanna's infectious habit of being thankful transforms the crabby aunt, the crochety household staff, and the whole town! These days, people use the label "Pollyanna" to suggest someone childishly naive in her ability to look on the bright side. But being happy doesn't require us to turn a blind eye to troubles such as gangs and crime and Columbine. Neither does it mean we chant shallow platitudes such as "Don't worry, be happy."

Like most attributes we long for (peace, patience, goodness), a happy heart takes root in the discipline of giving thanks. It's the secret weapon of the joyous Christian! But what is it about gratitude that creates a happy heart?

Happy in the Lord
Of course I was madly in love with my husband, David, when we got engaged. But that's nothing compared to the love I have for him now, after nearly 11 years of marriage. The difference? Gratitude! I'm thankful for the hundreds of times David's scrubbed the pots after dinner, for the times he's instantly forgiven my crabbiness, for the willing spirit he shows about helping my single-parent friend, for the amazing enthusiasm he brings to parenting our kids. As I think about the multitude of actions that prove David's love for me over the years, I'm filled with joy. 

That's the way I feel in my relationship with God, too—and the reason I believe the Old Testament is loaded with verses that instruct God's people to "remember" his goodness, such as 1 Samuel 12:24: "Be sure to fear the Lord and serve him faithfully with all your heart; consider what great things he has done for you."

Whenever I struggle to feel joyful, I choose to reflect on how God always meets my needs. Time after time, I've seen God put forgiving love in me right where angry resentment had been half an hour before, simply because I asked him to. As my relationship with God grows, my love for him becomes more deeply entwined with my gratitude to him. The more I remember his goodness, the closer I feel to his comfort, peace, and presence.

Happy with Others
It's easy to recognize how integral gratitude is to experiencing joy in God. It's less obvious to see how it affects my other relationships—but it does! When I'm tempted to keep score with others, or resent a friend who talks more about herself than listens to me, gratitude helps me remember how "full" my cup is—how well God's caring for me. Then I'm better able to reach out to my friend without becoming bitter.
I once had a coworker—a woman I considered a friend—who unintentionally dragged me into her troubles with management. The result was a difficult annual review for me, and the postponement of a promotion I'd expected. Preoccupied with her own misery, she didn't realize what she'd done, so I couldn't expect her to apologize. I had to forgive her, of course—as a believer, I don't have a choice! But it helped me to look around at my other positive work relationships, at my marriage and beautiful kids, and realize God had given me so much. I was able to consider that whole episode a bump on the road and let go of my resentment against her.

Surefire Strategies
If developing an "attitude of gratitude" is difficult for you, take heart! You'll be surprised how a little bit of discipline goes a long way toward giving you a joyful spirit. Try these action steps: 

1. Start a joy journal. Keep a small notebook by your bed, just for jotting down a few good things God's done for you that day. This doesn't take long—especially if you use one or two key reminder words. At the beginning, or on a day when your heart's heavy, this may take some work. But even on those days, try to come up with three items, minimum. It may help to look back over the other days' entries to spark "happy thoughts" of God's faithfulness to you. As your thankfulness "skill" develops, this exercise becomes a pleasure.

2. Play Pollyanna's "Glad Game." In the movie, Pollyanna plays a game her father taught her. He told her that in every situation, there is something to be thankful for, if only you look for it (1 Thessalonians 5:18). One time, when the little girl had been hoping for a doll to come in a supply shipment, she received a pair of crutches instead. Pollyanna chose to be thankful she didn't need them!

A few months ago, my father was diagnosed with the worst kind of leukemia a person can get. It's been rough sailing—with aggressive chemotherapy and infection setbacks—ever since. Of course I'm pounding the gates of heaven with my requests for his healing, but at the same time I've found some things for which to be thankful. I'm glad my father's a passionate Christian. I'm grateful we've had a good relationship, and that my husband and kids love him and know him well. He's good at Pollyanna's game himself. He may be suffering, but his attitude of gratitude comes through loud and clear during these tough times.

3. Look for the silver lining. My former coworker really seemed to loathe working in our office. Day after day, her list of verbal gripes grew longer, which didn't do much for my morale. Finally, I suggested she list what she did like about her job. The next day she surprised me by showing me her list. She admitted she'd been so busy focusing on her grievances, she'd forgotten to notice the good things in the office. All-or-nothing thinking is common when you feel discouraged, but don't fall into that trap. There usually are a few times, at least, when things go right. So look for the silver lining!

4. Say "thank you" before "please." When it comes to prayer, don't jump directly into your list of wants and needs, no matter how pressing those may seem. God loves to hear us appreciate him! Start by praying the way Jesus taught his disciples in Matthew 6:9-13, by honoring God ("Hallowed be your name"). Your praise will naturally include thankfulness for his faithful love, the daily help of his Holy Spirit, and his provision for you.

5. Remember the "Thanksgiving Special." For years I assigned myself the annual Thanksgiving task of making a list of "100 things to be thankful for." Why not compose a year 2000 list? I typically find the first 20-30 easy to come up with, then get bogged down in the middle. But all of a sudden I find myself remembering little things that have built my trust and confidence in God. I always manage to come up with 100. Give it a try.

6. Try a Scripture search. Remind yourself of the importance of "rejoicing" by searching the Bible—both Old and New Testaments—for God's instructions in this area. (Pollyanna says there are at least 800 "happy texts" in the Bible. I'll have to take her word for it.) It will spur you on to "consider what great things [God] has done for you." I love 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 be-cause it reminds me it's God's will that I be "joyful always" and "give thanks in all circumstances." God wants me to have a happy heart as much as I long to be joyful. It's not all up to me; God's there, waiting to give me joy.

7. Just ask. When you struggle to obey God in the area of giving thanks, don't hesitate to ask him to show you how. He's longing to draw you close, to give you strength for the challenges of every day. So ask for his help. What begins as an awkward discipline of thankfulness can end as a habit of happiness. Gratitude's been my secret weapon for finding contentment and joy; put it to work in your life!

Annette LaPlaca, a TCW regular contributor and freelance contributor to several magazines, lives with her family in the Chicago area.

Copyright © 2000 by the author or Christianity Today, Inc./Today's Christian Woman magazine.
November/December 2000, Vol. 22, No. 6, Page 80
When a Friend Hurts---Tuesday, March 21, 2006
How you can help her get through her grief
By Sheila Wray Gregoire
"If there's anything I can do … " I heard these words repeatedly three years ago on that rainy day when we buried our 29-day-old baby boy, Christopher. Most people who said them acted so awkwardly, I felt as though I had to cheer them up. But others were more at ease. One friend, Anne, quietly shared how she was encouraged by our reliance on God during Christopher's battle with a serious congenital heart defect. Another friend, Pam, e-mailed me, "I planted some violas for Christopher today, just outside my kitchen window." While neither gesture was extravagant or profound, both shone some light on a very dark day.

Why do some people seem to know what to say to someone in pain, while the rest of us flounder? The reality is, being close to someone who's heartbroken is difficult. We don't want to compound her pain by saying the wrong thing, yet we earnestly desire to help lessen her suffering, just like Jesus, who came to "comfort all who mourn" (Isaiah 61:2). When our heart breaks for someone else, we reflect God's sadness. How can we also reflect God's comfort? First we need to understand what comforting does—and doesn't—involve.

Comforting Isn't Explaining God's Will
When Judy's eight-year-old son, Kyle, was hospitalized with a life-threatening infection, a close relative wrote her to say God was punishing her for not attending church. Needless to say, the letter did little to encourage Judy. The need to explain people's suffering is natural. Even Jesus was asked, "Who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?" (John 9:2). Jesus replied that things aren't always so straightforward. In this case, the man's blindness was so "the work of God might be displayed in his life" (John 9:3). My friend Melissa confessed that when she first heard of Christopher's illness, she believed it was a result of my husband's previous involvement with role-playing games. But when she gave birth to a stillborn son a year later, she apologized for judging us.
Comforting Isn't Fixing the Problem
When Judith lost her daughter two weeks before her due date, many people assured her, "At least you know you can get pregnant." Marilyn, who lost her son when she was 21 weeks pregnant, was likewise told, "At least you have children at home." And my husband, who's a pediatrician, often heard, "Think of what a better physician you'll be after having such a sick child." Trying to cheer people by telling them the character-building benefits of their suffering does little to comfort them. Those "benefits" can never compensate for the loss someone feels when a loved one dies.

Comforting Is Making Yourself Available
To comfort a friend is to focus on her feelings, not yours. Once we recognize we're helpless to explain the problem or to fix it, we can concentrate instead on meeting our friend's needs as best we can, perhaps in the following ways: 

Be there. We printed 70 programs for Christopher's funeral, but we ran out long before the service began. The number of people who attended overwhelmed us. God used their presence to comfort us during that difficult time. When 9-year-old Randy died after an unsuccessful liver transplant, his mother, JoAnn, was moved when 16 intensive care nurses braved rainy, icy weather for 2 hours just to be at the funeral. We often underestimate the impact our mere presence can have. But a hug, a pat on the arm, or attendance at a memorial service is often as valued as anything else.

Listen. Listening involves encouraging your friend to express her feelings. Pam Vredevelt, author of Empty Arms, says many women find it easier to suffer in silence because others won't initiate discussions about their loss. So if your grieving friend says, "I don't know how I'm going to get out of bed tomorrow," help her open up by asking her a question such as, "What's the scariest part of facing your day?" Then really listen to her answer. Try responding in a way that allows your friend to express what she really feels.

Tell how the person/situation affected you. When Christopher died, I was left with a huge hole in my life—while others' lives stayed the same. Telling a grieving person how you were affected by her loved one, even if it was only minimally, lets her know you feel her loss, too. Writing that memory on a card or in a letter is helpful. Over the last three years I've repeatedly turned to my cards for comfort.

Tell her how you've been praying. In June 1998, Brenda's husband, Rob, died suddenly in a car accident. They had three young daughters. The card Brenda found most uplifting explained in detail how her friend had been praying for Brenda and her daughters. When your prayers are wails, and despair is overwhelming, knowing others are lifting up the things you need can ease some of your burden.

Tell her your story. When Christopher died, I was touched by all the women who came to me with their own stories of "empty arms" and babies lost. Being able to share with someone, "I remember when I felt as though I couldn't breathe, let alone eat," helps a friend know she's not crazy, that others have also felt that kind of pain. Be cautious, however, about saying "I understand how you feel"; some people might find this presumptuous. Though every loss is different, you can share your stories to let people know they're not alone. This is the heart of the apostle Paul's urging to "comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God" (2 Corinthians 1:4).

Offer tangible help. In the days following Christopher's death, we were often asked, "Is there anything you need?" Few people, however, feel comfortable admitting they need help—even if they're grieving. Yet when my friend Raj said, "This Tuesday I'm bringing you and Keith dinner," we had no choice—and we were grateful. The more specific your offer, the more likely someone will accept it.

Follow through. One of the hardest things about losing someone is that eventually everything on the outside returns to normal, while on the inside you still feel torn apart. Grief doesn't end when the funeral's over. Though there are days when we almost forget our pain, there are others when the reality of our loss hits us all over again, just as it did those weeks, months, or even years ago. With time those days grow fewer and further between, but they still occur.

To make a special difference in someone's life, follow through with your friends who mourn. Marilyn remembers with gratitude a woman from her church who sent her a card every few months, long after the others stopped coming. Send a card on the anniversary of someone's death, or on what would have been a birthday or an anniversary. Or you could offer to baby-sit or prepare a special meal.

Don't worry about this reminding your friends of their loss. The grief will always be there. As one woman who lost a child remarked in Carol Staudacher's Beyond Grief: "It's as though people believe if you're not talking about your loss, you're not thinking about it. That's as ridiculous as assuming if you're not thinking about breathing, you're not doing it." JoAnn says that eight years after her son Randy's death, she still receives cards from several friends on the anniversary each March. It touches her to know others think of him, too.

Comforting someone who grieves can be scary, because it reminds us of our fears. We don't have to fix our friend's problem or say anything profound; comforting doesn't have to be onerous. Make yourself available to meet your friend where she is. In doing so, you can surround her with love at a time when she feels most alone.

Sheila Wray Gregoire, a freelance writer and home business owner, lives with her family in Ontario, Canada.

20 Things to Do for a Grieving Friend
1 Give her a hug.
2 Attend the visitation and funeral.
3 Buy her a hardy plant.
4 Baby-sit her children.
5 Walk her pets.
6 Make her frozen casseroles.
7 Pray often and specifically for her—and tell her you're doing so.
8 Bake her cookies.
9 Mop her floors.
10 Help her write thank-you cards.
11 Collect photos of the person who died from friends and relatives, and make an album for her.
12 Buy her a pretty journal.
13 Write out your prayers for her and encourage others to do the same. Put these in a booklet and give it to her.
14 Give her money anonymously (funerals are expensive).
15 Pick up some basic groceries at the store and deliver them to her.
16 Buy her a really comfortable pillow and blanket to help her sleep and keep cozy.
17 Call her every week to check in.
18 After some time's passed, buy her a devotional on grief, or a good book on losing a loved one—such as Will I Ever Be Whole Again by Sandra P. Aldrich, or When Life Hurts: Understanding God's Place in Your Pain by Philip Yancey.
19 Encourage her to go on walks or drives with you.
20 Keep inviting her to all the things you'd have invited her to before.—S.W.G. 
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Love, Jude--Wednesday, March 22, 2006

By Deanne Ruedemann*
“Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the presence of His glory blameless with great joy,  to the only God our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen.”  Jude 24-25
Today we conclude our study of Jude, ending with his “doxology”, or praise, to God. Doxologies are common in Scripture, appearing usually at the end of an epistle (Romans 16:25-27), or sometimes in the middle of one (Ephesians 3:20-21). The format of a doxology is usually in two parts: 1) an address to the one being praised, including reasons for the praise being given, and 2) the expression of the actual praise.  
To have this epistle end in such a positive tone seems surprising in light of the serious nature of the rest of the letter. Let’s do just a short review of Jude’s short epistle, that includes, to some degree, the following unpleasant things:
a.  A plea to contend earnestly for the faith (Jude 3)

b.  A warning about ungodly men who have crept in unnoticed (Jude 4)

c.  A reminder of God’s righteous condemnation in times past (Jude 5-7)

d.  A description of the depravity of the ungodly dreamers (Jude 8-16)

e.  Counsel on how to keep from stumbling (Jude 17-23)

In Jude’s doxology, we find this epistle closing on a very high note, not in doubt and fear, but with a beautiful expression of faith and hope.  So that we will be sure to live with a strong assurance of faith and hope, let’s take a few moments to carefully examine this “expression of praise” preserved for us. Jude begins his doxology by describing the person to whom the praise is ascribed (v. 24-25a), which of course is God. He is described as someone who will “keep you from stumbling”, which also echoes what was written in Jude 1, “preserved in Jesus Christ”.  Of course God’s ability to “keep us” goes hand in hand with our actions to “remember the words spoken before” (Jude 17), “build yourselves up on your most holy faith” (Jude 20), “pray in the Holy Spirit” (Jude 20), “keep yourselves in the love of God (Jude 21), and to “look for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ unto eternal life” (Jude 21).  If we continue in faith, heeding such exhortations, we know that God is able to keep us from falling!  A similar “doxology” is also expressed by Paul in Ephesians 3:20-21:
Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, according to the power that works within us, to Him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever. Amen.
The next part describes God as being able “to make you stand in the presence of His glory blameless with great joy”, which is the ultimate goal of salvation, to be presented blameless, or without sin, in order to be allowed into the presence of God’s glory! And we will not only be ushered in, but we will be greeted “with great joy”. Imagine that! We will bring joy to God! In verse 25, Jude names who these praises are for: “the only God our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord”, before he proceeds to offer his praise in the rest of the verse. 
One characteristic of Jude’s letter is his use of triplets. He used triplets in:

a. His description of his readers (called, beloved and kept) (Jude 1).

b. His prayer for them (mercy, peace, and love) (Jude 2)

c. His three examples of God’s righteous condemnation (Israel, angels, and cities) (Jude 5-7).

d. His preliminary description of the ungodly dreamers (defile the flesh, reject authority, and revile angelic majesties) (Jude 8).

e. His three examples of Old Testament apostates (Cain, Baalam, and Korah)  (Jude 11).

f. His summary description of the ungodly dreamers (cause divisions, worldly-minded, and devoid of the Spirit) (Jude 19).

g. His threefold exhortation to the beloved (praying in the Holy Spirit, keeping yourselves in the love of God, and waiting anxiously for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to eternal life) (Jude 20-21).

Now, in his doxology, we find one more triplet, actually a triplet of pairs, being used in the praise ascribed to God.  This triplet includes: 1) “Glory and Majesty”, 2) “Dominion and Authority”, and      3) “Now and Forever”.  In “glory and majesty”, Jude is relating the concept of awe, praise and worship which should be given to God.  “Dominion and authority” means that we should recognize that it is God who rightly deserves and exercises His authority over all. Not only does Jude recognize this, but it is his fervent prayer that it continue (as we read on. . . ) “before all time and now and forever”.  Jude’s prayer is that dominion and authority, glory and majesty, remain God’s not just for the present, but for eternity!
“Amen”!  With a single word (“amen”), which means “so be it”,  Jude ends his doxology and the letter itself. This shows that Jude means “so it WILL be” that despite the efforts of any to turn the grace of our God into lewdness and deny the only Lord God and our Lord Jesus Christ, that God will bring into judgment all who are ungodly, and that God will preserve in Jesus Christ all who remain faithful to Him. It also means that God will keep them from stumbling, and will present them faultless before His presence with exceeding joy.  And to God it WILL be. . . glory and majesty, dominion and authority. . . both now and forever!

But for us, the beloved, to enjoy the blessings promised to the faithful, we must obey the call:


- To remember the words spoken before


- To build ourselves up on our most holy faith


- To pray in the Holy Spirit


- To keep ourselves in the love of God


- To look for the mercy of our Lord Jesus unto eternal life


- To extend compassionate effort to those in danger

. . . for only then will it be true that we heeded the exhortation “contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all handed down to the saints”!
[This ends our study of the epistle of Jude. What’s next? Tune in next week and find out!]  (
*Unless stated otherwise, all scripture references are from the NASB
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Loose Lips (Part 1 of 2)---Thursday, March 23, 2006
Are they sinking your relationships?
By Ramona Cramer Tucker
I admit it. I'm a talker. Chances are, if I walk into a room, I'll be the first to say hello—even to a person I don't know. Most of the time, my talkative personality is a positive attribute—it aids me in making friends quickly and helps others feel included in a group. But sometimes, I get so caught up in doing what comes naturally—talking—that I forget to think before I open my mouth.

Almost everyone's heard the old adage: "Loose lips sink ships." When I share my own thoughts and feelings a little too freely, I do no harm, except perhaps let someone get to know too much about me too soon. But my chatter gets me into trouble when I share tidbits about others. I don't set out to break a friend's confidence … but somehow, my mouth kicks into gear before my brain. All the "little confidences" I've shared, such as "Trina's* really concerned about her daughter, Sue, because Sue's sleeping with her boyfriend," or "Pray for Katie, she's going through treatments for infertility," merely seemed like interesting conversations until one day three years ago. That's when the true nature of my loose lips hit home.

It happened over a diet Coke at my friend Ann's house. As we both tsk-tsked about the escalating divorce rate, Ann, whose husband had left her four years earlier, commented, "I'm so sorry for the women behind the statistics. I know what it's like to be alone and scared about what's going to happen to you next." Just then, I thought about asking Ann to pray for Maris, a mutual friend who'd just shared with me that her marriage was in trouble. So I rambled on with details of Maris's marital woes. To my dismay, Ann hadn't a clue our friend's marriage was so deeply troubled—and she felt terrible that Maris hadn't even told her about it.

After our conversation, I felt sick in the pit of my stomach, but I pushed my feelings aside. However, as the days wore on, I could no longer stand my guilt and shame. I realized—painfully—that I'd been wrong to share news that hadn't been mine to share. Not only had I broken my struggling friend's confidence, but I'd put Ann in the midst of a distressing situation.

Finally, I swallowed my pride and phoned Ann to apologize. Then, taking a deep breath, I phoned Maris, told her I needed to talk to her, and asked if I could come over. Maris agreed readily, so half an hour later I was at her door, a batch of brownies in hand. Before we even sat down, I blurted out in misery, "Maris, I blew it. Remember a month ago, when you shared with me how you and Mark were struggling in your marriage? Well, last week when Ann and I were talking, I told her about you and Mark. I'd meant to talk in general terms, but then … well, your name slipped out."

Maris's jaw dropped. Her lips quivered. She got teary-eyed. I plunged ahead. "For once, I don't know what to say. I wish I could take my words back, but I can't. Can you ever forgive me?"

Maris sighed. "I wish you hadn't said anything," she said slowly. "Having someone else know about it only makes it harder on me … and Mark. But you're right. You can't take your words back. I'll phone Ann, so she knows you talked to me … and I'll ask her to keep it confidential."

Ouch. My stomach churned. Although Maris and I'd been friends for five years, I knew it would take a long time before she'd trust me again. "Maris," I said, reaching over to hug her, "I'm really sorry. I promise I won't share any of your confidences—or anyone else's—in the future."

"Don't promise what you can't keep," Maris said softly, looking me straight in the eye. Her point was well-taken. As soon as I got to my car, the tears flowed. I thought of Proverbs 15:2: "The tongue of the wise commends knowledge, but the mouth of the fool gushes folly." I knew which one I represented.

The bible calls the tongue "a restless evil, full of deadly poison" (James 3:8). One of the strongest commands God gives in his Word is to watch what we say: "The tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts. Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell" (James 3:5, 6). That means when you gossip—talk idly and inappropriately about someone else—you're allowing a tiny part of your body—the tongue—to control you, and your words can be used to damage others. Gulp.
(CONTINUED IN FRIDAY’S DEVOTIONALS. . . . )

—Jane Johnson Struck
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Loose Lips (Part 2 of 2)---Friday, March 24, 2006
Are they sinking your relationships?
By Ramona Cramer Tucker
(CONTINUED FROM YESTERDAY’S DEVOTIONAL. . . )
It's no wonder God, who created us and knows what's best for us, takes a clear stand on gossip. He knows how easily loose lips can ruin another's reputation, introduce mistrust into a relationship, encourage the gossiper to embellish her tale for more dramatic effect, and cause her to sin further by being tempted to lie when confronted with, "Did you really say that about me?"

After my experience with Ann and Maris, I knew I had to confess my wrongdoing to God and ask him to forgive me. I also needed to ask him for help with a big task: keeping my mouth shut when I should. I prayed that my "sharing" wouldn't ruin my friendship with Ann and Maris. Thankfully, it didn't. But it did make them more wary of opening their hearts to me for many months—and it made me more careful about inadvertently passing on gossip. Now when I'm privy to some juicy news, I ask myself two key questions before I unzip my lips:

Is the news "approved" for sharing? The reality is, I just love to share news. It's part of my innate nature to want to be "in the know." Because I'm wired this way, it's easy for me to spread gossip under the guise of being well-meaning, even prefacing my news with "I wish you'd pray for … "

But just because my "sharing" is well-meant doesn't mean it's appropriate. For instance, let's say a friend of mine recently broke up with her boyfriend of four years. Wanting to help her, I phone another friend who went through a break-up several years ago to ask her to contact my distraught friend. While my intentions might be good, they're misguided if I don't first ask my friend if she wants her news to be made public.

Here's a simple rule I now follow: If the other person didn't tell me, "Go ahead and pass the news around," or "Would you ask our friends to pray for me?" then I don't. It's not my news to share. When the news is "approved" by someone, wonderful things can happen. For example, when my friend Carolyn told me she was pregnant again after several years of infertility, I was thrilled. She also told me to pass along the good news, which I joyfully did! When I told several friends who also were experiencing secondary infertility about Carolyn's coming baby, they cried tears of joy with me. And then they proceeded to phone Carolyn and encourage her with their happy greetings as well.

A year ago, when out-of-town friends Julianne, Jane, and I met for our twice-a-year lunch, I noticed that Julianne had lost a great deal of weight. When I mentioned how great she looked, she beamed. "I've lost 50 pounds—and kept them off! I can't tell you how great it feels! It's such an accomplishment!" Later, in a letter, I again told her how proud I was of her, then asked her if I could refer two friends to her for encouragement. They'd been struggling to lose weight and couldn't seem to get over the hump. Now Julianne and my other two friends e-mail each other twice a week as a mutual online weight-loss support group.

Would I want this news shared about me? This is the real kicker. If I were sitting in a room with others blatantly talking about me, would I want what I had told them to be shared? Or would their chatter make me feel as though I'm in my underwear, and everyone's inspecting me?

My friend Michelle admits being caught in a nasty situation. While at a restaurant over lunch, Michelle and her coworker, Sharon, stopped in the restroom to fix their makeup before returning to their jobs. As they fluffed their hair and reapplied lipstick, their small talk turned to the subject of who drove them crazy. Immediately Michelle launched into a two-minute diatribe about Beth, a mutual coworker who didn't seem to have a clue as to how much trouble she created for the rest of the team. As Michelle prepared to launch into more specifics to Sharon's clucking sympathy, a stall door opened. Out walked Beth, red-faced and angry. In a split second, what had seemed like a "pressure-relief" session turned into an awkward mess. Michelle and Beth stared at each other in embarrassed panic, each wondering what to do. Michelle knew she couldn't take her words back. In the instant after their eyes met, Beth fled out the door. Michelle was sure she'd seen tears in Beth's eyes.

That afternoon, Beth didn't return to work, and the next day Michelle heard through the grapevine that Beth had re-signed. While other staff members openly cheered what seemed to be good news, Michelle felt miserable. She wished she would have talked to Beth instead of talking about Beth. Although that situation happened five years ago, Michelle's never forgotten it. She tried to reach Beth several times by phone over the next month, then wrote her a letter of apology, but Beth never responded. Michelle says she, too, learned her lesson about loose lips—the hard way. And what's worse is that Michelle's a Christian and Beth, to her knowledge, isn't.

As the Bible's Golden Rule says, "Do to others what you would have them do to you" (Matthew 7:12). What you dish out will come back. You can be sure that if you have loose lips, your words will eventually return to haunt you.

Ramona Cramer Tucker, a TCW regular contributor, freelance writer, and book editor, lives with her family in the Chicago area.

Tips to Zip Your Lip
Do you have trouble refraining from gossip? Try these suggestions to keep your tongue from getting you in hot water: 

Gently deflect a gossip-prone conversation before it gets off-track. Interrupt with, "What do you think of that [latest movie]?" or, "I've got to tell you about the greatest place for cappuccino I just found!"

Be more direct with your friend. Kindly admit, "I'd rather not talk about so-and-so while she's not here. May we change the subject?"

Ask God to remind you to keep your mouth shut when you start to talk about someone—then listen to him when he does.

If necessary, remove yourself from the gossip session. Tell your friends, "Hearing this puts me in an awkward situation; I feel as though I have to choose sides. I'd rather not, so I'll catch you guys later."

Memorize Bible verses such as "Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen" (Ephesians 4:29), or "Rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips" (Colossians 3:8). They will remind you that your speech matters to God.

—Jane Johnson Struck
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