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An Unexpected Testimony

“Baby JJ was recovering well from the first surgery, but he got choked on some fluid in his throat and had a heart attack.  The doctors don’t think he’ll live now.”

The words from her mom numbed me like a sub-zero gale.  Tears welled up in my eyes and a lump grew in my throat.  What was I to say?  How could this possibly happen?  How could such a freak accident sidetrack months of prayer and submission to the Father?  How could I ever reconcile this cruel twist of events?  Surely this could not be God!  Such were the questions that framed a most compelling and unexpected testimony to the unfathomable, mysterious love of God in our lives.

Early in the pregnancy Apryl’s doctors detected a severe heart defect in JJ that would require three reconstructive surgeries.  His chances for survival were slim, but would improve with the success of each surgery.  Many of those closest to her strongly recommended abortion as the best option.  Just get rid of the problem.

“I believe he is a gift from God; I don’t want to kill him!” Apryl tearfully declared to me with conviction - a conviction that led her to choose the courageous path of life.

To me it was a classic example of 1 Corinthians 13 Christianity: faith, hope and love.  To Apryl, the testimony was a slam-dunk.  Her choice was hard, but she fully expected, with baby in arm, to be able to encourage others through her testimony to choose life.  However, life’s cruelest twist was now upon us and it all seemed lost.

A few short days later, the heroic little boy who had fought so hard for two weeks, was now too emaciated by the damage from the heart attack.  He had come to the end of his pitifully brief life in an ICU.  Apryl disconnected JJ from life support and allowed him to die.  Suddenly, the green and gold hues of a promising future were bleached out to a dull gray as a small group of us huddled around the gravesite in early December for the private funeral.  We were left to ponder the whys and wherefores in the shadows of that surrealistic cemetery setting.

“But Mark, I believed I had heard from God.  I believed He wanted to save JJ as a testimony to other women not to give up,” Apryl tearfully related to me several times over the next year. It didn’t happen according to that script, though.

What was she to say now?  Indeed, there is much to say about God in all this, but how can death be a testimony for life?

“I just don’t know what else there is in life for me.  Why did God let me have JJ if he was just going to die?”  Bits of meaning from her life were scattered like debris on a forsaken beach.  It seemed as if every cell in her body were crying out for interpretation.

“I don’t even know what I believe about God anymore!”  Her grief was now spilling into her faith.  

So many issues torment the heart having gone through such a tragic ordeal.  One of the more difficult ones for Apryl turned out to be coming to grips with a sensible testimony of God’s activity.  

“I don’t even want people to know,” Apryl confided on a retreat, still struggling to make sense of the senseless.  “It’s like a gigantic failure and I’ve just built this big wall around myself, and I don’t even want people to touch me.” 

What Apryl could not see in her anguish is what many of us fail to see in everyday life.  Testimonies aren’t always the stuff of champions who have triumphed against all odds.  A compelling testimony is first of all real life - life lived out in the crucible of faith.

Though the outcome was tragic, Apryl had lived life, and honored it at the same time.  She had walked by faith.  She had made the right choice in the midst of horrible circumstances!  And how powerful a choice it was!  How powerful it still is!  No lie Satan can muster will ever conquer that reality, because it is now written in the book of Apryl’s life, etched upon her soul.  And it is a triumph, paradoxical though it may seem, over the demonic forces of our age that systematically devalue life.

Somewhere deep in that spiritual struggle a testimony is formed.  It is the stuff of Abraham and Isaac, David and Bathsheba, Daniel amid the lions.  Where God shows up bigger than life, sometimes so big that you can’t even tell it’s Him up close.  When in our despair, His love for us suddenly explodes in a thousand different colors.  And then we wrestle for understanding.  That’s what ordinary people need to hear.  It’s the stuff of life.

“Mark, God has been doing some incredible things,” she shared almost a year later.  “He really does love me!  I want to tell you what He’s done.” 

I could see Apryl turning the corner, heading home to a loving Father.  So deep is her taproot forged throughout the crisis in that desperate search for spiritual water, that I believe now Apryl would do it again were she found in the same situation.  That’s not man, that’s GOD!

I’ve listened to dozens of testimonies and only a few relate choices with real consequences as dramatically as Apryl’s.  So it didn’t turn out happily ever after; sadly, real life often doesn’t.  Nonetheless, it is a most compelling testimony precisely because it is life.

What I see for myself through Apryl’s testimony is our God who is huge and mysterious, yet still personal.  His plan for JJ was bigger than Apryl’s plan, and is even now not fully comprehensible.  But the gentle touch of God’s hand in her life is unmistakable – full of grace and comfort, wisdom and majesty – even, no especially, through such a tragedy.

It’s all there, even though Apryl continues to struggle with her message.  What a bittersweet encouragement it is to me.  And what an unexpected testimony for Apryl!  May she one day proclaim it to the ends of the earth.

“Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable are His judgements and unfathomable His ways!  For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who became His counselor?  Or who has first given to Him that it might be paid back to him again?  For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things.  To Him be the glory forever. Amen.” (Romans 11:33-36 NASB)
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