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1

Choices 
Not Circumstances

�

Life is not a matter of circumstances,

but issues of choice.

I want my daughter to build her life

on the rock-solid foundation of Christ.

I want to share with her the basics of discernment

and the best ways to make life choices.
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There Are No Small Choices

A large billowy cloud of dust barreled up behind them as they
roared up the loose gravel and dirt driveway. They skidded to a
stop and threw the doors open. Two teenage girls jumped out of
a bright red 1967 Barracuda. Janet, beaming from ear to ear, had
just received the brand-new car as a “sweet 16” birthday present
from her parents. Her friend Sarah, who was one year younger,
was just as excited as if it had been her car.

“Come go for a ride with us!” they begged. “Puleeeze!”
My life was considerably different from these two carefree

“city” friends. Being a farm girl with chores and responsibilities, I
couldn’t just jump into a car and ride off. Looking around and
seeing no one, I threw caution to the wind and the three of us
crowded into the front seat.

At the last minute, Janet and Sarah changed places. Sarah took
the driver’s side. Unlicensed and inexperienced, she took hold of
the stick shift, put the car into reverse, swerved around, and
slammed it into forward. Gravel flew as we sped away. Winding
around sharp corners at highway speed on the narrow country
road proved too much for her to handle. She lost control of the
car and, for a brief moment, the Barracuda went airborne before
landing in a ditch. The shiny new vehicle came to an abrupt and
costly halt. We climbed out of the car and began walking to the
nearest house to call our parents.

Up until this moment my choices had not been large ones.
Without question, it was foolish of me to get into an unfamiliar,
fast car with two inexperienced drivers. However, it was utterly
insane of me to stay in the car driven by a young, unlicensed
person. I was in a pickle, and it was of my own making.

Then I faced another choice that would prove more impacting
than the collision I had walked away from. After we got out of

15
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the car and realized we were all walking upright, my two friends
began to plead, “Please, don’t tell anyone it was Sarah driving.”

“I’ll lose my car,” Janet cried. “I’ll be arrested,” Sarah sobbed.
They were relentless in their imploring.

The moment of truth came a few minutes after the arrival of
our parents. Sarah’s mother came straight to me and asked me
point blank, “Who was driving the car?” My choice was obvious:
Do I lie and save my relationship and Janet’s driving privileges or
do I tell the truth?

I replied without hesitation, “Sarah was driving.” The mother
looked surprisingly relieved. She then said, “I talked to your
mother, Annie. She was working in the garden when you three
drove by. She told me it was Sarah who was driving. If you had
lied to me, I wouldn’t have trusted you again.”

What a tough day! One good choice and some bad ones.
Many years have come and gone since that hot summer after-
noon yet the truth remains unchanged. Life is made up of
choices great and small. What we eat, what we wear, where we
go, and who we see are determinations often made without
much thought. I want my daughter to know that although we go
through our day unaware of most of the long-term impacts of
our choices, the fact is that no decision is insignificant. 

My daughter, Heidi, encountered this truth the day Steve and
I took her to college. It is forever seared into my heart.

I had apprehensions concerning her leaving home since the
moment she was born. In fact, I never wanted either of my chil-
dren to leave home. Having dreaded this time for so long, the
week before taking Heidi to Lee University in Cleveland, Ten-
nessee, was busy and emotionally charged. Packing suitcases
wasn’t such a change in our routine because we’ve traveled
together as a family to give concerts all of our lives. What I found
unsettling, though, was the storing of Heidi’s favorite momentos
and pictures. It felt as though we were erasing her childhood.
The job was completed, and “the day” arrived.
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We arrived at the university with a minimal amount of trauma.
By the time Steve and I were supposed to leave, the schedule for
Heidi’s classes was completed and her dorm room was in order.
After multiple hugs and kisses, Heidi stood on the sidewalk
watching as we got into our car. It was then I saw her veneer
start to crack. Tears filled her eyes as she sadly whispered, “Why
did I think I could do this? I don’t want to stay here.”

Oh, my! Time seemed to stand still as Heidi and I locked in a
mother/daughter gaze. As we looked at each other, I couldn’t
help but think back to those early-morning feeding rendezvous
when she was an infant. With her soft skin and deep-blue eyes,
she had owned my heart. Now, here we were 18 years later, and
despite the usual spats and conflicts that came with time and
gender I realized she was forever a part of me. We were both at
a loss for words, and the hour had come for us to make choices:

I had to decide not to open the car door and beckon my
sweet baby to come home with her mommy because love
demanded I cut the maternal cord. Heidi had to choose to
set aside her fears and bravely walk away from her parents.

As painful as that choice was for Heidi, it is one that proved
more important than she realized at the time. The decision to
stay that day changed her life forever. Within hours of choosing
the difficult over the comfortable, she met a darling young man
named Emmitt—whom she married two years later.

Of course that day in the parking lot of Lee University was
not the first important decision Heidi had made. Life-changing
choices had begun years before.

I Want My Daughter to Choose Heaven

The first and most important goal I set as a mother was to make
sure my daughter understood the blessed gift God had provided
through the finished work of Jesus Christ on the cross. Each
night as Heidi was preparing for bed we would talk about God.

17Choices Not Circumstances

10 Ways to Prepare Your Da#BD39  8/2/11  12:12 PM  Page 17

Copyrighted material 



I answered questions about who He was and why He did things
the way He did. I tried to come up with adequate answers about
why the sky is blue and if baby fishes have to wait 30 minutes
after they eat before they can go swimming. We also tackled the
harder issues such as “why Grandma has cancer” and “why
Heidi’s cousin Aimee died when she wanted to live so badly.” At
the end of such probing discussions I would occasionally ask
Heidi if she wanted to ask Jesus into her heart and let Him, as
she would put it, be “the boss in her brain.” Then one night, to
my delight, she said yes. We prayed a simple sinner’s prayer—
one that a five year old could comprehend.

When a child is so young, it’s not always easy to know if the
salvation prayer is a sincere desire to surrender his or her life to
Christ or just a way to please an eager mother. That question was
soon answered for me. A few weeks after Heidi had prayed to
receive Christ, Steve and I were rejoicing over the fact that a
friend of ours had trusted Christ as his Savior. I turned to Heidi
and asked if she would like to pray and give her heart to Jesus.

She stood up and looked at me as only she can. With her dim-
pled hands perched on her hips and her curly topped head
cocked to one side in exasperation, she said, “Mommy! Don’t
you remember? I already asked Jesus into my heart—and He
came in!” That’s all I needed to know.

Another Faith Choice

When our children were young, our family attended Belmont
Church in Nashville, Tennessee. It was a vibrantly alive body of
believers we loved dearly. However, there was one small incon-
venience. Since the building was really old, it had a baptismal
pool that resembled a watery tomb from the Dark Ages. It
looked quite intimidating and the acoustics inside created eerie
echoes when people spoke. Nonetheless, this was where the
church members “buried the old man” through baptism.
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After a time of instruction, Heidi decided she wanted to be
baptized—except for one little hindrance. She had observed
something that caused her great trepidation when her brother
was baptized a few months earlier. When the church officials
opened the baptismal tomb, she had noticed a huge water bug
floating on the surface. To a rather timid little girl, this nautical
insect was just enough of a deterrent to frighten her away from
this holy sacrament.

I could tell she was struggling over the issue because she
spoke often of the dreaded creepy crawler. Steve and I didn’t
push the idea of her being baptized. But having seen her brother
take the step and understanding, as much as possible, the
importance of that act of obedience, she kept steady pressure on
herself.

Finally, one day when we were driving in the car, she
announced that she had made the choice to be “dunked.”

Our family, along with a few close friends, went to the
church. As the men cracked open the iron doors to the watery
sepulcher she looked on with anxious eyes. Thankfully, to
everyone’s relief, there was no bug. The look of relaxation was
quite evident on Heidi’s face as she joyfully submitted to this
step of faith and obedience.

I Want My Daughter to Choose Happiness

Joy and contentment are born out of an attitude that is grown
from the inside and shows on the outside. It is true that circum-
stances can make us feel helpless, but happiness is always a
choice. From my own experience I know how crucial this atti-
tude is to adopt. 

Steve and I were enroute to a concert weekend in Pennsyl-
vania. Our day had started at 4 A.M., and we were not expected
to arrive at our destination until late that evening. All I could
think about was getting to our hotel room, taking a nice hot bath,
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and going to sleep. We had also traveled many weekends in a
row, most of them with two small children, so I was very, very
tired.

As we drove toward the town, I mentioned to Steve my eager-
ness to get to the hotel. Reluctantly, he told me we would be staying
in a home arranged by the man sponsoring the concert. Steve knew
this was not the best situation, but the home accommodations had
been offered to us and he felt an obligation to accept.

Usually we love making new friends and experiencing the
value of getting to know folks in a deeper way. But there’s one
fundamental problem with this housing arrangement. Invariably,
we talk much too late into the night and don’t get the rest we
need to function properly the next day. I knew when Steve told
me the situation, my day was far from over. I was going to have
to be “nice” to these people, and I wasn’t sure if there was any
“nice” left in me.

Steve could tell I was upset. Instead of making the choice to
“get over it,” I began to tumble further and further into a place in
my mind that left me depressed and feeling desolate. There’s no
logical explanation as to why I let it go so far, but I did. By the
time we got to our lodging, I felt hurt, unloved, and angry. To
put even more pressure on myself, I hid these feelings and
“played” nice. 

In retrospect, I know I allowed myself to be plunged into
the depths of despair over something that was very insignifi-
cant. If I had chosen to accept the situation as it was instead of
nursing the disappointment and blaming Steve, my weekend
could have turned out quite differently. Unfortunately, I let
myself be upset for days. It made no difference that the family
we stayed with had been delightful and very conscious of our
need for privacy.

Since then I have discovered four things that are needed to
make the right choice.
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Be Aware 

To continue with my lodging story, in the midst of it all, I felt like
a dirty rotten sinner because I was unable to “shake off the sad
and put on the glad.” As hard as I tried, I couldn’t “Pollyanna”
my way back to reality. That’s the bad news. The good news is
that a logical explanation exists for my struggle. I have come to
realize that sometimes our sad, lonely feelings have little to do
with our lack of spiritual maturity and more to do with being
physically exhausted. Looking back on that weekend, I realize I
was overworked and burned out from traveling continuously
with two small children. This left me weak and vulnerable to the
fiery darts of the enemy.

The prophet Elijah is a perfect example of one who suffered
spiritually because of being physical spent. Recapping his day,
which is chronicled in 1 Kings 19, leaves me gasping for breath
and reaching for a Dr Pepper and a Snickers.

First, Elijah was involved in an intense spiritual battle with
King Ahab. In that encounter Elijah had victoriously proven the
superiority of Jehovah God over the false gods of Baal. Then he
took a sword and killed nearly 900 false prophets. If that weren’t
enough, he went into deep prayer and intercession, asking God
to end the three-year drought that had plagued the country of
Israel.

Upon receiving an affirmative answer from God that He was
indeed going to send rain, Elijah took off on foot and ran 20
miles to get back to Jezreel in advance of the king (who was
riding in a chariot). 

After all that, Elijah’s day was still far from over. When
Jezebel, the king’s wife, heard that all of the pagan prophets
were dead and it was Elijah who killed them, she sent word to
him that she would take revenge by killing him within 24 hours.
He knew she was capable of doing it, so he immediately took
off again, this time running for his life. The journey from Jezreel
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to Beersheba is nearly a week’s journey on foot. When he
arrived in Beersheba, he went another 20 miles or so into the
desert.

Is it any wonder Elijah, this great man of faith and courage,
lost the will to live? First Kings 19:4 says, “And he came and sat
down under a juniper tree; and he requested for himself that he
might die.” Does it sound like he’d lost his faith in God? In verse
5 we see what was really wrong with him: “He lay down and
slept under a juniper tree; and behold, there was an angel
touching him, and he said to him, ‘Arise, eat.’” Then Elijah went
back to sleep. The angel awakened him again and said, “Arise,
eat, because the journey is too great for you.” Was Elijah back-
slidden? No! He was tired and hungry. No amount of prayer was
going to fix what food and sleep could do for him.

If someone as spiritually close to God as Elijah got depressed
to the place of despairing of life, then should we be surprised
when we are waylaid by physical and spiritual exhaustion? We
need to be aware of our situation and what led to it, whether it
be sin or exhaustion. 

Be Thankful

An ungrateful, selfish heart always leaves us feeling miserable.
With this attitude, no matter what we have, it is never enough. I
once read “happiness is a choice; misery is optional.” How true!
God’s Word tells us how to avoid that pain. He says, “In every-
thing give thanks; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus”
(1 Thessalonians 5:18).

Do you recall this scene from the movie The Hiding Place? In
addition to all the tormenting conditions women had to deal with
in the Nazi concentration camps, one of them was dealing with
the infestation of lice in the sleeping barracks. Corrie ten Boom’s
sister, Betsie, was telling the prisoners about the love and mercy
of God. Corrie, listening to her sister’s teaching, but struggling to
make sense of the suffering God had allowed in her life through
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the hands of the Nazis, bitterly declared to her sister, “I will not
be thankful for the lice.” Then one day, while Betsie was sharing
the Word of God, Corrie realized the reason the guards were not
coming into the sleeping area of the prisoners: They didn’t want
to be exposed to the lice! The truth of the gospel could be
preached to these dying women because of the lice.

God in His divine power “causes all things to work together
for good to those who love God, to those who are called
according to His purpose” (Romans 8:28).

Be Selective

When we allow our joy to be stolen over something insignificant
we waste our sorrows. That’s why it’s so critical to distinguish
between what is important and what is not so important. Gala-
tians 6:9 says, “Let us not lose heart in doing good, for in due
time we will reap if we do not grow weary.” Happiness is not
always getting what we want. As an example, let me share how
Heidi learned this hard lesson. When the movie Titanic came
out quite a few years ago, our family was genuinely excited
about seeing it. We had enjoyed the old black-and-white version
and were intrigued with the storyline. Since Heidi was born on
April 15, the date of the sinking of the ship, she was especially
fascinated.

We were all set to go see the film when we heard about the
bad language and the illicit sexual overtones of the movie. We
decided it wasn’t a suitable family movie. To say Heidi was bit-
terly disappointed would be a serious understatement. She con-
vinced herself that she could not be truly happy until she saw
the film. As the time approached for her birthday, she became
more and more obsessed with seeing the movie.

Steve and I tried to appease her need for a Titanic fix. We
took her to Orlando, Florida, where they had an incredible
exhibition of the actual artifacts that had been salvaged from
the wreckage. (All right, I admit we were singing in Orlando
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anyway, but we did take the time to attend.) On another occa-
sion in Nashville, Steve took Heidi to a fancy restaurant in
town that had a special reenactment (minus the iceberg and the
massive loss of life) of the fateful night of the sinking of the
great ship. The two of them dressed up in early-1900s cos-
tumes and shared a once-in-a-lifetime evening. We thought we
had helped quench Heidi’s thirst for all things Titanic, but we
were wrong.

Because she turned 18 that birthday, she was feeling old enough
to set her own standards for movie-going, which challenged our
standard that any movie that takes God’s name in vain is unac-
ceptable for viewing. Heidi came home one evening and
announced, as boldly as she could with her chin quivering, that
she had gone to see the epic film despite our objections. Disap-
pointed in her choice, I asked only one question: “Did it make
you happy?”

As she looked at the hurt expression on her father’s face, she
burst into tears. “No,” she replied. “I hated it. I can’t believe I
made such a big deal over such a stupid movie.” Then we all
cried together.

Heidi asked God to forgive her, not just because she wasted
her evening, disrespected her parents, squandered her money,
or got suckered in by the hype of the movie industry, but also
because she chose to give something so unimportant as a movie
such power in her life. She had made it an idol and, in the
process, disappointed those who love her.

Life is full of choices that promise joy but do not produce. The
lasting happiness we seek cannot be acquired from the world.
We can’t drink it, smoke it, chew it, dip it, buy it, or eat it. The
song that says “the world didn’t give it to me, and the world can’t
take it away” surely applies to the pursuit of happiness. Only
God can fill that empty spot in our hearts and teach us that bliss-
fulness is choosing to practice the joy of the Lord. This is devel-
oped in our hearts by choosing the right attitude and realizing
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our circumstances do not have to determine whether we’re
going to experience the happiness we seek. Matthew 5:6
reminds us, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righ-
teousness, for they shall be satisfied.”

Be Positive

When we choose to see life as a “glass half full rather than half
empty,” we change the power our circumstances have over our
lives. In fact, a pastor once said a Christian’s face should be a living
advertisement for the world to see. A cheerful smile and happy
demeanor announce, “There is a God, and He is full of love and
mercy toward you.” Proverbs 15:13 and 17:22 remind us of the
necessity of cultivating a good sense of humor about life: “A joyful
heart makes a cheerful face, but when the heart is sad, the spirit is
broken”; “a joyful heart is good medicine, but a broken spirit dries
up the bones.” And Philippians 4:8 says, “Brethren, whatever is
true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure,
whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excel-
lence and if anything worthy of praise, dwell on these things.”

I Want My Daughter to Choose Health

Here’s a bit of wisdom I have shared with Heidi throughout her
life: Don’t let anything you can change limit your life. I discov-
ered this ancient truth back in 1974, the year before Steve and I
married. At the time I was working at Teen Haven, a youth
center in the inner city of Philadelphia. It was established for the
purpose of ministering to the people in the neighborhood. I
lived with other staff members in a row house on North Broad
Street. We taught the children to read and conducted Bible
studies in local homes. During the summer, we took the children
and teenagers to a camp located in Lancaster County, about an
hour and a half outside Philadelphia. As part of the full-time
staff, one of my responsibilities was to prepare the meals for the
30 or so people who had come from colleges across the country
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to assist with the work for the summer. I also helped with the
cooking (for around 120 people) at the camp when the campers
were present.

Being in the kitchen surrounded by food most of my day high-
lighted an ongoing personal problem. It was an issue God
wanted to work on. Since my late childhood and into my adoles-
cent years, I had a considerable weight problem. In my book Let-
ting Go of Anger, I share more details of the “whys” of that
struggle, but the heart of the matter is that I used food as a com-
forting, self-medicating solution to my woundedness. By the
summer of ’74, I was approximately 75 pounds overweight. I
used weight like an overcoat to insulate me from men. It pro-
tected me, but it also left me feeling defeated and worthless. One
day while I was reading my Bible, I came across this passage in
2 Peter 2:19: “For by what a person is overcome, by this he is
enslaved.”

Such a simple verse, and yet this was the Word of truth God
chose to use as an instrument of power in my life. I started
looking at what all I had allowed to enslave me. One of the most
vicious of all taskmasters was food. It was this realization that
helped me start to make wiser choices.

Up until that time, I felt hopeless when it came to the weight
issue. I had overcome many difficulties in my life, but this was
the problem that controlled me. Part of the hopelessness was
believing I had gone too far. Any effort to change the situation
seemed futile. With so much weight to lose, I concluded, “It
doesn’t matter if I eat this cookie, or this bag of chips, or this
quart of ice cream. Look at me, I’m so fat I’m beyond help.”

With God’s power, however, I began to look at each “choice”
opportunity one at a time and make my decision a good one. If
I wanted to eat a cookie, I would look at it as my “slave master.”
I would ask myself, “Is this what I want to rule my life?” I was let-
ting something I was capable of changing run and ruin my life.
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With a whole new committed determination, I chose to take my
health back!

Within a year’s time, I shed 60 pounds. I didn’t follow a spe-
cific plan, I simply made the commitment that each morsel of
food would be one that was good for my body. I began to move
around more. Instead of being a couch potato I started walking.
Exercise became something that made me feel healthy instead of
just being a necessary evil. 

Weight might not be your issue. But regardless of what your
weak area is, Hebrews 12:1 tells us, “Let us also lay aside every
encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us
run with endurance the race that is set before us.”

I want Heidi to remember that our choices determine our des-
tination. I want her to choose heaven, choose happiness, and
choose health. If she has these three she has it all.
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