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Story of Surviving and Thriving

By Linda Ranson Jacobs

When my children were eight and twelve years of age, I became a single parent. I like to say I got custody of the kids, the house, the pool and the big yard that came with it. The actual truth is I got stuck with them, well not the kids – I wanted the kids. At about the time I went through the divorce is the same time a down turn in the economy took place. I found myself trapped with a house where the appraised value did not come close to the amount owed on the first mortgage, let alone the second mortgage.

About the only choice I had as a single, self-employed Mom was to stay put and try to survive without losing my shirt along with the house, the pool, and the big yard. With a budget so tight, a walk around my yard and a dip in the pool were about the only entertainment afforded me. 

One evening as I walked around my yard praying—or rather begging the Lord for help—I noticed a little sprig in one of the flowerless pots. I had long given up being able to afford plants and flowers but for whatever reason I had left the flowerpots from the year before sitting along the fence. The flowers from the summer before had frozen over the winter, and maybe deep down I felt my life was likewise frozen from the events of the previous year. Oddly enough, I found comfort in dead plants. Weird, I know, but divorced single moms do weird things sometimes. 

I remember thinking, “How cool. God has sent me this little vine. Maybe it will grow and become a wonderful flowering vine that will cover my entire back yard.” Single moms also dream a lot. And they tend to dream in grandiose, colorful, uplifting dreams. I faithfully watered that little vine throughout that first hot and dry Oklahoma summer. Since it was my only plant, it got all my loving attention. And it really liked all the attention. It grew enough that I could to train it to trail up the privacy fence.  

The first frost
When winter came and the first frost hit, I was sure we had lost that vine. All winter it looked dead. But I still had a hard time throwing away dead plants. Well, this time that was a good thing because the next spring that vine came back to life. Its leaves turned a deep, dark green, and it continued its trail up and over the fence. I needed that vine to be successful because, you see, my own life wasn’t that successful. My kids were getting older and they needed more things. Things I couldn’t afford. 

The next few years my children and I were able to settle into a routine. I was still hurting and struggling with the divorce. I noticed, however, that the shock was wearing off and I was turning back to the Lord. When the divorce first happened I tried to pray and read my Bible but mostly I just sat there looking at my Bible, trying to remember what I had just read. When I prayed, all I could do was sigh. Eventually, I was able to get on my knees or bow my head and connect with God. The Bible came alive to me as I read it. In the early morning hours I would go outside and talk to God and watch as the sun crept up over the horizon. I began to enjoy the vine as the sun would shine on it softly—and in what seemed like just a few minutes, the soft rays would become a burst of light illuminating the dew on each little leaf. What a precious gift God gave me every morning!

I continued to water and tend this vine, and it continued to grow and spread and spread. By now my children were saying, “Mom don’t you think you should think about trimming that vine a little bit.” Trim the vine? The audacity! I had worked hard on that thing and now they wanted me to trim it. No way! It would continue to grow.

Time marched on

As the years went by our little family continued to grow and mature. In just a short time my children became teenagers. Bless them and all teenagers in single parent families. I am proud to say that I didn’t fulfill my desire to do bodily harm to them. (Not that I didn’t think about it periodically.) But I found that if you take a deep breath and hold it for a few seconds, the desire to maim passes quickly. 

Let me give single moms a tip though, taking a deep breath works much better than hyperventilating and sputtering out short threats. That only serves the purpose of the teens breaking out into roars of laughter. Holding the breath with the look of “I’m going to squash the first person that cracks a smile” is much more effective.

Our house and pool and big yard became a place to have church socials. Imagine thousands of teenagers swimming in your pool and running through your house in their dripping swimsuits. Well, maybe not thousands, but it sure seemed like that many in our small rural church, especially when they were in MY house. 

The fence where the vine grew became old and wobbly but the vine covered the “oldness” of the fence. Those lovely, screaming, laughing rambunctious teens never knew the fence was old and rickety.

Each fall I would witness the vine leaves turning a gorgeous, deep red color, and I would know that soon a frosty morning would come when I would look out my kitchen window to see that the vine was once again dead. Every winter we would persevere through the cold winter months and wait for spring to arrive. 

Every spring I would start watching the vine to see if I could notice its life returning. It would be brown and dead for months, and then suddenly it would be green again, almost as if someone flipped a switch. It always seem to happened over night.

People began to complain about my lovely vine and my old fence. A typical spring day conversation with my elderly neighbor went something like this. 

Him: “Now Linda, I think it’s about time you tore this fence down and got a new one.” 

Me: “Mr. Neighbor I think this fence has one more year left it in. Besides see how this vine holds it up?” He would grumble, turn, walk away and mumble, “That fence isn’t going to make through another storm, vine or not, it’s just not going to hold up much longer. I’ve done all the repair work on it that can be done….”

My daughter graduated from high school just as my son entered high school. Along about that time an old friend, Mario moved to town. We had known each other for over twenty years. We dated and eventually became engaged. 

Life was turning around. My son was graduated from high school. Both children had survived. And neither was too much the worse for wear. And I had prevented myself from giving in to the temptation to wipe their smiling faces off the face of the earth. Life was good. 

The vine and I had survived, raising those two kids. My life was my own now. Freedom! No more school concerts, no more band contest, no track, no more waiting in the school parking lot until after midnight for a child to return. No more sitting alone on the school bleachers or attending school conferences by myself. 

The cancer diagnosis

And then, Mario, my fiancé was diagnosed with cancer. That fall I didn’t pay much attention to anything. My entire focus was on cancer, chemo, hospitals and doctors. We went ahead and got married but now I found myself sitting alone in waiting rooms. 

I turned to God and every morning during the next spring, I was outside sitting on my patio when the sun came up. I had an appointment with the Lord and that was our meeting place. I prayed, rejoiced and praised, and then resorted to begging Him. But the cancer got worse. Then we were given the news that it was terminal. As I tended Mario, my faith grew. Just like the vine on the fence that became intertwined and held up the fence, my faith held me up. 

After much thought and prayer, we decided to hold a living memorial service at our house. About eighty people came that evening. I remember people walking around the yard and commenting on how lovely it looked. People took cuttings of the vine so they, too, could have one. Or maybe they just wanted a piece of Mario’s life and this was one way that could be accomplished.

During Mario’s cancer, the Lord took me through a most incredible journey, and then all too quickly Mario was gone. He passed away in October and when things finally settled down I looked out my window to see that the vine appeared dead again. 

That winter was a very lonely time for me. My kids were grown and on their own. My parenting days as a single parent were over. Mario was gone. My days as his wife were over. I still had this house with the pool and the big back yard. But now I didn’t want to get rid of these things. I wanted them all near to me. There were memories here. I had to stay and take care of the memories. This time I wasn’t stuck with them. I wanted them.

I grieved all winter. I grieved for the empty nest where my kids had grown up. Where had the years gone? I grieved the loss of my husband. The next spring, right on schedule, the vine greened up again. I spent a lot of time that year with the Lord in our spot. I began to see the similarities between my vine and God’s word. In John 15:1-2 it talks about the true vine, 

    “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful.” (NIV) 

Over the years, God’s word was the vine that kept me focused and growing toward Him. He cut off the branches in me that weren’t needed. He took things out of my life that didn’t bear fruit. He continued to prune me. My faith grew.

Then I realized how that vine in my yard is so much like my relationship with the Lord. I would tenderly nurture my vine and then when life got hectic or the kids needed a lot of attention, I would be pulled away from caring for it. But the vine would continue to grow. It died each winter but came back each spring stronger than before. 

When I went through my divorce, my life seemed to die along with my connection with the Lord. But I came back and the Lord’s word became alive to me. With each trial, my faith grew stronger. God was waiting for me all the time. Like the vine, He hadn’t died. He had only gone dormant, waiting for me to return to Him. 

After years of watching the vine grow, I came to realize that it was the only thing holding up the fence. The vine that became a source of contention with neighbors kept that rickety old fence standing for over twenty years. When I got to the point of replacing the fence, the vine had to come down. I hated seeing the workmen tear that vine down. I watched them shake their heads and mumble about that it. (I’m glad I couldn’t hear what they were saying.) I felt sadness as the old fence and vine came down and the new fence went up. That new fence looked so sterile. But, Ta-Da! To my delight and surprise, little tiny sprigs began cropping up all along the fence within days. The vine wasn’t dead. You can’t kill a vine like that.

Isn’t that just like God? We forget Him; we try tearing Him down; we beat Him up but Ta-Da!, He is always there. He doesn’t die. He lives in us. He only goes dormant because we get cold and winter-like. 

I couldn’t imagine what the Lord had in store for me now. I knew He wasn’t through with me. On no, He had brought me through some real rough times and there was still more to come. I couldn’t wait.

The move

After five years, the Lord brought a new person into my life. We were married and at the same time the Lord moved us to Wake Forest, North Carolina to put together a program for churches to use with children going through a divorce. A new chapter in my life had begun. 

I didn’t take my old vine with me, but I did take the true vine—Jesus Christ. John 15:4-7: 

    “Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers,’ such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned. If you remain in me and my words remain in you, asks whatever you wish, and it will be given you.” (NIV)

Now my wish is to fulfill the rest of the scripture in John 15:8 

    “This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.” (NIV) 

The Lord has blessed me with so much knowledge about single parenting and about helping children grieve a divorce. So much to do – so little time. My faith is strong and rooted deep and the branches are reaching out. My faith continues to grow stronger and stronger. 
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