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NO WOMAN IS SO STRONG SHE NEVER NEEDS TO PRAY.


DEDICATED TO THE MEMORY OF MY MOTHER

RUBY C. SCHWIMMER

DECEMBER 27, 1939—DECEMBER 30, 2006

A strong woman whose prayers made this book possible.

INTRODUCTION

People ask me how I got the idea for How Strong Women Pray. Actually, I was praying.

I was sitting on my living-room floor in New York City praying one morning several years ago, as was my routine at the time. I had come to a point in my life where I looked forward to these moments I shared with God at the start of every day. Not because anything was particularly wrong. So often, prayer is relegated to moments of dire need. No, praying for me had become a source of well-being, joy, and faith. As I prayed, I would feel physically strengthened—from good to better than good. I remember appreciating how much I had drawn from prayer over the years. Feeling uplifted in the good times and, in bad times, finding the courage to move forward. I knew that learning how to pray was one of the most important things I had ever done.

WIthout prayer, I would have collapsed under the weight of the difficulties in my life and failed as a mother. I would not have been able to inspire others to overcome their own obstacles. I am not sure who I would be at all.

Yet, most people who knew me as a strong woman—an inspirational speaker, a one-legged Olympic ski champion, a Rhodes Scholar and former White House official—did not know that prayer was important to me at all. Millions of people knew my life story, yet they had no idea that I prayed, no inkling that prayer made a difference in my life.

I began to wonder how many of the women I looked up to were also privately powered by prayer. So I set out to interview strong women—some well-known, others not—to find out what they knew about relying on prayer in the real world.

What I learned from these incredible women was more sacred, more practical, and more uplifting than anything I could have imagined. I began to wonder if I would be able to put such an ethereal feeling into words. But the words of the women themselves gave me a guide. The concrete details they were able to share about their prayer lives inspired me to try new ways to pray and to focus more on what matters most.

In the pages that follow, I also have shared the ups and downs of my own prayer evolution as the thread that binds the stories of other women together. As a whole, this book is a spiritual quilt of women's lives you can wrap around yourself. Their stories had such a profound impact on me, and on my life in prayer, that I truly feel I am not the same person I was when I began this project. Your life may never be the same again, either, after reading them.

I interviewed women from their twenties to their nineties living in the Northeast, the South, the Midwest and the West. African-American, Asian, Romanian, Rwandan and Caucasian women were included. I spoke to conservatives and liberals. They were athletes, beauty queens, politicians, TV producers, poets, doctors, and, of course, mothers.

Despite their differences, their prayer lives were similar. They prayed anywhere and everywhere: in cars, bathrooms, beds, gyms, planes, and more. They talked to God in normal words, sometimes even out loud.

I've learned that prayer is simply the desire to be closer to God. God is always there for us, reaching out to connect. We are the ones who turn away, get busy, and tune out God. Prayer is what brings us back into alignment—into oneness—with God.

Conversations about prayer are rare. People can go to church together every day and never talk about how they pray. Husbands and wives can pray separately for a lifetime and never share the experience. Even in a prayer group, most people talk about what they are praying about, not how they actually pray.

On the rare occasions we do talk about prayer, it is usually with experts (such as ministers or scholars) who tell us what we should do or what we should feel. They can't help it. It is their job to be teachers. What makes this book a unique and incredibly nurturing experience is hearing real people open up and talk candidly about their prayers.

When you read this book, I believe you will begin to hunger for discussions about prayer, too. As a matter of fact, why don't you, right now, think of a friend or loved one with whom you can start to have this kind of discussion? Contact that person, work out a comfortable time and place to get together, and start talking about prayer! If you like, you can use the exercise I created for my prayer group (see p. 274) or use the discussion guide at www.howstrongwomenpray.com I can't guess what you will discover about yourselves, but I can predict that you will get closer to God.

In the meantime, sit down and relax. Get a cup of tea or coffee. Get out your journal if you want to write down any of the feelings that might come up for you as you read. Let's go on this journey together to meet twenty-seven extraordinary women who share their innermost feelings about their lives and prayer. The blessings available to us—and through us—are truly without limit.

PART I

FACING LIFE’S STORMS WITH CHILDLIKE FAITH

Heather Whitestone McCallum

Heather Whitestone, a tall, green-eyed brunette, was competing in her first major pageant. As she stood poised in front of the judges, she felt confident that she had a chance to win. A talented ballerina, Heather had never let her hearing impairment keep her from living life to the fullest. But as she tried to answer the judges' questions she began to panic. She tried to keep smiling, but when they spoke they were not looking at her: not a problem for a hearing person, but Heather read lips. She couldn't understand what they were asking her. She stumbled over the answers and lost.

Heather cried to her parents, “I lost because I am deaf.”

But her parents would have none of it. “No,” they said, “you lost because you were dishonest. If you had told the judges you were deaf, they could have talked facing you so you could read their lips.”

It was an important lesson for Heather. She returned to the pageant the next year. Her talent segment was a ballet performance to “Via Dolorosa,” a song that she had never heard due to her disability. After a bout with meningitis, Heather lost her hearing at eighteen months old. She had to literally count the beats and memorize the rhythm of the music.

And this time, because she was honest about her hearing impairment, the judges kept their faces toward her when they talked and wrote down their questions if she didn't understand. Heather won the crown and became Miss America 1995.

When I was on the road as Miss America, one of my oldest friends contacted me with an important request. She was dying of cancer and wasn't sure how much longer she had to live. She asked me to pray for her, and of course I agreed.

I wasn't exactly sure what to do. Should I pray for a long time? Maybe I should fast? I decided that God was in charge of her life, and if it was time for her to leave the earth, praying for a long time wasn't the answer. I sat down and said to God, “My friend has cancer. I don't know what Your plan is for her life. I trust Your decision and I ask You to give her a peaceful feeling about whether she will die soon or not.”

And that was all. It was a quick prayer. I called her and told her that, as she went through her dark valley, I had prayed for her. It was such a chaotic time for me. As part of my duties as Miss America I was traveling all over. My days were very long and I had little time for any personal life. So I didn't see her until months later. That was eleven years ago and today she still lives. She still tells others that my prayer saved her life.

I felt embarrassed by that. My prayer was not that fancy and didn't even last a long time. When I told her, she said it didn't matter because she strongly believed that God was there to hear my prayer and let her know that He would bless her with a longer, healthy life. She said my words made her day in the hospital.

This was an interesting experience for me because it showed me how much God cares about even my quick prayers. He loves them as much as my long prayers. He appreciates anyone who takes the time, even a few moments, to pray. The power of prayer is so simple. God shows me that through prayer He can do anything.

I feel like I should have a traditional prayer routine, but I don't. I usually talk to God about three times a day. When I am facing an obstacle or am upset or frustrated, sometimes I talk to Him ten times a day! I don't pray with a memorized, formal prayer that is always the same. I pray differently every day because I talk and listen to God like I do with my close friends. Sometimes my prayers last fifteen minutes; other times they last thirty minutes.

I usually pray in my room or bathroom, where I can be alone. And once or twice a week I go by myself to the beach or backyard and just listen to God's voice while I watch His view of nature. But at nighttime I pray with my boys—John, age six and James, age five—after we read a children's Bible. We pray out loud for about five minutes. Their prayers are usually sweet and sometimes they make me laugh because they're so cute. They usually laugh with me afterward and we kiss each other when we say good night to God.

I always look at God like He's my father, when I pray. I talk to Him like a daughter who wants to share her joy, her sorrow, and her concerns, or even wants to seek His advice on something, even about her clothes and weight. I ask God to teach me how to be a better wife, a better mother, and a businesswoman.

Other times, I pray like this: “God, thank You for being good to me. I'm here and listening. Please speak to my heart. I just want to sit on Your lap and listen to good things about myself from You. What do You like about me?” I'm like a daughter who desperately wants to hear loving words from her father every day!

Of course, like most people, I prayed differently when I was younger. I was pitiful when I was a kid! I asked God a thousand times to heal my deafness, make me a ballerina (He answered that prayer!) and to make my hair curly in a natural way. I hated the perm my mother did on my hair. That perm chemical was my torture because it smelled terrible for days! I did not seek Him for anything else until I was eleven years old. Then I started to ask God many other questions about life and His plan for my future.

If I had to choose one Bible verse that sums up how I feel about prayer and my relationship with God, it would be Jeremiah 29:11. It is always in my mind because so many times I think life is unfair. I don't know why some people are born deaf or with other disabilities and others are not. But the Holy Spirit challenges me to think of this Bible verse very often:

For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, saith the LORD,

thoughts of peace, and not of evil,

to give you an expected end. [Jeremiah 29:11 KJV]

I sit down and I say, “I come to You and ask You to guide me and give me the courage and comfort to take one step at a time. Please keep me in Your arms like a baby and help me to change myself for better. I trust this Bible verse You gave me.”

I Love Sunday School!

BONNIE'S STORY

I walked along the dusty dirt road, dragging my right leg with each step since the heavy brace kept my leg from bending. The growth in my right leg was stunted from birth, so I wore white, high-top orthopedic shoes with this metal brace providing a stilt to even up my legs.

I watched the dust and rocks scuff and dirty the white shoes I had polished only the night before. I hated wearing those ugly shoes that made me look crippled and deformed. Having to polish them only made it worse.

Being four years old, I had to struggle to keep up with my seven-year-old sister, April, on our way to church on Sunday. My six-year-old brother, Wayne, continually ran ahead, threw pebbles into bushes to flush the birds or climbed on the ruins of old houses that had been condemned to make way for the new freeway. Years later, once the freeway was built, we would no longer be able to walk to church at all.

The three of us kids walked straight up our dirt road over a small hill and down the other side to a small, one-room, cinder-block non-denominational Christian church.

I loved Sunday school. My teacher, Gladys Sumpter, was a chubby, older woman who reminded me of my grandmother on my father's side, who was white. On the black side of the family, my mother's mother died before I was born, so my entire concept of “grandmother” was a chubby, white woman with glasses and curly gray hair.

In Sunday school, we had beautiful pictures of Jesus and the disciples with stories of their adventures. There were crafts to do, punch to drink, and cookies to eat.

I don't remember the exact day that I asked Jesus to come and live inside my heart. I think I did it every time they suggested it, just to be sure that He was still there.

Once, I got assigned a verse to say in the Christmas pageant at church. My stepfather, Paul, helped me to memorize it. My real father, Lee, had left my mother while she was pregnant with me. Paul tested me on my Bible verse over and over until I could say it by heart without thinking. It seemed very odd to me that I still went blank on stage and couldn't recite my verse no matter how hard I tried. My face flushed hot with humiliation.

Going to Head Start preschool was a lot like Sunday school, but the stories weren't as good. My sister, April, had taught me to read already, and I was bored a lot. They had milk instead of punch.

Since my mother worked all day as a teacher, Paul picked me up from preschool. He was retired. He was very, very old. He combed his thinning gray and white hair back over his bald spot.

When we got home, I would go into my room to put away my sweater and stuff. Often, he would come into my room. I shared my room with my sister, but she was still at school, as was my brother.

When Paul came into the room I knew to lay on the bed. He would take off my clothes and play with certain parts of my body with his fingers, and even his tongue. Sometimes he took off all his clothes and I was supposed to play with his parts, too. The very first time he came in my room, he put his mouth between my legs. It scared me so much, I howled and struggled. But he held me down until I got used to it. I learned to help as much as I could. I wanted to be a good girl.

I still wanted to be a good girl when my mother told me they were going to cut off my leg. She explained that I would get a brand new leg that would allow me to walk more normally.

“I'll be able to wear normal shoes?” I asked. “Any color? Both feet touching the ground?” She nodded. “Great,” I said, “cut it off!”

Months passed on the third floor of the Shriner's Hospital for Crippled Children in Los Angeles. My world narrowed to three long, dim corridors with graying white walls, medicinal smells, wheelchairs, and the twenty other girls on the ward.

For a five-year-old, six months feels like forever. Halloween, Thanksgiving, my birthday, and Christmas all passed in the hospital with no home-cooked meals, no sister and brother, and no parents, unless the holiday fell on a Sunday. None did.

When my mother and stepfather tried to sneak upstairs to give me a cake for my birthday one Saturday, the hospital unceremoniously threw them out. As punishment, they were barred from visiting on Sunday. No one told the ward nurses or me what happened, so Sunday morning I dressed up like the other kids, let the nurses primp up my hair, and waited for my parents to come. Since my sixth birthday was the day before, I just knew they would bring me a present, and maybe a cake. We all waited eagerly with eyes wide, like puppies in a pound hoping to be claimed by the next passerby. As each parent came in to claim a waiting child, I watched and watched.

“Maybe the next one,” I kept thinking, until finally, visiting time ended. I was exhausted from hours of waiting, straining on the edge of my bed, and hoping for my parents to come and celebrate my birthday. All the loneliness, isolation and pain of surgery I'd felt welled up in me and poured out in a torrent of tears. I lay on my hospital bed, a sodden heap of primped-up curls; a cold hollow spot inside. Through this and other experiences, I learned that having feelings and caring about people meant getting hurt. I wanted to stop feeling anything.

The physical pain of surgery and therapy was almost a welcome distraction from the routine loneliness and boredom. The amputation left me with a rounded stump of a leg, which was a bit longer than the thigh of my other leg. Sharp, stabbing pains, called phantom pains, shot through my non-existent foot. By day I somehow was able to ignore it. Some nights, however, I would awaken to a nurse shaking me to stop me from screaming in my sleep.

To cope with the depressing realities of life, I not only controlled my emotions, I escaped into other worlds through books and stories. At age six, I powered through an entire set of Dick-and-Jane readers and polished off two or three spelling chapters a week while the hospital's schoolteacher sat back aghast.

I was drawn back to reality by trips to the physical therapy room. It was different from every other part of the hospital because it was filled with brightly colored pillows, stuffed animals, toys, and games. But I spent agonizing hours in that sunny room, trying to toughen up the end of my stump by pushing on a bathroom scale perched on a pile of books.

Finally, the time came for me to go home. My mother had to work, so Paul came to pick me up from the hospital on the day I was discharged. The nurses gave me a real dress to wear instead of the loose cotton outfits we'd worn every day. My hair was pulled into pony tails and hung in shiny black curls. I had one crutch and my new leg, which was made entirely of wood with metal hinges at the knee. It looked like Pinocchio's leg.

The excitement of going home and new clothes faded in the presence of my first real pair of shoes. All of my attention was focused on drinking in the beauty of seeing normal shoes on my own feet. During the two-hour drive from Los Angeles back home to San Diego, I didn't look out the window, but stared at the incredible shoes on my feet. I had picked them out myself: dark blue suede, with windows cut into the top part like stained glass. Red stitching edged the cutouts and circled the entire shoe, attaching it to a black waffle sole. They were, without a doubt, the most beautiful things I had ever seen.

When my mother got home from work, she watched me walk with my new wooden leg and admired my blue suede shoes. She took a picture of me in the backyard showing off my new leg. Then Mom gave me a brochure she had found with a silhouette of an amputee on a ski. It read, “If I can do this, I can do anything.” I put the brochure in a box that held my special treasures: a lock of my dog's hair and a rock from the Grand Canyon.
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