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THE MURAL & THE MAKER

Introduction
Writing has been one of the most difficult things I have
ever done. Inviting a complete stranger into your
thoughts can be a little terrifying. Sometimes it’s tempting to only give pieces, but I am learning that the more I
write and the less I leave out, the more people can relate
to me.
On March 21st, 2011, I started my blog, nataliefalls.com.
Actually, my husband started my blog. I was embarrassed to be called a mom blogger. He teased me, we
laughed about it, and I kept writing. Aaron started a
blog for me because he knew I needed it. I had a lot I
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was working through and he saw that writing was a
lifeline for me.
I write because I need to. When I try to articulate the
things I am struggling through, or the things I am
amazed by, I change. I read the words I have written
and I see honesty. Sometimes I don’t want to read them.
I want to cover it up, shut it out. When I write honestly
and show the transparency of my heart, I see that God
wants to do a work in my life. I see that he has so much
more for me, he is not giving up on me. Writing has
made me more thankful. It is a way to slow down and
describe a moment that I never want to forget with my
children, or my husband, or a kind stranger.
So if you asked me, “Why do you write?” I would tell
you because I need to. Because it has changed me. It has made
me fall more in love with the details of life that I forgot to notice before. It has made me realize that difficult things are
good to write down, and that honesty is powerful.
I also write for you. I know what it is like to feel lonely.
To feel like I am the only one going through something
that seems difficult. I want to be a reminder of God’s
grace.
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I want to be a picture of a broken woman
who desperately needs the strength of her
creator to survive every waking day.
As much as I love to write, and I need to clear my mind
by putting my thoughts on paper, I wrote this for you.
The one who feels broken. The one who feels alone. The
one who needs to be reminded of what is good about
today.
I hope my writing can be a gift to you. After all, it was
not given to me to keep to myself. And I am amazed
that even in my shame and guilt, God is able to make
something beautiful out of me—for you.
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The Story I Didn’t Want
My husband was hunched over, leaning most of his
weight on me, his face buried into my neck. His tears
fell hard and soaked through the front of my shirt. I had
never seen a grown man weep like this. My eyes began
to swell with tears too. My heart hurt and I was instantly captured with fear. Our story was over. The life
we planned together since we were in high school came
crashing down.
Through blurred vision, I looked down at the little eyes
glancing up at me. I stared at my newborn son, and for
5
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the first time I accepted that his eyes looked different
from any other baby I had seen. They were narrow,
shaped like two little almonds. His eyes looked back at
me, desperate for love. As I studied his body, my
thoughts shamed who I was as a mother.

I don’t want a baby like this. I want the
baby I spent nine months dreaming
about. I want the baby that fit into our
plans. I felt an overwhelming amount of
grief swelling in my heart. I felt like the
baby I was pregnant with died and I had
to start all over with the one I held in my
arms.
Guilt soaked my thoughts. Tears fell onto Elias’s face. “I
love you, I do. Forgive mommy. I promise I love you.”
Before we were even married, my husband and I had
expectations about how our life together would go. As
teenagers we secretly dreamt of the day we would live
in another country together as missionaries. Our wedding day was colorful and exotic. I carried orchids in my
bouquet. We ate Thai food. We danced under golden
lanterns and a starry sky. We said “I do” to a sacrificial
life together. Our plan to be missionaries was becoming
more of a reality. We left for school and trained for five
years.
6

THE MURAL & THE MAKER

I remember walking to the giveaway room at school
when our time in the States was coming to an end. Two
big black trash bags were slung over my shoulders, full
of things we collected over the years. I cried and felt
guilty for getting rid of the things people had given us,
things that were tied to memories. The dishes I served
meals to my friends on. The pots and pans that were
used and damaged as I learned how to be a wife. Getting rid of everything we owned was a reality that we
were saying goodbye to everything and everyone we
were familiar with. It broke my heart.
Four years into our training, I held my firstborn son
close and my heart ached with the thought of taking
him away from all of our family. But still, my heart
longed to be overseas. Even with the difficulty of getting
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rid of everything we owned and saying goodbye to our
family, we knew that the sacrifice was worth it if we
could translate the Bible into a language that didn’t
have God’s word yet.
Our leave date was fast approaching, and so was the
birth of our second son. Then, on a warm November
day in southern California, I leaned over the stove and
flipped banana pancakes while feeling tight contractions
wrap around my belly. My mom told me to sit down,
whereas my husband knew that I was going to do what
I wanted. I was craving pancakes and nothing was going to get in my way, not even labor pains!
I ate a full plate of pancakes, then it was time. Aaron
called my midwife, I made my way up the stairs. I
found my spot on the bed while he filled the birthing
tub. My sister was capturing this unforgettable moment
on our video camera, meanwhile my mom put together
a little fruit bowl with mangos and bananas. My firstborn napped peacefully. Everything was going perfectly.
The moment I transitioned, I remembered how awful it
was to actually push a baby out. I sat on the edge of the
bed and cried, I didn’t want to go through this again. As
my body did what it was made to do, I sucked up my
tears and went through excruciating pain for my baby.
Sometimes it feels good to feel pain for the one you love.
I sacrificed a piece of myself to bring new life into this
8
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world. “He’s coming! I feel him, he’s coming!” I announced.
Like a burst of love, I watched life push out of me and
fill my heart. His squishy body shot out of mine into the
water. I picked him up and held him close, waiting for
color and a first cry. Finally, when his first scream escaped his lungs everyone in the room cheered and
wiped tears from their cheeks.
I looked up to find Vitali in his Papa’s arms, looking
down at his little brother. I thanked God for giving us
Elias. I didn’t know how, but I knew he was perfect for
our family.
The day after Elias was born, I sat in my bed and
watched my mom as she held her new grandson. It was
a beautiful moment as she talked to him and his eyes
were open and he was moving his tongue and mouth
like he wanted to say something. I smiled, but I wasn’t
happy. My smile was covering up the intense fear that
took over my mind in that moment. I knew something
was wrong with Elias. I knew that he would change
everything that we had spent the last five years of our
life planning for. So I went into denial and I forgot what
I saw. My mind did something that I did not know it
was capable of.
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Two weeks went by. We continued our plans for the
mission field and figured out how to balance a newborn
and a toddler. One lady from church asked me if I had
taken Elias to the pediatrician yet. I told her we had an
appointment but we were in no hurry because he was
nursing well and seemed to be healthy. “You know, second baby!” She cracked a nervous smile and I never
thought anything of it.
The day we saw our pediatrician, I handed our new
baby to her excitedly and watched as she unwrapped
his swaddled little body. Then I remembered that feeling of fear I had when I saw him cradled in my mom’s
arms. I watched as she examined his hands. I became
terrified.
She handed Elias back to me and sat down close to the
three of us. The tone in her voice was different. She
asked if Elias looked like anyone in our family. I told her
yes, but that wasn’t the answer she was looking for.
With a comforting voice she told us what was on her
mind. “I think Elias might have Down syndrome.” I
started to blurt out, “I knew it, I knew it!” Aaron looked
at me in shock. “You knew it?” he asked desperately.
She told us she would order blood work immediately.
As our appointment was finishing, she said to stay and
take as long as we needed. And we did. Elias looked up
at us as we fell apart.
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As I write about our past, I can’t help but find joy in a
time that was so painful. The day we wept for our lost
plans was the day our lives became more complete. The
loss we felt in the pit of our stomachs was actually
breathtaking beauty in disguise.

I am grateful for the heartache we went
through because it has changed my perspective on life. I want to love the unloved. I want to find joy when it seems
so difficult to find. I want to speak of
hope when everything feels hopeless.
God’s plan really is better than mine. The things I
thought were good were nothing compared to what the
creator and designer of life had in mind for our family. I
wouldn’t change a thing about our story. I don’t understand it all, but I don’t have to. I am honored to be
Elias's mom and I am in love with who he is. My life is
not what I planned for it to be, it is far better.
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The Mural & The Maker
In the last four years with Elias, I have come to see a
bigger picture. I have come to understand the heart and
mind of my son like no one else. When Elias yells at me,
it's not because he wants to be mean to me. It's not because he's obnoxious or dumb. When he yells, or pulls
his hand away when we’re crossing the street, or wakes
me up in the middle of the night, it's because he wants
me to know more about him. He wants to tell me about
things. Sometimes he doesn't feel like walking. And
every night—multiple times in the night—he wakes me
up. I'm not sure why. Maybe he's cold, or scared, or just
wants to be close to me.
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I have a lot to learn about being a mom to a boy with
Down syndrome. There are many books and blogs that
want to help, but they don't know my son. I know my
son. I'm getting to know my son. Some days are really
hard with Elias. I want to always be the perfect mom to
him. I want to always be strong for him. But I feel weak,
like I don't know what I'm doing or don't know how to
help him. That's a hard place to be.

Elias's life is no mistake. It was no mistake when the creator of the universe
strategically placed his extra chromosome. It was not a fluke that a younger
woman like me would carry a boy like
Elias. Everything was carefully planned
and artistically woven together in my
belly when God created my son.
On difficult days, when I feel like there is nothing more
than what's in front of me, I remember that there is a
bigger picture. There is a painting, a mural that so far
only covers a corner of the wall. How thankful I am that
I am not the one with the paintbrush. I am not the one
painting the strokes of color that make up my life with
Elias. Some parts of the painting are hard to understand,
but I trust the Maker. I ask him to help me find beauty
in what I don't understand.
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Part One: Life With Elias

15

Acceptable Behavior
Some days when Elias is restless during his nap time, I
will lay down with him. I try to quiet his mind while I
lay still with my eyes closed and pretend to yawn. Usually my yawning trick is contagious and it will help him
fall to sleep quickly. But not today.
Today his curious little hands are squashing my cheeks.
His leg is stretching across my stomach and somehow
his foot finds its way up to my face. I keep my eyes
closed while I put his foot down next to the other. While
I’m pretending to sleep, I peer through my eyelashes
and watch his delighted face as he watches his hand
bounce up and down on my padded bra. His intrigued
face makes me laugh, and he laughs too. We both feel a
little rebellious for laughing when we are supposed to
be sleeping. His smile, it gets me every time.
His little head rests on the pillow and he looks at me
like he wants to tell me something. In this moment,
words don’t matter. He loves me. He needs me. He
turns his head away. His breathing slows down. I kiss
his head and breathe in the scent of his soft brown hair. I
think about how our day began. I remember how the
morning was hot as we walked up to school. We were
close to his class when he felt the need to drop to the
floor and press his tongue to the cement. I told him to
17
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stand up and put his tongue in his mouth. While I’m
teaching him to act in a way that is “socially acceptable,” he just wants to lay on the cool cement. Standing
in the heat doesn’t make sense.
Every day I am challenged to think differently. My mind
gets lost in what is acceptable to others. I feel the weight
of teaching Elias how to act in public (and at home) so
that he will have as many opportunities as possible,
when really, I would have loved to lay on the cool cement with him. A few others might have joined us too.
But we can’t. Something holds us back from what seems
to make the most sense.
Elias feels a freedom that I forget I have. He doesn’t
think about what others are thinking, he does what
makes sense to him. I love this about him. I am relearning how to be free. I am realizing how trapped I can be.
When I am happy about my In N Out burger being set
in front of me, I want to show my excitement. When I
feel like dancing, I want to dance. When I need to cry, I
don’t have to cover my face in embarrassment. The
laughter, the crying, and the dancing, it’s all a part of
our intricate emotions. It’s how we were made. When
we feel, others feel with us.
If I need to tell someone how much I appreciate them, I
can do that! I don’t need to worry about what is acceptable and appropriate. I don’t need to look around to see
18
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who will notice my tears. Elias is paving a way for me.
He doesn’t know it, but he is helping me be a better
mom. When my oldest son notices Elias, and looks at
me to see if it’s ok to yell with excitement about a hamburger and fries, I yell and clap. I want him to know
that it is good to be excited about the little things in life.
Sometimes the yelling and clapping will wake up those
acting acceptably and appropriately. Sometimes there is
a better way of life than keeping everything inside.
I laugh as I think about the people who will enjoy life
more because of my son. And when he is happy I will
dance along with him. When he experiences sadness
and people watch his pain, I will cry with him and let
his tears soak through my shirt. And when it is hot outside and the cement is cool, I will lay down next to him.
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A Quality Life
Elias was two months old when I cradled him in my
arms and read a story about a woman who found out
that the baby she was pregnant with had Down syndrome. She was broken over the news, and had to decide if she would keep her son or terminate her pregnancy. She felt vulnerable. The doctor talked to her
about “quality of life.” She needed to decide right away.
She was reaching the point where her baby would be
too big and she would not have options.
I remember staring at the pages of the book trying to
make sense of what I was reading. I kissed Elias's face
and tried to think about my life without him. My stomach felt sick with the thought. Would my life be better
without him? Would I have a fuller life if he didn’t have
Down syndrome? Could he have a full life? My eyes
were swollen from the tears that kept coming. I knew I
was in love with my son, but these questions left me
feeling guilty and confused.
This woman was facing the unknown. She would make
a decision of life or death based off of research, and how
her doctor defined quality of life. I too was facing the
unknown. I remember what it felt like to grieve the baby
I didn’t have. The baby I dreamed of for nine months
was not the baby I was holding. I tried to imagine what
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the future would look like. Everything was blank. I had
no idea what life looked like for a person with Down
syndrome.
I felt lost. I held Elias up to my face and whispered into
his ear. I think I needed to hear it more than he did. My
voice was soft and shaky, “I love you so much, no matter what.” My words were filled with protection when I
spoke into his tiny ear. There were many things I didn’t
know about Elias, but I did know that I loved him.
After reading about this mother who went through the
excruciating process of deciding whether or not she
would terminate her baby, I learned that 92% of babies
with Down syndrome are terminated in the U.S. In
other words, out of ten babies with Down syndrome,
Elias was the only one to survive.
When Elias was a baby I read story after story about
parents who where faced with the question, “Will they
have a quality life?” I wish I could have five minutes to
tell them what I know. I wish I could plead with them. I
wish they knew how beautiful my life is with my son—
how his hugs feel, and what my heart does when he
says, “I love you, Mommy.”
There is a temptation to determine our own definition of
what a quality life is. We often confuse comfort and
quality. We want to make decisions that give us the most
22
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comfortable life possible. We will even go so far as to
terminate what stands in our way to keep our plans.
How precious are the hairs on my son’s head. God
knows their number. How beautiful are his thoughts.
Maybe his thoughts aren’t as quick as another four-yearold, but God knows them. He loves them.

Quality of life isn’t determined by how
much my son can do or how highfunctioning he is. God decides what
quality is. Whatever he forms and knits
together is the highest quality. If he gives
breath, they are meant to breathe.
Elias was not what I planned for. And even though it
hurt, I learned to trust that there was a plan better than
my own. Every day Elias wakes up to a quality of life
that is beyond what that doctor could have imagined. I
have the privilege of walking alongside such a beautiful
life. My perspective has
changed. My thoughts towards someone like my son
are not what they used to be, they have been refashioned by the Maker of life. I am honored to be a mother
of a child with Down syndrome.
My heart beats for the woman who feels lost, alone, and fearful of the unknown. I am not a doctor, but I do think I have
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some important information to share about being a mother to
a child with Down syndrome. There is a lot I know that you
might not hear in the doctor's office…
…And to the mother who harbors the guilt of a past decision,
there is an abundance of grace for you. An overwhelming
amount of love. God is the one who gives freedom, and it is
never too late to be free.
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A Question for Dad
Vitali sat up straight on the top bunk of his bed. He had
one more deep thought before closing his eyes. Aaron
stood by the bed talking with him. Two deep thinkers
were connecting, taking pleasure in the pursuit of answers.
In the last month, Vitali has noticed that his little brother
isn’t like other four-year-olds. He asked me, “Mom, why
doesn't Elias play with me like other four-year-olds?” I
answer quickly, “Everybody is made differently.” He
continues playing, but I’m not satisfied with the answer
I gave him, and my heart feels a little bruised. In this
moment I find myself dreaming of what Elias would be
25
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like if he didn’t have Down syndrome, how he would
be able to play with Vitali. They could ride bikes together and talk about what happened at school that day.
But instead, Vitali notices that Elias acts more like his
little sister.
Aaron leaned over the rail of Vitali’s bed. They were
talking about our friends with Down syndrome and
how much we love them. Then they started talking
about people with Autism and how sometimes they can
be incredibly smart in a particular area. Vitali’s eyes
opened wide and he cracked a smile, “I have Autism!” It
was like he had come to realize why he was so smart.
Aaron explained more. “You can be smart and not have
autism. You know what’s cool, Vitali? When God made
people, he made us in his image. We have value because
we bear God’s image.”
While Aaron was reassuring Vitali that we were all
made exactly how God intended, I was being reassured
too.

I have days when I feel very confident
about how God made Elias. I have other
days when I feel guilty because I want
Elias to do things that a typical child his
age would do.
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Days when I love how unique our family is, and other
days when I feel sad that Vitali can’t talk to his brother
like he would be able to if Elias didn’t have Down syndrome.
Now that I’m writing all of this down, I'm thinking
about the emotional roller coaster I have been riding
since Elias was born. It hurts a little to think about the
days when I feel dissatisfied. There are days when I realize that I am still letting some of my dreams go. I remember when the ultrasound tech told us that Elias was
a boy. I cried happy tears thinking of all the things these
brothers would do together. How they would play and
go on adventures together. What life would look like
when they were teenagers, doing the things typical
teenagers do—football games and prom, getting their
driver's licenses. What they would be like as husbands
and fathers. After we found out Elias was a boy, I
rubbed my life-filled belly and told Aaron how God
knew exactly what Vitali needed: a little brother. I was
right, but I had no idea what God’s plan was and what
kind of little brother Elias would be.
Then I stop. I listen to my boys wrestling in the other
room, and I think about Vitali’s question. “Why isn’t
Elias like other four year-olds?” I pretend I answer him
again, …Because God knows you need Elias, and Elias needs
you! God knew that you needed someone to teach you to find
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excitement in the littlest of things, like cheering on the army
of ants marching along the sidewalk, and yelling with gratitude when a hot burger and salted fries are put in front of
you. God knew that Elias would need you to help his imagination run wild in the backyard. He needs you to show him how
to build a skyscraper out of materials that someone else would
call junk. If he didn’t have you, who would show him how to
fight off the bad guys and be an honorable superhero?
Aaron kissed Vitali goodnight and tucked his blanket
next to his sleepy face. He was satisfied knowing that
we are all made unique. But I knew that the next day he
would ask me another why question about his brother,
and that's okay. I need his honest mind to help me work
through things, and to help me find rest at the end of
the day in knowing that Elias is made in the image of
God. No matter how many why questions we have, it
doesn't change how precious and valuable his life is.
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Why, God?
I remember standing over the hot stove trying to get
dinner ready. Elias was only three months old at the
time. He was enjoying looking at his toys and watching
his brother run by him. I stared down at the spaghetti
sauce as it began to bubble. My mind was full. I was trying to keep from an emotional explosion, but I couldn't
anymore. I felt weak and at the end of my rope. I
gripped the wooden spoon in my hand and slammed it
on the tile countertop. Crack! Crack! Crack! I gritted my
teeth and squeezed my eyes shut. Hot tears began to
pour out. I felt angry. I lifted my head and my voice to
God, “Why? Why are you doing this to me? Why are
you doing this to my son? Why? Why?” I felt punished
and unloved. Some days I felt like I had accepted that
my son had Down syndrome. Other days I didn't.
I struggled with not knowing about my life anymore. I
wanted to know that my son was going to be okay. I
wanted to know now! I didn't want to wait.
I ran over and picked up Elias and cradled him in my
arms, hoping that his tiny body would comfort me and
calm my anxious heart.
There were many days I questioned what God was doing in my life, and I don't regret those days. I needed
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those days. There was so much to process and work
through. Even the anger and questioning has its place.
Those are the days I remember the most. I remember
God dealing with me patiently. Drawing my heart closer
to himself. He reminded me of his plan and that he
knew what was best for my life and Elias's life.

He brought me to devastation so that I
would turn my eyes to Him. He showed
me my unbelieving heart. And he gave
me peace when I least expected it.
I have questioned God, and I'm sure I'll do it again. It is
in those moments that I see my weakness and he draws
me closer to His gentleness. There is peace in his plan.
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A Gift of Joy
There was a knock at the door. I didn't want to see
anyone. My heart was broken. If someone—anyone—looked me in the eyes or gave me a hug, I would
break down and expose the hurt my heart was trying to
beat through.
The door swung open and two bright faces greeted us
with the Christmas tree we couldn't afford. It was the
Christmas tree we couldn't buy and I was too devastated to look for. My sister and brother propped up the
tree to see what we thought. I looked at my mom. She
knew our secret and she began to cry. I began to cry too.
My sister and brother thought they brought us to tears
33
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by their surprise tree delivery. But I told them there was
more.
They followed me up the stairs. I sat on my bed and
picked up my swaddled newborn baby. I felt like I was
introducing a baby to them that they had never met. But
they had known him for two weeks. As I spoke to them
softly my heart began to beat faster.
“The pediatrician thinks Elias might have Down syndrome. We had blood work done and we're waiting to
find out.” I watched my sister as she held Elias. She
cried soft tears, but I knew they weren't tears of disappointment. They were tears of protection and fierce love.
My brother hugged me. I knew he was proud of his
nephew and he wanted to do anything he could to help
us. I needed his hug, and I needed to see my sister's
tears.

Their confidence helped heal my aching
heart. They showed a confidence that I
was struggling to have. Without hesitation, they welcomed Elias into our family.
Four years ago I held my newborn Elias and gazed at
the tree lights through tear-blurred eyes. I felt so frail
and weak. All I could do was sit and watch the flickering lights and hold my baby close. I remember feeling
comforted by family and our dear friends. When I
34
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couldn't make a meal, sweet ladies from our church
brought us comfort food. When I needed to cry and expose my heart, my friends listened to me.
And the golden bell that was given to us still hangs on
our door. It rings out joy. Even though our circumstances felt unbearable at the time, I am reminded that
joy comes in unexpected ways.
The little boy I held in my arms that year is a gift that I
needed so badly. A gift of joy. Elias's first Christmas was
unforgettable. One I would never wish away.
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What Are Your Thoughts?
Some days I struggle with not knowing your thoughts.
Your words are very few. I kneel down and look into
your deep green eyes, “Elias, how was your day at
school?” You seem content holding my hand. And no
matter how many times or how many different ways I
ask you, you don't tell me anything about school.
My heart is restless. I have to be content with not knowing your thoughts. But I am not always content. I want
to know every sweet thought and detail of your life.
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What are your thoughts, my love?
Please, tell me your thoughts. If only I
could peek inside your mind and know
what you want to tell me.
When your feelings are hurt or your brother made you
sad, you can't tell me what happened, so you fold your
body in half and you cry. In these moments I want to
hear you speak. These moments break my heart. I long
for a little tattle to come off of your lips. Or an angry
dispute with your friend who took your favorite toy
away. Or the other night when you locked yourself in
the dark bathroom. You were in there for twenty minutes, and when I touched your little fingers under the
door you let out a quiet, “mama.” I tried not to let it
bother me, but it did. I am your voice right now, and
when I am not there for you, it's hard for me. I feel like I
wasn't there to protect you.
Then I have other days, days when I am perfectly content with your ongoing ramblings that don't make any
sense to me. Days when I am satisfied with knowing
you through your eyes. I know your cries, I feel your
silence, your touch communicates to my soul. I know a
lot of your thoughts just by watching you. And I know
you love me. You know I love you.
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And my protection for you? God has put me in your life
to love and protect you, but he is your ultimate protector. He knows your every thought. All of your ramblings make perfect sense to him.
You bring me joy my son. No matter what, you bring
me joy. I am learning to be content. I am learning to enjoy the silence.
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Unexpected Love
A few days ago I took Elias with me to the grocery story
to have some one-on-one time with him. We drove to
the grocery store I’ve been taking him to since he was a
baby.
I remember those days. He was bundled close to my
heart in my baby carrier. I would look down and see his
little eyes peeking out, trying to focus on the bright
lights and blur of people walking by. I remember kissing
the soft newborn fuzz on the top of his head while I
would shop. I would stop and chat with the lady at the
sample counter. We talked about a lot of things, but I
didn’t tell her about my secret. Elias was quiet and comfortable next to my beating heart. No one knew that he
had Down syndrome, and I was still too emotional to
talk about it. We strolled the aisles quietly. In those days,
if anyone stopped to stare it was because they wanted to
see the precious face of a little baby.
Over four years have gone by and we are still wandering the aisles of the same grocery store. Except Elias
isn’t nuzzled under my chin in the baby carrier anymore. He is more independent. He knows what he
wants. As we wander up the first aisle, we stop and talk
to the sample lady. The same sweet lady that has been
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giving us little cups of cookies and hearing bits and
pieces of our journey for the past four years.
As she puts a few extra cookies into the cup, Elias smiles
and tells the lady, “Good job!” As loud as his grateful
mouth can say it, he yells out a big, “Thank you!” I can
see heads turn in the corner of my eye, and the sweet
sample lady is blushing. She loves when Elias comes in.
I continue on with my shopping. I know my time is limited and there are only so many cookies in the little cup.
Soon enough the last cookie is eaten and Elias, with his
chocolate-coated lips, tells me he wants more. When I
tell Elias to hold on and let's finish our shopping, I
know he doesn’t understand. I’ve just told my fouryear-old son who loves cookies that he can’t have more,
but he doesn’t know why. It doesn’t make any sense to
him.
He looks me in the eyes and lets out a loud yell. The
lady next to me lets out a quiet, shrill gasp and turns
around like someone is about to attack her. This is when
I pull out my confident mama-to-a-child-with-Downsyndrome skills. I speak slowly and quietly (but not too
quiet—I need to reassure everyone whose necks suffer
from whiplash after Elias’s yell) that everything will be
okay. “No cookies right now, Elias. You have to wait,
we’re almost done.” Then I turn on the playfulness and
try to distract him with the alphabet song. Since we only
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have twenty six letters to work with, we have to sing it a
few times.
Halfway through the store and a dozen more yells, I do
a run by the sample counter to get one more cup of
cookies. My heart just about melts into a puddle on the
floor when I see that a little cup is waiting there on the
counter, just for Elias. She smiles at me, and without
words she lets me know that she is proud of my son.
By the time we are ready to check out, Elias has finished
his last cookie and become frustrated again. My eyes
move quickly to find the checker that would be most
patient with him. I quickly scoot my cart around a few
customers like an obstacle course, and let out a sigh of
relief when I arrive at Elaine’s line. I feel safe with her,
and she has a connection with Elias. Over the last few
years we’ve talked about her uncle who had Down syndrome, how he was her favorite, and how she loved him
dearly. I remember when she told me that he died. I began to cry unexpectedly. I told her how sorry I was. “It’s
okay, he was a good man and he lived a good life,” she
assured me.
So here I was, standing in front of a woman who valued
my son. She wasn’t nervous about him, she treated him
like any child. Then, I couldn’t believe it, she started
handing him the groceries. One by one he placed them
gently into the brown paper bags. After he carefully
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placed the food into the bag, he would smile and shake
his whole body in anticipation for the next item. I stood
there, partly in shock, and just watched what was happening. As the line grew longer and Elias became happier, I tried to hold back tears.
Elaine wasn’t worried about holding up her line, she
was more concerned with my son.

She loved him through his differences.
His sounds that made other people irritated and uncomfortable, didn’t bother
her. She treated him like she loved him.
I will never forget that day, when Eliane and the sample
lady loved my son so deeply, so unexpectedly.
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What Would You Tell
Them?
He looked at me, and then stared at the ground for a
moment. He wanted to ask his question without offending me. “What would you tell the mom or dad that hugs
their child a little tighter after seeing Elias?” I knew this
was a bold question for him to ask. I swallowed hard.
No one had ever asked me this before. I've heard of parents hugging their children and thanking God that they
weren't the one who died. Or thanking God that they
weren't the one who had cancer. But I've never thought
about someone hugging their baby and thanking God
that they didn't have Down syndrome. That they
weren't like my son.
I have thought about this question a lot since he asked
me. It's not a question that can be answered quickly.
There is a lot behind it, a lot of tears and devastation I
have worked through to be able to give my answer.
I looked at his eyes for a moment and I smiled. Where do
I begin? I thought to myself. Then, I answered the question just as boldly as he asked it. “In the same way they
hug their child and thank God that they don't have a
disability, when I hold my son, passion grips my soul.
And I tell him he is exactly how he should be.”
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“The thought of my son being any different than he is today would mean the
death of him.”
“Just like the parent who thanks God that their child
does not have Down syndrome, I thank God for giving
me a child that is not typical—a child with Down syndrome.”
My life is full. The things people might see as a burden,
I see as grace. A gift I do not deserve, one that has
changed me. I see life differently then I used to. I'm so
thankful for what I have been given, and I tell him every
day.
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Do You Love Him?
There is something that pierces my soul. It stares me in
the eyes and I am forced to remember. Four years ago I
learned something that I would never forget. Something
I can't be quiet about until my breath is gone.
Some things are more comfortable kept quiet. Kept secret. Some things hurt too much to talk about, or even
think about…but maybe, just maybe, you will read this
in secret.
Sometimes we don't understand why hard things happen to us. Or why a baby like my son is given to us. For
every ten women who find out they're having a baby
with Down syndrome, only one of them continues with
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their pregnancy. When I first read that Elias was the
only one of ten to be born, my heart and soul ached.
Four years later the aching hasn't stopped. It hasn't gone
away, it has become worse.
Like a mother who tries to articulate the beauty of that
moment she holds her newborn and looks into his eyes
for the first time, how could I ever explain to you how
much I love my son?

“Do you love him?” she asked me. The
fear of the unknown was shaking in her
voice as we talked over the phone. She
was desperate to know if I loved Elias,
and if she could ever love her unborn son
with Down syndrome.
How can I tell you what my heart feels when I lay down
with him in his bed, and he sings and puts his hand on
my face? Or what wonderful thoughts go through my
mind when he yells, “Daddy!” and hugs his dad with
everything in his little body? How can you feel the joy I
feel when I see him wrestle with his brother and belly
laugh with his sister? I wish you could know for a moment the depth of love I have for my son.
There is right and there is wrong. Life is always right. If
God has created breath, they are meant to breathe. The
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inhale and the exhale, the beating—they don't want to
stop. They want to breath, they want to beat.
I watch his chest rise and fall. I put my face next to his
and feel his breath. My hand is resting on his heart. He
knows what so many babies should know, but they
don't, and they never will.
There is something that pierces my soul. Something that
stares me in the eyes every day. Every day I'm reminded: those who God has given life to are meant to
live. I am one mom out of ten that knows the joy and
beauty of having a child with Down syndrome. And I
can tell you, my life is full. I love my son and I would
not change him or choose a different life.
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There Was No Mistake
Still Groggy from your nap, you collapse into my arms.
You give in to the weight of your heavy eyelids and fall
back to sleep. I cradle you on the couch and begin to
study your sweet face.
Your eyebrows arch perfectly above your eyes and meet
softly in the middle, just above your nose. It is part of
who you are. I love who you are.
Let me ask you, my love…who decides what is beautiful? Is it this world? Or is it the one who created you?
You begin to breathe heavy. My body sinks into the
rhythm of your rising and falling chest. I stare at your
51

THE MURAL & THE MAKER

bottom teeth, they are crooked. Your lower jaw stretches
out, giving you an underbite. Your teeth and your jaw,
they work together to make the smile that melts my
heart.
So tell me, my love…who is it that decides what is beautiful? Is it this world? Or is it the one who created you?
If you forget, I will be here to remind you.
Love your creator, sweet boy. Cling to him and his perfection. And when the world stares you down and
makes you feel less, unwanted, remember: you were
made with thought, intricacy, and beauty. You were
made by the one who does not make mistakes.
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Sweat and Tears
I can't hold back the tears. They slide down my cheeks
and onto the floor. Some days are harder than others. I
get down on one knee to help him put his pajamas on.
He jerks his forty-pound body into mine, I lose my balance and awkwardly fall over. He lays on the floor. All
forty pounds press heavily into the ground. I take a
deep breath. Out of my mouth comes a desperate mumble, “Please God, give me patience…Elias, stand up! We
have to get your pajamas on.” He turns his head in the
opposite direction and pouts his bottom lip. I take another deep breath and ask for more patience. I try singing to the melody of London Bridges Falling Down,
“Now it's time to stand up, stand up, stand up. Now it's
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time to stand up, and put on your jammies!” He flashes
a smirk and slides one foot in, then another. I take one
more deep breath and walk him to bed.
My fingers brush through his hair as I sing to him. His
eyes are heavy. He falls asleep to my voice telling him
the things that press hard against my soul. I know he
doesn't understand, but I want him to know that I will
never give up on him. No matter how stubborn he is or
how difficult the day has been, I will always be by his
side. I kiss his lips, then his cheek, and his forehead. My
love for him is wild.
The day was more difficult than I thought it would be.
But these kind of days are good for me. They make me a
more passionate mom. They remind me of the strength I
don't have. The strength I am desperate for.
These days also remind me of how I love Elias unconditionally. There have been days of weakness. Seasons of
feeling overwhelmed and at a loss for direction while
raising Elias.

The things that I pour my soul into, the
things that are the most difficult, and the
things that bring me on my knees—they
all bring the greatest reward.
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The people I love the most take time, commitment,
sweat, and tears.
My character has been changed. My thoughts overflow
with passion, all because of the difficult days. I praise
God for the difficult days. Yes, I cry. I'm impatient.
Sometimes I wish things were different. But if those
weak moments were nonexistent, then I would not
know joy like I do today.
Precious joy.
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Cowboy Brothers
I watched you from the window. You were playing spies
with Elias. Then you switched to cowboys. You showed
him how to build a cowboy campsite and a cowboy gun
with sticks. I watched how Elias wanted to do everything you did, and I saw how much you loved him
copying you.
The other day we were on the couch and you looked at
me with a puzzled look, “Elias isn't weird, that wouldn't
be nice to call him weird.” I agreed with you, and while
we were talking I tried not to cry. I love how you notice
your brother. You watch him, and you also watch other
kids who are his age or younger. You compare. Not be57
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cause you are unhappy with him. You are trying to understand him. You are only five and you know there is
something unique about him. You are discovering for
yourself what having a brother with Down syndrome
looks like. But you don't need the facts or a title hanging
over your brother's head, you are getting to know him.
We sat at the kitchen table together and you drew out
clues for what Elias was trying to tell you. He wanted to
watch a movie but we didn't know which one. I loved
watching you. Instead of being frustrated with him, you
made it a game. Elias thought it was great you were
drawing everything he was saying, and he forgot about
the movie.
Vitali, you are the perfect brother for Elias. No matter
how long it takes for Elias to speak to you in sentences
or understand how to play pretend, you will always be
brothers and you will know him better than anyone. He
loves being with you. He needs you, and you need him.
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What Will You Be?
Tonight I talked to you in your sleep. I stroked your hair
and asked you questions. I told you my thoughts. Your
eyelids twitched as my words push their way into your
dreams. Will you be a motivational speaker, Talking to
parents that are desperate for hope? Stuttering over
your words but making it very clear how much you
love and enjoy life.
Will you visit the hospital and hold babies that look a lot
like you did when you were born?
Will you have a blog? Will you be a Photographer like
our friend Oliver? Will you write a book? Will you be a
musician?
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I kissed your cheek and asked you if you’ll let me go to
Europe with you. Can I sit with you in Italy and eat
pasta, pizza, and gelato?
I love you Elias, you can do whatever you want. I will
stand by you and remind you that your life has great
purpose.
Nothing is wrong with McDonald's, son, but tell me,
what are you passionate about? I want to help you reach
your dreams.

60

THE MURAL & THE MAKER

Part Two: Motherhood
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I Forgive You, Mom
My morning began at 5 a.m. with Elias. He snuggled
next to me and made weird noises with his mouth. Instead of showing my frustration with his saliva smacking sounds, I put on my robe and helped him down the
stairs.
He watched a movie while I sipped on coffee and read
the book I started recently. I wrote down some thoughts
on paper. My thoughts were thankful and my words
were pleasant.
The morning moved on with warm muffins out of the
oven and surprisingly content children.
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But when does it happen? When everything is fine,
pretty, and pleasant, one of my kids decides to submerge his arms in the toilet and catch the falling drips in
his mouth. The other little one is curious of what might
happen when she cracks me on the back of the neck
with a hard plastic Ninja Turtle sword. I snap.
What happened to the mom that woke up loving and
patient? 5 a.m. patient mom has morphed into loses-hertemper mom and throws the Ninja Turtle sword across
the room. Three little faces with large eyes look up at
me, stunned. I can read their thoughts, “She will never
be able to tell us not to throw toys again!”
I walk away, embarrassed. I hate how quickly anger can
overtake me. The anger I invite into my home robs us of
joy. Then pride, another joy robber, boils hot in my
heart. I know I have to turn back to them. Even these
little ones that stare stunned, they need to know about
forgiveness.

If I pretend it never happened, then my
pride will continue to boil in my heart.
And they will live their life with scars
that burn deep from a mother that was
too prideful to ask for forgiveness.
My stomach churns until I hear my oldest son's words,
“I forgive you, mom.”
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As the day went on I thought about my morning. I even
laughed about it a little. I mean, come on, I was kind of
like a ninja mom when I threw that sword. I also
thought about the most important thing I will teach my
kids through my lifetime: forgiveness. If my children
can watch me humble myself and ask for forgiveness,
then I am offering them the most beautiful gift a mother
can give.
It is the most beautiful gift because it's the very gift
Christ gave to us. Without him, forgiveness does not
exist. If I have been given such a life-giving, joyspreading gift, why would I ever keep it from my children?
Instead of feeling guilty about my morning, I can be
thankful that God uses my weakness and faults to teach
my children. I don't want to waste the difficult days,
they are too important.
Sometimes it's hard to believe, but the ugliest of mornings can be used for beauty.
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Balance
Just when I think my life is balanced and my children
are actually turning out somewhat decently, I blink and
we are in a more challenging season. When my oldest is
finally becoming more independent, his mouth is also
figuring out new ways to announce his independence. I
find myself staring down at a five-year-old that thinks
he can run the world. While he is busy running the
world, I am trapped in the middle of a food flying contest. Rice and beans become my new wall decor. My two
little ones have discovered the joy of having a partner in
crime.
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I’ve yelled! I’ve cried. I’ve pulled my hair. And they
carry on finding great pleasure in watching a grown
woman trying to pull the hair out of her head. The partners in crime mimic my hair pulling stress relief tactic,
adding a thin layer of beans.
It feels like I am living in what feels like a mad house. I
am overwhelmed with frustration. Overwhelmed with
guilt. I feel like all I do is spin in circles, step on legos,
and wear mismatching socks. Somehow, in the midst of
the hair pulling and bean throwing, I realize that God
has not been my source for a balanced home.
What does balance look like God? Does it even exist
when children are involved? I carry on a conversation
with God while I stir a pot of hot oatmeal. I feel hopeless. Like I’ve lost all control. I’ve forgotten to train my
kids to fall in love with Jesus, instead, I’m teaching them
to fall in love with a clean house. Fall in love with rules.
Fall in love with my idea of balance.
Who cares?! I begin to give myself a pep talk about what
really matters. What God cares about is the heart of my
children. They are more important than matching socks
and folded laundry.
Sometimes I forget that teaching my children to love
God and his word is the most important thing in my
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day. So I ask God to help me remember what is most
important.

When my children are grown, will I care
about how clean my house was while
they were little? Or will I care about
how they love God because I took the
time to teach them while they were
young?
I stop what I’m doing. I listen. I slow down. They will
always be the most important thing. If my house looks
like a mess, or I’m late to appointments, and life isn’t
looking so balanced, It’s probably because I’m taking
the time to teach my children the most important thing
in life. To love their creator.

Train up a child in the way he should go,
even when he is old he will not depart
from it.
Proverbs 22:6
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Will There Be Wrestling?
This last weekend would have been easy to ignore. I
could pretend it didn't happen. Pretend my blood didn't
boil with frustration towards my son. I could pretend
that the kink in my neck is from how I slept wrong, instead of admitting that my muscles tightened from my
anger. I could pretend. I could push guilt and conviction
under a pretty rug. My pretty pride rug. Whatever you
do, don't lift it up!
And that's exactly what I did, I shoved it under that rug
and I tried my hardest to forget about it. I didn't want to
take the time to deal with myself. I didn't want to feel
my pride crushed. I wasn't in the mood to be humbled.
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Some days I just want a break. I want to be a mom that
has it all together and doesn't have to do any work to be
awesome. Some days I want to run away from the pain
of my flesh. I want to ignore the help and grace that can
change me. I want to do it on my own.
And then I break. I can only run for so long. Ignore.
Hide. But my rug can only hide so much.
His soft green eyes look up at me and his words are
tender. “It's okay mom, nobody's perfect. I'm not even
perfect!” And then he wanted to make me happy again.
“Did you know mom, when we go to heaven there will
be no more sin or sadness, and we will all be perfect.
And…there will be wrestling! There will be wrestling,
right mom?” Tears fill my eyes, and I fall more in love
with my son. “Of course baby, there will be wrestling.”
I am thankful that God can use a five-year-old to teach
me about the important things in this life. Things that I
can't hide. And I am humbled, once again, by the grace
that has been given to me.
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I Don't Know What I'm
Doing
This whole special needs thing—I don't know what I'm
doing. They tell me, “He's lucky to have you!” They say,
“I could never do what you're doing, good thing you're
his mom!” And I smile, I look down at Elias and my
heart skips a beat. But to be honest, it doesn't always
skip a beat. I have days with Elias like I have with Pia
and Vitali, days where I feel like I don't know what I'm
doing.
This whole mom thing, how am I supposed to do it all?
I want to give my children what they need, but that
seems impossible. Pia is extra clingy and wants to be
carried everywhere. Elias needs help with finding something interesting to play with instead of chewing on his
fingernails. Vitali wants me to be on his construction
crew and help lay cement.
I want to do it all. I want to have the time, focus, and
energy for what each little life needs. Some days I fall
and I feel the weight of three lives that need so much.
When Aaron came home from work, he asked what I
was going to do for the rest of the night. At this point I
was trying not to cry, “I'm going to finish my din-
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ner…and…” I put my head in my hands and let out
some of the pain I felt from the day.
I know this season in my life comes with great purpose.
I really want to face what is difficult and ask God to
help me be a better mom. It is always the difficult moments, when I'm stretched and at the end of my rope,
that I remember…I don't know what I'm doing, but God
does. He has planned our family so beautifully. He
wants me to find joy in his design.
This last week I struggled with comparing my personal
situation with other moms. But I knew immediately that
I was on dangerous ground. I wanted to feel sorry for
myself. Let self-pity settle in my heart. Comparison is
scary because it leads to resentment and bitterness.
When I'm imagining what my life would be like if it
were totally different, it means that I'm not content with
Vitali, Elias, and Pia. That their ages, personalities, and
disabilities are not right for me. And when I put it that
way, that is the last place I want to be. So I ask God, the
maker of joy, to help me find contentment in every circumstance.
It is comforting to me that God knows what he is doing.
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Even through my failure, God miraculously makes something beautiful out of
me. He replaces my limited perspective
with his own.
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My Marks
The morning dance begins early. The house is quiet. I
start with a good book. But I only flip a few pages when
the room is filled with hungry bellies, opinions, and
fresh spills.
Eggs fly onto plates and fill the hungry bellies. My hips
sway to early morning music. My feet glide over the
toys and food that decorate my kitchen floor. My littlest
stops me in my tracks, grabbing me with her slimy eggyolk hand. My fresh shirt is smeared with the marks of
my little girl. I look down and seize my thoughts, attempting to calm my early morning annoyance. It's okay,
it's just a shirt. She's more important than a clean shirt.
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The smudges, smears, and spills—they are a part of who
I am.
My middle child runs by me like a blur. He's too fast to
catch. His feet scurry down the hall and he dives
unwashed-hands-first into the nearest pile of clean
clothes. I lean over a plate of cold eggs. I collect my
thoughts. My children are more important than the satisfaction of hot eggs. I wipe the crusted egg smear off of my
shirt. It looks clean, but smells like leftover breakfast.
As a distant melody follows me into my daughter's
room, we dance to a love song. I kiss her sleepy eyelids
and lay her down for her morning nap. It's only 8:30. I
stand in the hallway and take a deep breath. I think
about the marks my children have left on me, and on
my house. I want to appreciate those marks.

My children should always be more important than a clean shirt, a clean house,
or a hot breakfast. Shirts can be washed,
houses can be cleaned, but this morning
dance won't last forever.
What would I do without these marks? I love these
marks, they are everything to me.
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Another Chance
My heart sinks every time I think about the close call
when my daughter ran into the busy street. How her
curls bounced up and down in slow motion. And I
yelled painfully loud, hoping I could stop her with the
panic of my voice. She ran (unknowingly) to her death, I
ran for her life. I saw her body slow down as she heard
her mother's cry to stop. It was a satisfying moment to
grab her tiny two-year-old shoulders and give her another chance at life. I was on my knees, breathless. The
truck sped by, my daughter was by my side.
“He has their days numbered.” My aunt comforted me
and reminded me kindly that God holds human life in
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his hands. I love that she reminded me of this, but it is
times like these I see how little I trust the creator and
sustainer of life. Of course I want my children to outlive
me. I work hard to keep them safe, and feel like I am
always aware of what they're doing. Even then, sometimes my prayers sound more like a fearful plea, “Please
God, don't take them from me!”
It is a mystery to me how a mother can fully trust God
with the life of her children, and at the same time it is so
ridiculous that I would try to take control of bloodpumping organs, the intricacy of the brain, danger, and
illness.
Today, and every day, there is grace for my unbelief.
Grace for my heart that wants control. And there is
grace that I have my daughter today. I don't know if I
will ever understand how to completely trust God with
my children, but I hope I am always good at thanking
him after the close calls for another precious day with
them.
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An Early Morning
Two more hours of sleep that I desperately need are disrupted by a wide-eyed little boy who is ready to start
the day. To him, the day should begin with someone by
his side. He's social, he likes to be around people. I am
not so social at 4:30 in the morning. “A snack!” he tells
me, and he pulls my hand towards the kitchen. Finding
joy at 4:30 is not easy.
This last Sunday at church I listened to a dear man talk
about being a servant. He told the story about Jesus
washing the disciples feet and what an incredible picture of servanthood we see. As he read these words I
began to cry. “For I have given you an example, that you
also should do just as I have done to you.” I immediately thought about how hard it has been to serve Elias
lately. This passage from John before has always made
me think about the people I need to be serving. But it
has never made me think about my children.

I love my children and I take care of
them, but sometimes taking care of them
can look a little more mechanical than
loving.
I change the diapers, I fill the tub, I feed the mouths, but
my heart is not content to serve. Often times I lean over
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the diaper, the tub, and the stove and my mind is not
thinking about serving. I just want to get it over with
and have a few minutes to myself at the end of the day. I
just want a shower. But the few minutes I want to myself at the end of the day mean nothing if I've failed to
serve my children. To really love them.
When church was over I looked at Aaron. I couldn't say
anything to him. He watched the tears stream down my
face, he knew my thoughts. He was thinking the same
thing.
It's 4:30. I look over at the couch where Elias is watching
Winnie the Pooh. He has one foot touching the ground
and the other is up on the cushion, he's doing the splits!
I laugh and start thinking about how much I love him.
How I would gladly take 4:30 mornings with him than
no mornings with him.
I want to be a mom that serves my children. Gently and
lovingly wiping, washing, and feeding. No matter how
early the morning, late the night, long the cry, please
God, help me serve!
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You Are My Heart
Do you ever have those days when you learn things you
don't want to? You know they're coming, and when they
do, you hope you learn from them.
I felt like I failed my son yesterday. I felt something that
I don't want to experience again. Being a parent is the
best thing that's ever happened to me, but also the biggest challenge.
Vitali woke up from his nap like a pack of wolves ready
to attack! I took a deep breath and said, “Buddy, why
don't you go back to bed?” (Wrong thing to say to a
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two-and-a-half-year-old who knows what he wants).
Every little thing set him off, and finally, mama bear had
it and I snapped. My tone was ugly. Instead of yelling
into a pillow, I yelled at him. Oh no, I thought, what have
I done? His little eyes welled up with tears. He looked so
confused. His own mother had turned on him.
I messed up. I have before, and I'll do it again. I'm not
proud of it. I always want my kids to know when I've
acted wrongly.

They need to know that I'm not perfect,
that I am always learning and growing.
When they hear me apologize, they are
learning to apologize.
Last night I held my firstborn close. I stared at his tired
little body and I said, “I love you sweet boy, so much.” I
put my face up to his and felt his breath on my cheek. I
left Vitali's room feeling humbled, yet so proud to be his
mom.
How do I tell you, my love, how deep my thoughts are
for you?
In the very early hours of a warm morning in July, you
filled my arms. I was a girl, naïve to sacrifice, patience,
and forgiveness. But you have taught me all those
things. You have taught me to lie down with you and
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cry out for forgiveness when I was a mean mommy.
When I shouted too loud. When anger brought you to
tears.
You have reminded me that there is so much more to life
than cleaning and cooking.
Your stories captivate me. Your imagination brings me
laughter. Your love for others reminds me of what I
want to be like.
I never thought a little boy could teach me so much.
As I held you close that early summer morning, I became a different woman. My thoughts were about you.
You have changed me forever. You are my heart, my
firstborn.
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Running from Hard Things
His voice is shaky and his eyes fill with tears. “I don't
want to go to school. I don't ever want to go to school
again!” I take a deep breath and buy some time as I take
another bite of my bagel and a sip of my coffee. My
throat tightens and I blink away tears. The first week of
kindergarten has broken my heart and left me feeling
unsettled.
I remember what my husband asked Vitali, “Do we run
away from things that are hard, or do we face them?”
We've had a lot of discussions around the breakfast table
this week. We talked about David and how he faced
difficulty when he fought Goliath. We talked about God
87

THE MURAL & THE MAKER

being our strength and how he wants to help us. Then
we started talking about our own lives. The things we
have been scared of and wanted to run away from. And
I could feel my son's heart beating. I knew the struggle
in his soul. I felt connected to him, more than ever.
When I dropped him off at school he begged for me to
come back. As he yelled and screamed for comfort, I
had to walk away. I had to let him experience God as his
comforter.
Right now I think of all the times I begged for comfort
and screamed out to God to help me. When I was on my
face, pressed hard to the floor. When it hurt to live because I had just lost my baby to a miscarriage. In those
early days when my heart was raw with anger and confusion filled my soul, I cried out to God, “Why would
you give me such a difficult life, why does my son have
Down syndrome?”
In these moments when I feel my children's pain, I want
to rescue them. I want to protect them from falling.

I want to close their ears when someone
speaks harsh words to them. Put my
hand over their eyes when ugliness
tempts their flesh. I want to be what I
know I cannot be. What only God can be.
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I want to be a mom that directs my children's hearts and
souls to the only one that can give true comfort and
peace. I want them to know God's power as I do. When
their face is to the floor and they are pressed hard to the
ground. When they scream out to God, why?! I hope
they can look at my life and see the ways God has comforted me. I hope they will see me in my weakest moments, facing what is hard. They will be amazed by
God's strength, the comfort only he can give.

89

THE MURAL & THE MAKER

Thankful
Sometimes I have to fight for a thankful heart. When
everything feels like it's working against me. When I am
tempted to feel sorry for myself. When I want to complain. On the days when I see more of what I don't have
than what I do have. Being thankful doesn't come naturally to me.
There are so many blessings I've been given. I really
want to be thankful for them, but some days I feel like
those blessing are a little harder to see. Like when I am
constantly giving all of my time and energy to my children, and in return they smear things on my wall that
really shouldn't be there (chocolate or poop?). They
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chew up crayons and spit a colorful rainbow onto my
floor. They make it rain brown sugar after they find the
bag of it on the counter.
I take a deep breath while I'm standing at the top of the
stairs watching sugar fly into the air like someone just
won a million dollars. I pull out my phone and take a
picture of it to send to my sister, because I need someone who can laugh and remind me that it's only a season. I wash out his crayon-coated mouth for the fourth
time and tell him that we only put food in our mouths. I
wipe the decorated walls. I wash and rewash as we
master the art of going to the bathroom in the toilet and
not everywhere else.
In desperation, I ask God to help me. He knows my
heart best. He knows how much I want to enjoy my
children in this season, but the season seems too long.
I beg God, as I'm trying to get my strong-willed son
dressed. Through tears I beg him to help me to be
thankful, because in that moment I'm not.
I notice the paint stains that brighten the patio. Vitali
was helping Elias make handprints. Drops of red, blue,
and yellow slipped in between his fingers and onto the
ground. I think about scrubbing it off, but it is a reminder that they are here with me, and they are making
their own memories together.
92

THE MURAL & THE MAKER

I hold my baby girl and her little body sinks into mine
as I make myself sit down, slow down, and enjoy a
moment with her. She eats her spilled popcorn kernels
off the couch. I help her eat them up, one by one.
I watch my five-year-old (who won't be five for long)
splash in the pool. He is so joyful, such a good reminder
for me to be thankful during this season of life.

I want to give thanks when things aren't
going my way. When thanksgiving is
hard to find, I want to look for it.
I ask God to help me lean hard into the imperfection,
the frustrating moments, and the tears, and help me to
see the beauty in all of it. I want to thank him for another day in this season.
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Puddles
I remember what it felt like to run free in the rain when I
was a little girl. The moment my mom said “Yes,” my
two younger brothers and I slipped outside into a
downpour of rain and flooded streets. I remember how
our little fingers carefully fashioned paper boats. We
would sail our soggy, water-logged creations to their
death as they reached the roaring waterfall of the gutter.
Our cheering competed with the loudness of the rushing water as the three shipwrecked boats tumbled down
into a miniature sea.
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We would run through the neighbors yards in search of
the puddle of all puddles, our boots soaked through and
our hair matted to the sides of our faces.
Years later, nothing has changed. Rain still falls from the
sky and children still find freedom in yes as they slip
outside into the rain. But now they are my children. I
watch them scream as their boots fill with water and
their hair soaks through, sticking to the side of their
face.
The little ones watch the oldest one make a big splash.
They are amazed by his puddle skills. They feel the rush
as the cold water flies into their face and takes their
breath away. I stand by and watch, my heart beats with
theirs. I know what they are feeling. I know it well.
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The Beauty and the Flaws
of Today
We all hopped into the car. It was filled with warm jackets, firewood, and three perfect ingredients; chocolate,
graham crackers, and marshmallows. We talked about
shooting our bow and arrows, playing board games,
and enjoying a cozy fire.
We looked off the windy road at the breathtaking views.
We all pointed out the window and made sure the person next to us was seeing how high up we were. And, to
our surprise, we found patches of snow. These little
white patches were new to our kids. We were determined to find a sled-worthy spot.
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When we flung open the door to our cabin I immediately let out a sigh. It was our sweet little home for four
days. A place that we would make memories, take pictures, and stay up late after the kids went down. We
needed this time. We needed to slow down and just be
together. Just us.
I will never forget the picture in my mind of my three
children exploring in their puffy little snow jackets. Enjoying life. Reminding me to enjoy life.
Sometimes I forget what's most important. I get scared
of failing as a mom or losing someone I love. I wrap my
mind around things that are wasteful. I am busy, in a
hurry, and absorbed in the future. These things take
over my thoughts. I forget to look out the window at the
breathtaking views. I look past my children in their
puffy little snow jackets.

The beauty and the flaws of today are all
intertwined and unique. There will
never be another day like today.
I want to be confident of what's important. I want to
know the happiness and pain that today brings. How
awful to escape today. Even in the mess, I want to grab
hold of what's in front of me. I want to feel it, hear it,
taste it, and see it. Their laughter, his words in my ear,
her hand in mine, it's all too precious to pass by.
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What Can Come of This
Mess?
My son came running into the kitchen, his hair bouncing with each stride. He was ready to help me with dinner. “Hey mom, lets make mistakes, lets get messy!” I
looked down at his unbrushed red hair and the grin under his freckled nose. I smiled back. I thought about
what he said.
I thought about the battle that goes on in my home everyday. The battle in my mind. I live like the mess is the
enemy, and I have to stop it before it happens, before it
takes over.
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Isn't it the messy moments in my life that I have learned
the most from? The moments of crumbs falling to the
floor. The spilled milk. The mud that stained and left its
mark forever.

I am by no means a perfectionist…Unless something in my life happens that's
different then what I want, then I become biggest perfectionist you'll find.
I clench my jaw and squeeze my eyes shut, wishing it
away. But it's there. It's seeping, and staining, and sticking, and crumbling. And it changes me.
Every day I have to remind myself to live in the reality
that is my life. To live like I have three children, and accept what comes with them. Mistakes and messes can
feel defeating. They can be painful. In the middle of it, I
often long to escape, because I know that things aren't
changing any time soon. And yet, I know that I need the
mess. I need the everyday imperfections that spill and
shatter at my feet. I need it because it reminds me that
I'm human, that my kids and my husband are human.
We need the mess because we learn from the mess.
Most importantly, I need the mess because it keeps my
eyes on Jesus. The mess reminds me that I need him
daily. If anything good comes out of the mess, it is from
him!
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Through the broken glass, the spilled milk, and the
stains, I learn patience. I learn love.
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I Would Die for Them
I grip his small fingers as we cross the street. She is
strapped to my front in a pouch. My oldest baby is holding on tight to my pants pocket. We cross the busy
street. I feel the weight of my girl and the tight grasp of
my boy's hands. My eyes scan the street looking for
danger. I am always ready to protect my little ones. It's
instinctive. I would die for my children. I would give
my life in a moment if it meant saving theirs.
I say those things and I mean them, but what about today? Am I willing to give my life today? Give of myself
so that my children can have a full life. Teaching them
about their creator, the one who put the countless stars
in place. The one who made the deep blue ocean, with
fish that are breathtaking in their size and color. The red
hot lava that burns deep into the earth. The vibrant
flowers, each having their unique scent. And there is
more. So much more.
Do I give my life so that they may have life? Do I see the
opportunities in front of me to love others unconditionally? Do I love so that the three sets of eyes looking up
at me will know how to love others? All people are
made in God's image. Will they know how to see past
an outward appearance and into someones soul?
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Have I given my life for them today? Their eyes are
watching, absorbing what is in front of them. Their
minds are hungry, eager to understand.
I grip his small fingers. She is strapped to my front. My
oldest holds tight to my pants pocket. I guide them into
protection. Giving them my life.
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Out the Door
As I sat in the car in the solitude of my chair, I took a
deep breath and thanked God for carseats and seat belts.
Not only do I like carseats for safety, but I really love
them for some alone time. I consider it my coffee break.
I began to laugh as I thought about everything that had
just happened as we were trying to get out the door for
school. Like when my husband came running down the
hall with wide eyes and shaving cream on his face and
razor in hand, “What happened! Why did you scream?"
His cute half-shaved face calmed my nerves. “Oh, Elias
almost fell off the top bunk onto Pia, but it's fine now.”
He walked back down the hall and finished shaving.
But that wasn't the last of my screaming and screeching
heart-failure morning.
I think I reached my stress limit when Elias had pulled
back the door to the garage to give it a nice slam. I
screamed, “Elias, nooooo!” And Pia, in shock of her
mother's drama, moved her hand just in time to not get
her fingers broken in the slamming door.
Once I was in the car, I laughed at the what could have
happened, but thanked God didn't happen. And I really
did thank God. I allowed Him to capture my heart and
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be thankful for three children that are safe and somehow not broken or bruised.
I laughed more as I thought about my reaction to all the
craziness. My kids and husband must be so entertained
by my motherly reactions.
As I drove my boys to school, my heart and nerves felt
worn out. But I didn't want that to have control over the
rest of our day. I reached my hand back and touched my
girls soft curls. I looked in the rearview mirror and saw
my boys laughing and singing. “I love you guys, today
is going to be a beautiful day!”
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Important Things
The sun was just about to rise when my little red haired
sleepy-eyed boy came in to interrupt my book with his
sweet company. He wanted to be close to me. His little
body nuzzled close to my side. I felt strong, like a shelter to him.
We talked about the important things going on in his
life. Like how his construction in the backyard was going. He told me his plans. They were small plans, but so
big for his five-year-old mind. He told me all about the
sidewalk he’s making out of mud. “…But actually mom,
it’s really cement.” I nodded my head, hoping to encourage his imagination. “There are no car wheels and
no skateboard wheels. There are only wheelchair
wheels.”
I ran my fingers through his soft red locks, the ones that
match mine. They tell the world he’s mine. As the sun
rose into the sky and shone its orange rays through my
bedroom window, we talked about the important things
in life, like making sidewalks for people in wheelchairs.
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The End of the Day
I'm sitting in the quiet of our home trying to figure out
this day. It was full of difficulty. This day of wishing my
daughter would stop her ear-piercing screeching. It
sends shivers down your spine and makes the hairs on
your neck stand tall.
This day of wishing I knew how to help Elias be less
stubborn. He was eating glue in Sunday school and spitting water on the floor. It left me in tears after church.
Sometimes I just don't want to deal with it.
This day of leaving the house to escape the heat of my
hot-tempered redhead. We both needed a break.
How is it that as they all sleep and I try to figure out this
day, I can't? But instead, I fall more in love with them.

The amount of imperfection in our home
is a reminder that we all need grace. No
one has it more together than anyone
else.
I guess we all have our days of screeching, being stubborn, and having a hot temper. This day just happened
to have it all wrapped into one.
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As I sit here and write, I keep glancing over at the pictures hanging on my wall, pictures that represent the
best parts of my life. And as I try to figure out this day, I
become content. I wouldn't trade it for anything.
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A Letter to My Children
Dear Vitali, Elias, and Pia,
You have made me something great! The moment I
brought each of your naked newborn bodies up to my
chest are three moments I will never forget. My idea of
what was great before having you was nothing of what I
could have imagined today. I went to school and had
plans to be a missionary in another country. I gave up
everything to follow God’s plan for my life. Then one
day, God showed me that I needed to give up my plan
and enjoy the plan of being a mother to you. He wanted
to show me how much more I needed to give, so I began
an unexpected journey of sacrifice.
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I'm writing this letter to you at the end of the day. I’ve
given you everything and I’m too tired to shower. Today
I’ve fed your hungry bellies and bathed your little bodies that wear the marks of dirt and sticky snacks. I’ve
lost count of the dirty diapers and potty accidents. I
read you books and colored with you. I made you popsicles and wrestled you on the floor. I lost my temper. I
hurt your feelings. I sang you to sleep and counted the
freckles on your nose.
My precious children, sometimes you might think I
don’t like being your mom. When my face gets all weird
and scary looking. When my patience is short. When
I’m too tired to read and I get frustrated that you didn’t
make it to the toilet in time. You have seen sides of me
that others have not. You have seen me at my worst.
It has been your little hands and hearts that have
brought me to my knees. I have learned through your
lives that there is always someone more important than
myself. Serving you has left me tired and drained. Serving you has been the best thing I could do in my lifetime. Your three lives remind me every day that life is
not about me, it is about loving others.
You have no idea now, but you are teaching me to lean
hard into the moments that shape my character, no matter how uncomfortable they are. You are teaching me
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that serving others around the clock is hard work. But it
is turning me into something beautiful.
Before I had you I was told that children are a blessing.
They were right, but I didn't understand what they
meant. I thought children were a blessing because they
were fun and and really cute to carry around.

Now I know that children are a blessing
because they turn my eyes away from
myself.
Your lives have stolen my heart. My heart can’t beat for
myself anymore. It beats for you from morning to night,
and all through the night. When you are in pain or
when you have to work extra hard, I feel what you feel.
When your feelings are hurt, my heart breaks with
yours. When you experience something new and you
scream with excitement, I am cheering right alongside
you.
Today I am celebrating the greatness of being your
mom, but I don’t want to be honored for the things I
have done. I want to honor the one who hasn’t given up
on me. When I slammed my fists and cursed his name,
he held me close. When I yelled at you and my face
turned red with sin, he forgave me. I want to honor God
for the work he has done in my life. My beautiful children, you are a blessing because you bring me joy and
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you point me to the one who will never give up on me.
You point me to the one who is making me great.
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Part Three: Babies
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Pia Rose
A stampede of feet come running down the hall. First
my midwife, then my sister and mother-in-law. Aaron
swings open the garage door, his heart panicking after
hearing me yell his name from the shower. The plans we
had for the birth of our third baby were taking a different shape.
Tuesday morning I hugged Aaron goodbye before he
left for work. But I couldn't let go, I needed to bury my
head into his shoulder and have a good cry. “I like being
pregnant but it's getting hard. I can't pick anything up.
And look at all the ants on the counter!” I immediately
felt better after having a quick sob session about how
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uncomfortable my big belly was getting and how annoyed I was by our ant issues. Little did I know I would
go into labor that night.
11:45 pm, I begin to shake from hormones and I have
my first contraction. “This is for real, Aaron, here we
go!” The shaking continues, then I have two more contractions that are ten minutes a part. I wait for a fourth
contraction but I fall asleep. Forty-five minutes later, I
have one more. I begin to wonder if I will labor all
night. Thirty minutes later I have one more. I hurry to
the bathroom before an other contraction and then get
back into bed.
It's 2:00 a.m. Snap! My water breaks. “Aaron! My water
broke, call everyone, but first call Brenna, she has to
travel the farthest. This baby is coming fast!” I begin
shaking more. I can't move. I begin to focus and breathe
slowly through each contraction, while letting my body
do what it was made to do. I can see Aaron in the corner
of my eye, he is sending a text message to all our family
that would join us in celebrating our baby's arrival.
I hear the hum of the birthing tub being inflated. My
mother-in-law comes to my side and lets me know she
made it. Aaron is trying to get the hose attached to the
sink, it's the wrong attachment. I hear my mother-in-law
pacing the hall leaving messages on my mom and sister's phone. “Aaron, this is happening fast, help me to
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the bathroom.” Hunched over my hard, contracting
belly, I move my weak legs towards the bathroom while
holding tight around Aaron's neck.
After I use the bathroom, my contractions hit hard and
fast. Aaron is trying to figure out how to get water in the
tub. I crawl out of the bathroom and have a few more
contractions on the rug outside the shower. “I don't
want the tub, forget it!” I decide to get in the shower. I
ask Aaron for help up, and close the curtain. The
warmth of the water against my back dulls the pain of
my next contraction.
I think to myself, This is it! I grab hold of the bar in the
shower with one hand and the handle with the other.
Aaron isn't with me, my poor husband is still trying to
set everything up for the birthing tub just how I want it.
I begin to bare down with my first and last pushing contraction. “Aaron!”
I feel the intense motion of a little life moving through
me to greet us. Fast and slippery, and then a cry. I'm in
shock. At 3:09 I bring my long awaited gift close to my
fast-beating heart. My sister fumbles for her phone to
capture video. Aaron rushes to my side and begins to
laugh in disbelief. I hold my baby close, and I weep,
overwhelmed with the fastness of it all. The little one I
carried for nine months is nuzzled under my chin.
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Someone asks, “Is it a girl or a boy?” I forgot to look, I
was still in shock at how fast everything happened. “Go
get Vitali, I want him to be here.” Papa rushes to get
Vitali. I look up and see my firstborn with his three-inthe-morning bedhead smiling down at me and the baby.
I look down and begin to tilt my baby away from my
chest.
Everyone is peering, straining their eyes to see. The umbilical cord is laying perfectly in-between the legs, like
wrapping paper hiding the surprise. I begin to move it
aside. I stare. I can't believe it. It's a girl! A new celebration begins. We have our first girl.
Pia's birth was different than what I imagined. I didn't
have a water birth—I had a shower birth instead! I
didn't have my husband and all my loved ones surrounding me when Pia first arrived. But I had a moment
with my little girl that is inexpressible. It was something
I didn't plan, but I am grateful for.

As I sat on the shower floor and wept
over the beauty of my little girl, I was
reminded of how sweet the unexpected
and unplanned moments are in life,
something that has become so dear to me.
I sat in my bed as the early sun lit up the sky of my little
girl's birthday and soaked up the fragrance of her new120
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born hair. I watched Vitali experience new love. I was
overwhelmed seeing Elias as a big brother. And I fell
hard in love with Aaron as I watched him become a
daddy to a girl.
My birth experience with Pia was unexpected, unplanned, and so beautiful. Her birth was a perfect beginning to a new adventure for our family.
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I Need You
When Pia was born I could barely contain my excitement for her big brothers to meet her.
We woke Vitali up at three in the morning, because we
promised him we would. But we let Elias wake up on
his own. Seven o'clock rolled around when we heard his
feet banging up against the wall. My heart leapt with
excitement. My tired-face Elias was being carried toward me and his baby sister. I held him close and began
my introduction. “Elias, this is Pia, your baby sister. You
are going to take such good care of her…" I paused as
my throat tightened and the tears came. I pressed my
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face against his cheek, and spoke softly into his ear, “…
and she will take care of you.”
In my home I am experiencing a relationship that was
graciously and intricately designed. God knew that Pia
would need Elias, and he knew Elias would need Pia.
He knew that Pia needed a perspective on life that
would be different than most other little girls. And he
knew that Elias would help show her patience, compassion, and unconditional love.
In God's love towards Elias, he gave him a sister that
would care for him. I have a feeling that one day she
will be his second little mommy (whether he likes it or
not).
I don't know all the wonderful things God has planned
for my children. But I do know this, he does not make
mistakes. I am reminded of this daily.
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A Perfect Plan
With one hand she wiped away tears that escaped her
light blue eyes. The other hand was placed under her
life-filled belly. She spoke to me with a soft voice, “I'm
nineteen weeks along and they won't stop calling me. I
turn thirty-seven this year. My doctor says I'm at high
risk of having a baby with a disability.”
As she spoke, my heart began to beat faster. The same
heart that has been broken and healed. Graciously
healed. A heart that has been refashioned.
The word unknown flashed in my mind like a neon sign.
There was a time when I thought I had control of the
unknown, like I could keep it from happening. But today it is the sweetest part of my life.
I listened to her worries, the kind that every mother
struggles through. The more children we have, the more
worries rise to the surface of our hearts.
I held my daughter close and I poured out words that
have come from the most difficult times in my life. It
was a time when I was desperate for Christ to be my
comforter. When no human could possibly offer me any
comfort, my Savior was reminding me to trust in him.
Not my plans and my direction, but his perfect plan. His
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good and perfect plan, one that I would have never
picked for myself.
I told my friend I would pray for her. She's been on my
mind ever since. That test has been on my mind too. It
can tell her a few things about her baby, but it will never
tell her all the things God knows about her baby. After
all, he is her baby's creator. The one who formed her
beating heart. The one who knows every soft and delicate hair on her precious head.

No matter what, God is faithful to bring
beauty out of the darkness. That dark
corner of our mind that consumes us
with the what ifs and I could nevers.
That place that we want to hold on tight to everything
we love. It's a place that we feel in control. As light
shines into that hidden place, we can know freedom
from worry and fear.

My grace is sufficient for you, for my
power is made perfect in weakness.
2 Corinthians 12:9
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He Gave Me You
Little one, when I felt the pain of loss and grief, I prayed
for God to fill my womb again. He gave me you.
I was in tears over my baby. Her heart had stopped
beating. My world stopped spinning.
When she was inside of me, I fed her. I gave blood to
her heart, I nurtured her little soul. She had everything
to thrive.
But God knew the number of her days. He knew that
my heart needed to be broken so that I could love more.
Deeper. Stronger.
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Because of God's faithfulness, her life was not in vain.
And so my love grew. It grew because of sorrow. And it
grew because of new life.
I prayed for God to fill my womb again. He gave me
you.
I fell in love while thinking about your inward parts being formed inside of me. Your head began to sprout little hairs, he knew their number. Your fingernails began
to grow, he knew how long. Your heart started beating,
he knew how fast. Your days began to number, and I
had to trust. He knows their number.
My love for you little one, it is deeper. Stronger.
In my days of sorrow and emptiness, he filled my womb
again—He gave me you.
To the mother who cries in secret and is in pain because of a
miscarriage…there is hope. Your heart will never be the same.
You will love more. Deeper. Stronger.
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Wrestling Fear
“What if we were done having kids?” I asked my husband abruptly. He was standing on a chair, hanging
oversized leaves in the kids' play room. I was on my
hands and knees picking up matchbox cars and baby
dolls. “We could be done…you don't want to have any
more?” He asked me. I looked up at him, “All my reasons to stop having children are based on fear,” I confessed. “I don’t think we should stop because of fear.”
I thought about the paralyzing fear that gripped my
heart. I want control. I desperately want my children to
be healthy. I don’t think I can handle another strongwilled child. What if we have another child with special
needs? How could I possibly go through the dark hours
of another miscarriage? I fear pain and loss. Three years
ago I sat on the cold floor of my bathroom in the middle
of the night and looked over a crimson filled toilet, and
regretfully flushed the life that grew inside of me for
nine weeks. There are some things I beg God to not let
me go through again.
I wrestle with fear and faith. I know what is true. I know
that I will face hard things in my life, and I will watch
my children experience pain.

129

THE MURAL & THE MAKER

I think I will always struggle to faithfully walk the next step of the unknown.
I never knew that becoming a mom
would expose how little faith I have.
I hold Elias on my lap and think about all the ways God
has been glorified through his precious life. We were
told there was a fluke in his DNA, but we trusted that
God was in control when the markings on his 21st
chromosome were a little extra. There wasn’t any loss of
control the day his life was woven together.
Almost six years into motherhood and my heart is not
naïve to the realities of loss. It is the pain that has drawn
me closer to the heart of the one who gave life to my
children. Fear grips me and pins me down. It robs me of
joy—the very joy of a child. Yet I'm reminded that fear
doesn't have to have a grip on me. The chains of fear
have already been broken. There is rest.
It is a mystery how God can carry us through pain. And
not only carry us, but give us strength and hope. Only
he can rescue me from gripping fear. I am learning to
step away from what I am comfortable with and walk in
faith. How freeing to walk with the sustainer of life, life
that cannot be taken away. Life that crushes fear.
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Finding Hope During a
Miscarriage
The night we said yes to God's plan for the timing of
more children, he filled my womb. He created, fashioned, and designed. I rejoiced in the quiet of my room
when I read the positive on the pregnancy test. I wasn't
holding onto fear like I thought I would, I trusted that
God knew what was best for our lives. It was only two
days until Father's Day when I found out I was pregnant with our fourth baby, so I thought I would surprise
Aaron. I opened a journal I was going to give to him
and wrote about my love for him. I wrote about the
beautiful moments we had when we stayed down at the
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beach for our anniversary…and then I surprised him:
“Our passion is powerful—we made a baby!”
We talked about how much the kids will love having a
baby. I was already daydreaming while washing dishes,
of what it would be like to have another boy or girl, of
what color their hair would be. The silky hair, the soft
skin, and the fresh smell of a newborn sounded amazing.
But soon my dreaming changed to a broken heart. I sat
on the toilet and saw the first signs of a miscarriage. My
stomach felt sick. I couldn't believe that this would happen to me again.
I thought about the tiny little soul in my womb, I didn't
want to let go, again. The thought of being emptied out
felt too much to bear. I fell in love with the little soul
that found it's home in me. I had already prayed for my
baby. I dreamt of how our family would change with
new life.
I lay in bed feeling broken and weary, crying out to God,
asking him to help me believe in his plan. I felt the pain
piercing my insides and into my soul as my little one
left my body.
As I lay in bed, the pain I felt didn't miraculously go
away, but I did find comfort as I let go of my plan. I
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gripped my sheets with each cramp and begged God to
grip my heart.

I cried out to the one who gives and
takes away and asked him to remind me
of his faithfulness. I feared the weakness
of my wandering heart.
Help me to trust in you, not just in life but in death. Bind my
wandering heart to you. When I can't lift my head, remind
me of your rest. And When nothing else satisfies, help me to
taste the goodness of your love. In the most difficult of days,
help my desperate soul to long for you.

Let me hear in the morning of your
steadfast love, for in you I trust. Make
me know the way I should go, for to you
I lift up my soul.
Psalm 143:8
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Part Four: Finding Joy
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A Busy Mind
A few nights ago I lay in bed next to my husband,
tucked under his arm and up against his side. I prayed
into his ear, whispering words that sounded like a plea
to God. He wanted to be free from his busy mind. To
turn it off. Turn off the noise that robs him of the joy of
being present with his wife, his children, and his life.
Things like worry and fear.
I connect with him, not just to his side, but our frail and
weak minds understand each other. We know there is
more to this life than anxious thoughts. We know there's
not an off switch, but instead we find an on switch.
To this…

Look at the birds of the air: they neither
sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and
yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are
you not of more value than they? And
which of you by being anxious can add a
single hour to his span of life?
Matthew 6:26-27
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An Unexpected Gift
On my Thirtieth birthday I was given the most beautiful
and unexpected gift. A gift I didn't know to ask for. And
in God's perfect timing, he waited. He waited until I
was ready.
I was one in an audience of many broken and hurting
souls. But we all had one thing in common: hope. As I
watched the woman who was going to speak being escorted to the stage, I saw someone who was an outcast.
Someone who was despised by this world because of
how she looked on the outside. She is shut out and
looked down upon.
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As she began to speak, something happened to me. At
first I saw the parts of her that were broken and unused.
I could only see her deformities…And then she opened
her mouth. She exposed the innermost parts of her soul.
She spoke sweet and healing words. She talked about
her struggles and how God reminds her of what's important in this life. How God reminds her of the beauty
that he sees in her. As she spoke truth, I was changed. I
was reminded of what I want to be like and how I want
to think.

Man looks on the outward appearance
but I look on the Heart.
Samuel 16:7
I began to weep inside. So much of my life has been
wasted on comparing outward appearance.

If I can't be content with how God has
made me, then how will I ever be content
with how God has made others?
For a year I have been thinking about this, and desperately asking God to help me see people as he sees them.
How precious it is to be able to see someone how God
sees them, to value someone how God values them.
How awful to judge someone from their outward appearance.
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I want to value the things that God values. As soon as I
forget what is valuable, I hope he gives me grace to understand his mind. To hold and treasure what he loves.
As thirty-one has changed my body and left its marks of
age, I am thankful for the beauty that only God could
create within. I love life more today than I did a year
ago, because of this gift, this woman.
I still have a lifetime of opening and discovering this
precious gift.
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When the Storm Hits, I
Am Still With You
In the few morning moments I have to myself I ask God
for help. Again. I feel broken. Bending with life's
changes is painful. Just when I think some things are
hard, it gets a little harder. Change has its way of reminding me that I’m not in control. Life keeps moving.
I like the days when I feel like a good mom and wife.
The days when nothing has challenged my temper or
left me feeling guiltily or out of control. But I realize that
I need the storms, they show me that I can’t handle life
on my own.
The storms hit hard and I’m barely hanging on, just
enough to grab the side of the boat with one hand and
shake the other at God. I question him in my soul. Why?
I fight for more understanding. I shake my fist, I fight.
In the middle of the storm, he draws me to his side and
loves me even though I struggle. Even though I question the God of the universe, he holds me close. I am
like a toddler kicking and screaming, but he doesn’t let
me go. He waits, and he comforts me. He reminds me
that he will carry me. When I'm tired of fighting, I become still and I hold on tight because I remember all the

143

THE MURAL & THE MAKER

times he was faithful to carry me before. In my time of
unbelief he reminds me to believe.
When I feel like I'm spinning out of control, he is faithful to give me direction. And even though I feel lost and
alone I can have hope in the redeemer of my soul. The
one who knows my thoughts and my words before I
speak. He draws me to his side and carries me even
while I question. When my heart is restless, he is patient. How deep and unfailing is his love for me.
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Image
I've thought a lot about my image lately. I've thought
how people who are overweight aren't good enough.
People who are thin aren't good enough. If your house
is clean, not good. Messy, not good. It doesn't matter
how you spin it, people will cut you down to make
themselves feel better. Comparison is a wicked thing. It
will attack your heart and infect the people around you.
It will destroy beauty.
Image has become a precious part of my life since I became a mom. When Vitali was born I said goodbye to
regular showering and a decent night's sleep. Something as easy as eating became complicated. It involved
interruptions and bouncing a baby on my hip while I
managed to shovel a few bites of nourishment into my
body.
When Elias was born I looked my son in the eyes and I
fell in love with an image that I was terrified of. I feared
how my son would be treated by this world because of
his image.
When my daughter was born, I cried at the thought of
the expectations she would feel by this world. The perfect image she is supposed to have.
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I stand naked and imperfect in front of my husband.
Three babies have filled my insides and stretched my
skin. Parts of me are torn and broken down. I am not a
perfect image.
My heart has been rubbed raw as figure out what image
is. My mind filled with a new understanding of what is
important. There is more to life than outward appearance. You've heard that before, but do you live it? The
words that roll off of your tongue, are they gracious?
What you write about, are you infecting people around
you and polluting their thoughts? I know I have, but I
don't want to.
I want to love what is beautiful. I want to live beyond
appearance.

If your life looks like a mess—to them—
they whip out a measuring stick and feel
confident of their own worthiness. If
your life looks like a monument—to
them—they whip out a measuring
stick—and start cutting you down for
their own empowerment.
Ann Voskamp
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Ten Years
Ten years is a long time to be committed to someone. A
long time to stand by each other’s side, especially when
they are undeserving. When I am undeserving. It is a
long time to get to know someone, to see them yell and
be silent, laugh and cry, sit and dance.
In ten years we have lost our friendship and found it
again. We have watched our youthful bodies slowly
change. You have loved me through the change, three
babies of change. We have picked each other up when
the other has fallen on their face. And the days when we
have both fallen, we found each other in the silence and
the safety of being close.
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We vowed to stay together for the rest of our lives, but
we haven’t always felt that. Sometimes escape has
seemed greener. But we have found that no matter
what, our faithfulness to each other will always satisfy
more deeply than anything else.
In ten years we have laughed so hard that we cry.
In ten years I have given you my best…and my worst.
We understand forgiveness in a way we never knew before.
We have tasted what only God himself could create.
Then you watched my belly grow. In ten years I have
lifted three babies to my face, part you and part me. But
the three we lost, you kissed my belly and we said
goodbye. Both moments transformed us and have made
us love each other more. We have learned to love what
we’ve been given today. We have learned to walk with
each other through grief and happiness.
Our love has grown to a depth we didn’t know was
possible. Forgiveness has kept us close. Grace has kept
us together.
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Provision
My husband squeezes my hand, his head is hanging
down, like he needs a break from life. He thanks God
for our food and the provision in our lives. But he and I
know that we have had times of struggle, believing that
there is provision. When our roof leaks and water spills
onto our bathroom floor, waking us up in the middle of
the night, drip drip drip. Two days before the dripping,
his car wouldn’t start. The day after the dripping, the
rugged fence in our backyard blew over. Life feels like a
steady drip, waking me up, reminding me that it
doesn’t go as planned. It is fragile and temporary.
I squeeze his hand back and think of where we’ve been.
We have seen and tasted provision. When we had no
direction, we were given a path. When we couldn’t pay
for food, there was a meal or a job. When there was
death and the world felt dark, we were given new life.
The dripping seems distant as I think of all that’s been
given to us. The beating hearts of my three children, the
rising and falling of my husband’s chest as I lay next to
him. My mind may forget, but with every breath I
should be reminded of what I’ve been given. When life
shows me that it is fragile and temporary and things
don’t go my way, that is when I should notice what I do
have.
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Even with the drip there is provision. A path, a meal,
new life.
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Epilogue
When I don’t feel it, there is grace.
When I forget about it, there is grace.
When I put my hope in myself and my plans, there is grace.
He took up his cross and suffered unimaginable pain.
The lying, the anger, the lust. Through His blood, he poured
out grace—for me. For you.
When my life is a mockery of his name, grace!
By him and through him, I am forgiven. New. Alive. Hidden
in Christ and rescued from death.
There is no blood transfusion like his. Alive forevermore!
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