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In his book What Happy People Know, psychologist Dan Baker, PhD, says
that joyful people, even when bad things happens in their lives, finish their life
stories on a very positive note, namely appreciation. Instead of going over and
over what they have lost, they focus on what they have gained. He recalls a
woman who reminisced fondly about her deceased husband. After hearing her
story, he wrote, “l said something along the lines of what a good man he must have
been. ‘No way,’ she said. ‘He was a womanizer and a drunk. A real pain in the
butt. But we had more love than most people ever dream of.””*

She had learned to look at the positive things she had experienced with her
husband instead of negative and painful things. Even though she had
disappointments and pain because of her husband, she chose to hold on to the good
and beautiful things.

Life brings so many hardships: heartbreaks, illnesses, injuries, deaths,
abandonments, neglects, failures, loneliness. Though different people may share
similar experiences, every hurt is unique and personal. No matter how many times
people around you say, “We understand,” they don’t. You may even resent them
for trying or pretending. When you are deeply hurt, well-meaning people’s advice
or quick answers, don’t seem to be helpful.

Author Barbara Johnson, in her book, Fresh Elastic for Stretched Out Moms,
tells about a package she once received that was marked DAMAGED IN
TRANSIT, BUT DELIVERABLE. There was a space at the top that said either
DELIVERABLE or UNDELIVERABLE, and a big black crayon marked this
package as DELIVERABLE! The label was torn off, and a part of the tape that
secured the package was ripped, the box was crushed one side and a corner was
torn off. But it was still deliverable.

Barbara Johnson says she thought of how many lives like her own are
damaged and hurt. “We should be marked FRAGILE: HANDLE WITH CARE,”
she writes, “but we are like packages on a long and bumpy journey toward
maturity. We have been crushed with the pain of losing a child, or the heartache of
a child abandoning us, or rebelling against us and God, but instead of being
handled like fine china, we are slammed from one side to another. On that long
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journey we are DAMAGED IN TRANSIT, we have been unraveled, unglued,
undone, and are coming apart at all the corners. We have been shoved against the
walls of despair and frustration, handled carelessly with no thought for the fragile
heart inside, which is already bleeding and broken and we certainly don’t need any
more crushing.””

We all have that. Life brings a crushing blow to us at times. It is inevitable
that all of us will face it. One of the most difficult things we deal with in life is the
loss of the loved one.

Rabbi Sidney Greenberg once wrote about what happened after the Mona
Lisa was stolen from the Louvre in Paris 1n 1911. It was missing for two years.
Rabbi Greenberg noted that more people went to stare at the blank space in the
museum than had gone there to look at the masterpiece in the five previous years it
had hung there before it was stolen.

Greenberg says that human beings have a tendency to not recognize the
precious things while we have them. Only when it is taken away, we become
painfully aware of the “blank space” in our lives, and our attention is sharply
focused on that “blank space.”

“The walls of our lives are crowded with Mona Lisas,” Greenberg writes,
“but we are unmindful of them. Countless blessings attend us daily and we are so
insensitive to them. The more often and the more regularly we receive any
blessing, the less likely we are to be aware of it. What is constantly awarded or
given is easily taken for granted.”

Helen Keller once said this: “I have often thought that it would be a blessing
if each human being were stricken blind and deaf for a few days at some time
during their adult life. Darkness would make them more appreciative of sight;
silence would teach them the joys of sound.”

Blank spots on the wall, an empty space where a great painting once hung,
an empty chair where a loved one once sat. Sometimes each of us will confront an
empty spot in our lives and we will need comfort.

A radio talk show host, Nancy Leigh DeMoss, had a radio series “The
Blessing of Thorns.” It was a series of stories of people who found God’s comfort

? (Dallas: Word Publishing), p. 180.
¥ Sidney Greenberg, Say Yes to Life (New York: Crown Publishers, 1982).
* From King Duncan’s sermon, “Damaged in Transit, But Deliverable,” Www.esermons.com
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in the midst of hardships and adversities. In that series there was a story about a
woman named Sandra. That particular year was a very difficult year for Sandra.

It was Thanksgiving week and Sandra needed something to cheer her up. So,
she went to a flower shop to buy herself an arrangement. A few months ago, she
was pregnant with her second child, a son. The baby was supposed to be born this
Thanksgiving week but she got into an automobile accident. As a result, she lost
the child. She was devastated, and had been depressed for the past few months.

As if to add to her grief, her husband’s company was threatening a transfer, and her
sister called to say she could not come for the holiday.

“Thanksgiving? Thankful for what?” she thought to herself. Nothing
seemed to go right.

“Good afternoon, can I help you?” The shop clerk approached her.
“I need an arrangement for Thanksgiving,” responded Sandra.

“Are you looking for something that conveys ‘gratitude’ this Thanksgiving?”
asked the shop clerk.

“No! Not exactly!” Sandra snorted and said, “In the last five months,
everything that could go wrong has gone wrong.” To her surprise, the shop clerk
said, “I have the perfect arrangement for you.”

Just then another customer entered the shop. The clerk said, “Hi Barbara . . .
let me get your order.” She walked toward a small workroom, then quickly
reappeared, carrying an arrangement of long-stemmed thorny roses. Except all the
roses had been snipped. There were no roses, just stems with lots and lots of
thorns.

“Want this in a box?”’ asked the clerk.

Is this a joke? thought Sandra. Who would want rose stems without roses?
But it was no joke. After the customer left with her order, Sandra stammered,
“Uhh, that lady, did...did she ordered just the thorny stems without roses?”

“That is right,” said the clerk. “I cut off the flowers. That’s the Special . . . I
call it the Thanksgiving Thorns Bouquet.”
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Then the clerk explained, “Barbara came into the shop three years ago
feeling very much like you feel today. She thought she had very little to be
thankful for. She had lost her father to cancer, the family business was failing, her
son was into drugs, and she was facing major surgery.”

“That same year I had lost my husband,” continued the clerk, “and for the
first time in my life, | had to spend the holidays alone. | had no children, no
husband, no family nearby, and too great a debt to allow any travel.”

“So what did you do?” asked Sandra.

“I learned to be thankful for thorns,” answered the clerk quietly. “I’ve
always thanked God for good things in life and never thought to ask Him why
those good things happened to me. But when bad stuff happened, did | ever ask!
It took time for me to learn that dark times are important. | always enjoyed the
‘flowers’ of life, but it took thorns to show me the beauty of God’s comfort. You
know, the Bible says that God comforts us when we’re afflicted. From His
consolation, we learn to comfort others.”

Sandra said, “I guess the truth is I don’t want comfort. I’ve lost a baby and
I’m angry with God.”

Just then someone else, a man named Phil, walked in the shop. He said his
wife sent him to pick up their usual Thanksgiving arrangement . . . twelve thorny,
long-stemmed rose stems!

“Those are for your wife?” asked Sandra. “Do you mind me asking why she
wants something that looks like that?”

“No ... I’m glad you asked,” Phil replied. “Four years ago, my wife and |
nearly divorced. After forty years, we were in a real mess, but with the Lord’s
grace and guidance, we worked through problem after problem. He rescued our
marriage. Jenny here (the clerk) told me she kept a vase of rose stems to remind
her of what she learned from ‘thorny’ times, and that was good enough for me. |
took home some of those stems. My wife and | decided to label each one for a
specific ‘problem’ and give thanks to [God] for what that problem taught us.”

As Phil paid the clerk, he said to Sandra, “I highly recommend the Special!”

“I don’t know if I can be thankful for the thorns in my life,” Sandra said to
the clerk. “It’s all too . . . fresh.”
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“Well,” the clerk replied carefully, “my experience has shown me that thorns
make roses more precious. We treasure God’s providential care more during
trouble than at any other time. Remember, it was a crown of thorns that Jesus
wore so we might know His love. Don’t resent the thorns.”

Tears rolled down Sandra’s cheeks. For the first time since the accident, she
loosened her grip on resentment. “I’ll take those twelve long stemmed thorns,
please,” Sandra ordered the Special.

“I hoped you would,” said the clerk gently. “I’ll have them ready in a
minute.”

“Thank you. What do I owe you?” asked Sandra. “Nothing.” said the clerk.
“Nothing but a promise to allow God to heal your heart. The first year’s
arrangement is always on me.” The clerk smiled and handed a card to Sandra.

“I’1l attach this card to your arrangement, but maybe you’d like to read it
first.” It read: “Dear God, I have never thanked you for my thorns. | have thanked
you a thousand times for my roses, but never once for my thorns. Teach me the
glory of the cross | bear; teach me the value of my thorns. Show me that | have
climbed closer to you along the path of pain. Show me that, through my tears, the
colors of your rainbow look much more brilliant.”

Do you remember Barbara Johnson, the one | told you about the Damaged
Package? She confesses that she is damaged in transit but this is what she writes:

“But you know, even though we may be damaged in transit, we are still
Deliverable! We are on that long trip. Destination: The Heavenly City, the New
Jerusalem, where we will rejoice around the throne of God. The Master will claim
me and fix me all up. I will withstand the shocks of life and God will claim his
package. My label may be torn off, but my destination is clearly marked
GLORY.”

® From King Duncan’s sermon, “Rainbows and Roses,” www.esermons.com
® Barbara Johnson, p.180-181.
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