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i ntroduct ion

on a sunday afternoon in 2004, I had an “urging”—a really strange sense of 
calling—to write some of my girlfriends. I wanted to reach out to those women 
who I knew were in the diffi  cult life stage of building a career while caring for a 
family. Since I had passed through that crazy life stage and lived to tell about it 
(along with my husband and kids), I sent a few of my gal pals an e-mail with a 
short note and a quote from Andy Andrews’s book, Th e Traveler’s Gift. On Monday 
morning, my girlfriends, some of whom I had not even corresponded with in over 
a year, responded with notes like “How in the world did you know that I needed 
that? Life is so hard right now. Keep ’em coming!” 

Goaded by my dear friend and mentor Elaine Weeter, I agreed to begin compi-
ling and sending out some of my personal stories, refl ections, and thoughts. As my 
subscriber base grew, I launched www.ellenmiller.com, a blog for women seeking to 
live a life of uncommon joy. My musings, called Truth Nuggets, are sent via e-mail 
and posted to my blog. Th is book is a compilation of some of those writings. 

In the movie Shadowlands, a student tells his professor, C. S. Lewis, “We read 
to know we’re not alone.” And, really, that’s why I began to write. Over fi ve years 
later, my audience is global. It includes women of all faiths and no faith. Th ese 
women range in age from their early twenties to nearly seventy. Some have never 
worked outside the home; others are high-fl ying executives. But they all long to 
live intentionally and to leave a legacy for others. 

While my purpose in life is to encourage my girlfriends, my profession is 
marketing. I am the founder and president of a technology marketing company. 
Since 1994, Insider Marketing has helped launch some of the most innovative 
and signifi cant products in the technology industry. Prior to opening the fi rm, I 
was an executive with a Fortune 500 company. During that period of life I strug-
gled to maintain any semblance of balance between building my career, securing 
a new marriage, and raising my children. Th is was the life stage I refer to as my 
three-ring circus! 

My purpose and profession are just two-thirds of who I am, however. Person-
ally, I am a God-loving sinner saved by grace. While I am deeply spiritual and a 
faithful follower of Christ, I am not a church lady. I can’t pray like they pray; my 
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words are often clunky. My Bible is well worn and read (literally red, with lots 
of notes written in ink); but I have a hard time recalling Scripture—especially in 
a pinch! And . . . well . . . sometimes I’m just selfi sh and prideful and impatient 
and—I guess you get the idea. I think church ladies are really neat; I’m just not 
one of them. Going on twenty years of marriage, I am head over heels in love with 
my husband, Steve. Th is is his fi rst marriage and my second. Steve helped me raise 
our daughter, Shauna, and son, Scott. We’ve added to the crew with the addition 
of our son-in-law, Adam, and our granddaughter, Ava. 

When I fi rst began writing to my girlfriends, our son, who was addicted to 
drugs, had been missing for three years. Scott’s drug dependency and recovery are a 
signifi cant, if painful, part of our family history. For this reason, 50 percent of my 
profi ts from the sale of Th e One Year Book of Inspiration for Girlfriends . . . Juggling 
Not-So-Perfect, Often-Crazy, but Gloriously Real Lives will be given to LifeNet, a 
Dallas-based nonprofi t that helps people recovering from mental illness and chemi-
cal dependency to rebuild their lives. 

Scott believes our story can help other families who also live not-so-perfect lives, 
so he’s given me his permission to tell our story. In fact, Steve, Shauna, and Adam 
have also generously allowed me to share some of their stories with you, since our 
experiences have been my best teachers for living a life of uncommon joy. 

Because I am a real woman, living a real life—sometimes a very messy and 
complicated life—I face new challenges every day. I have found peace that passes 
all understanding in my relationship in Christ. I hope this book of inspirations 
will bring you joy and hope as you journey for the next 365 days through your 
real life too. 
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J A N U A RY  1

FINDING YOUR JOY
I sometimes wonder whether all pleasures are not substitutes for joy. C.  S .  LEWIS

are you happy? 
Th e pursuit of happiness. A fi nal destination so important that our forefathers 

included it in our Declaration of Independence. Millions trade their way to happi-
ness—sometimes fi nding it in a corner offi  ce, others with a power-shopping trip 
to the mall—only to fi nd that it quickly dissolves into discontent. Here today, 
gone tomorrow. Happiness, in reality, is just the emotion we feel when we are in a 
state of well-being. But emotions are fi ckle and can change with the weather or a 
ten-second hormonal surge! In fact, I think happiness is overrated—after all, it’s so 
dependent on outside infl uences.

Do you have peace? 
When my kids were teenagers, I would have these moments (sometimes hours) 

when both kids were doing well in school, their social networks humming; my job 
was going great; my husband was content and satisfi ed with his work—our little 
family a Norman Rockwell poster. And then the sun would come up and there’d 
be an algebra test, a girlfriend’s hurtful words, or a boss’s unreasonable expectation, 
and that peace would be a distant memory. 

Peace is a state of serenity. But your peace can be interrupted when the tele-
phone rings. For this reason, I know that peace is fl eeting and, like happiness, 
should not be our lifelong pursuit.

So that leaves us with joy. Do you have joy? 
Better yet—do you have uncommon joy? Do you live in a state of contentment 

that defi es all logic in this world gone mad? Regardless of who has harmed you in 
the past, what circumstances may get in your way today, or what life-blows you’ll 
face in the future, can you say you live in a state of constant, uncommon joy? To 
live with rich contentment, joy—which cannot be aff ected by outside forces—is 
required. Joy is a state of heart and is the only one of these three states—happiness, 
peace, and joy—that you and you alone can control. No one can mess with your 
joy unless you let them. 

I have told you these things so that you will be fi lled with my joy. Yes, your joy will 
overfl ow! ( john :)

Have you maybe misplaced your joy? It’s not gone—it’s just in a very good 
hidey-hole. Let’s go fi nd it. Over the next 364 pages, I will share with you a few 
very practical but transforming tips to fi nding uncommon joy—regardless of how 
common your life is!
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J A N U A RY  2

FINDING YOUR JOY 
Let’s Start with You
To fi nd the good life you must become yourself. DR.  B ILL  JACKSON

girlfriends,  now that we’re all grown up, we need to get over trying to please 
others. If you’re over the age of thirty-fi ve, you probably know that you’re never 
going to please everyone and that on some days, you’ll please no one. Th e harder 
you work at it the more impossible it is to gain or to maintain that person’s favor. 
Seeking the approval of others is a surefi re (for my out-of-state friends, that’s a 
Texas term for guaranteed ) way of losing your joy.

I’m not sure if approval seeking is a result of our upbringing; I guess if we were 
little girls whose self-esteem got a boost when Mom and Dad were well pleased, 
we are probably more likely to need approval from others today. I think my need 
for approval is genetic. I was born this way and came out of the womb hoping to 
dazzle the doctor! No matter how it’s acquired, approval-seeking doesn’t cohabitate 
with joy.

For many years, I confused approval with respect. But of course, they are diff er-
ent. I learned, much too late, that people can respect you without always agreeing 
with your position or your actions. Have you confused approval with respect?

While some women are concerned about what others think, many of us are our 
own worst enemies. We don’t approve of who we are. Of course, there are always 
things we need to work on. Th at’s okay—we are all works in progress. If you have 
issues that you know need to be addressed and you don’t feel you can give yourself 
the big Five-Star Approval Rating, give yourself at least four stars; for heaven’s sake, 
recognizing a problem is half the battle!

What is important here is that we be our best for ourselves. No one else. If 
you’re trying to please your husband or boyfriend, your mother, your boss, or your 
kids—you can forget about it. You won’t fi nd joy in that pursuit. Joy is a state of 
contentment that cannot be aff ected by outside forces. 

Say out loud with me: “Someone will not like something I say or do today.” 
How do you feel? Not so good? 
Say it again, but this time add: “Someone will not like something I say or do 

today but that’s okay—God and I are well pleased with me.” 

You will show me the way of life,
granting me the joy of your presence
and the pleasures of living with you forever. (psalm :)

Better? 
You will fi nd lasting joy only when you decide that others’ approval is not 

important to who you know you are.
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J A N U A RY  3

FINDING YOUR JOY
Reassigning Your Treasure

i  am a person of joy, and some people think it’s because I live a perfect life. Ha! 
Nothing could be further from the truth. But I have discovered a secret that is the 
source of my joy: I have reassigned my treasure. 

My family, probably like yours, is far from ideal. In addition to a wonderful 
husband and an awesome daughter and son-in-law, our son, Scott, was a non-
functioning drug addict for a number of years. 

As a matter of fact, when I fi rst wrote this Truth Nugget to my girlfriends, he 
was missing. Again. We had not heard from Scott in over three years. Could it 
have possibly been worse? Yes. His drug of choice is methamphetamine. Heart-
breaking doesn’t even begin to describe what a mother goes through when she 
knows her baby (yes, at twenty-six, he was still my baby) is in a desperate situa-
tion, most likely sleeping on the streets (again), and unable to fi nd his way. My 
precious little redheaded boy who loved to laugh and play and snuggle was now 
standing uncomfortably close to the threshold of death. 

What mother ever envisions dealing with missing persons offi  cials and calling 
the morgue on a monthly basis? I sure didn’t. You see, we did everything “right.” 
We went to church on Sundays, ate dinner around the table as a family every 
night, attended soccer games and band competitions. How could this possibly be 
happening to us? Sometimes I felt like I was playing a part in a bad made-for-TV 
movie. Whenever the phone would ring—I expected it to be him. I literally held 
my breath hoping that my one-time saxophone-playing, lovable, huggable, honor-
student kid would say, “Hey, Mom! What’s up?”

I share my story with you because, like many mothers, my treasure was my chil-
dren. For many years, I drew my identity, creativity, and self-worth from my chil-
dren’s well-being. My dream of raising healthy, happy children was my energy source. 
But I’ve learned through this journey that this doesn’t work; I can’t commit my sanity, 
or insanity, to my children. My joy must come from knowing that God’s agenda is 
greater than my own. Th us, I reassigned him to be my treasure by placing my trust in 
his promise of grace and mercy. Once I shifted my focus from me to him, I realized 
I could be joyful and strong regardless of this heartbreaking situation. Th ough dark-
ness had taken my son, I absolutely refused to relinquish my joy to it.

So, what is your treasure? Your home? Your spouse? Th e quest for money or 
more stuff ? Your children’s success? Your position in your church or community? 
Be careful; it may make fi nding joy an impossible task.

Wherever your treasure is, there the desires of your heart will also be. 
(matthew :)

Of course, reassigning your treasure may not be easy. My only helpful tip: it’s 
easier to let go of something once you recognize it wasn’t yours in the fi rst place.
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J A N U A RY  4

FINDING YOUR JOY 
Letting Go of Yesterday
We must accept fi nite disappointment, but never lose infi nite hope. MARTIN  LUTHER K ING JR .

sometimes we have our joy, only to misplace it. Th ere are as many ways for 
joy to elude us as there are personalities in the world, but one way we lose it is by 
not being present in the now. We spend so much time thinking about where we 
should have been, where we need to be, what we need to do, and how we’re going 
to do it that we forget about right now. We’re not going to get this second back, so 
why are we such poor stewards of this moment?

Notice, I didn’t say be in the moment. I want you to be in this moment. I want 
you to begin to recognize when you have a “this moment” with your family, your 
peers at work, your friends. I’ve found that it is very diffi  cult to be in this moment 
if we’re constantly plagued with thoughts of yesterday or tomorrow. 

Living a not-so-perfect life, I have experienced the consequences of sin—my 
own and those bestowed on me by others. I have made mistakes that shame me to 
no end; sins that if I dwelled on them and failed to receive the forgiveness freely 
given, would send me into a black hole from which I would never return. And I 
have also experienced sin on the receiving end: abandonment, betrayal, manipula-
tion, and emotional abuse. Accepting my failures, as well as those of others, is the 
only way to deal with a fallen world. And moving on is the only way to hope.

Don’t let your past haunt your now. What happened yesterday, last month, 
or when you were twelve years old cannot be undone. It happened; and it was 
probably sad and unfair. Th inking about, dwelling on, and reliving the past—one 
created by you or for you—will only rob you of joy today. Joy is a state of content-
ment that cannot be aff ected by outside forces. Remember: yesterday is an outside 
force. 

I cried out to the LORD,
and he answered me from his holy mountain.

I lay down and slept,
yet I woke up in safety,
for the LORD was watching over me. (psalm :-)

Are you willing to let it go? Notice I asked if you were willing. Most of us are 
capable but have become so comfortable rolling around in our tormented pasts 
that we’ve come to relish our “victimhood.”

What will you choose? Th e agony of yesterday or the joy of today? 
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FINDING YOUR JOY
Being Present
Regret for the things we did can be tempered by time; it is regret for the things we did not do 
that is inconsolable. SYDNEY HARRIS

i  wasted precious “this moments” with my family by not stopping to take 
in the details of everyday exchanges. Oh, the kids had my full attention when the 
tears were fl owing or when they slammed the bedroom door! (Th at only happened 
once. At our house if you slammed the door, Dad would remove it from the hinges 
to ensure it didn’t get in your way again.) But the little things that make a conversa-
tion so precious—facial expressions, giggles, or a well-kept secret fi nally shared—
sometimes went by without my full registration of the moment. Why? I was too 
busy trying to do other things. Were the other things—like cooking dinner or 
folding towels—more important? No, of course not. So why didn’t I stop whatever 
else I was doing to be in that moment?

Th ere will always be challenges with the kids, issues with the boss, home appli-
ances that break down, or a girlfriend whose feelings were hurt. If we are constantly 
thinking about the next moment and what we need to do, how can we possibly 
enjoy and be in this one? You will have another moment to deal with life. Life’s 
stuff  is not going away—it will wait for you.

To excel at being in this moment, you will want to turn off  the stove when your 
kids are in the kitchen with you after school. (It’s okay—dinner can be late.) You’ll 
switch off  the TV when your grown kids come over. You will turn off  your mobile 
phone when you go to lunch with a girlfriend. You will learn to ssshh the constant 
chattering in your head. Being in this moment will allow you to see, hear, and feel 
in a whole new way. And that, my friend, is pure joy.

Please, LORD, rescue me! 
Come quickly, LORD, and help me. (psalm :)

Choose to make this moment a priority for you and the ones you love. Pure, 
uncommon joy awaits you. 
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FINDING YOUR JOY
Give Something Away Every Day 
Be careful how you live; you may be the only Bible some people ever read. UNKNOWN

i  believe we rob ourselves of joy by not giving something away—every day.
Th ere’s nothing in the world like the feeling you get when you perform a 

random act of kindness. I almost feel guilty for the pleasure I gain when I am help-
ful to someone. If it feels so good, why do we stop to think before we just do? Are 
we afraid we’ll look too soft? Are we afraid we might be embarrassed if the off er 
for help is refused? Or do we talk ourselves out of helping by drawing a fact-less 
conclusion that the person will be fi ne and doesn’t really need our assistance?

Most people limit their gifts to money or time. Both are critical, but I’ve discov-
ered joy by looking for other things to give, such as:

Encouragement. •  Let’s admit it—we’re all faced with challenges every day. 
Th at’s why I started writing my blog. Girlfriends need encourage-
ment. Many of you give away encouragement by forwarding my notes 
on to your girlfriends, and some of you write me to cheer me on. What 
inspiration I gain from you! 
An extra pair of hands. •  Ever see a mom struggling at the grocery store or at 
the airport with her kids, bags, doors, car seats, etc.? I always smile, ask 
gently if I can lend a pair of hands—and have never been refused. Th e 
mother looks at me like I’m some sort of angel. What brings me joy about 
this? I usually get to hold the baby! 
Your seat. •  Th is one gave me my biggest jolt of joy ever. I had the opportu-
nity to give my fi rst-class airline seat to an army private coming home for 
leave from the war in Iraq. Every minute I sat in his middle seat from 
Dallas to Portland was pure joy. What an honor it was for me to serve him, 
if only for three hours and fi fty-nine minutes. Wow! I could have fl oated 
off  that plane. (And he was pretty tickled too.) 
Forgiveness. •  I give forgiveness. Because I make mistakes, I know others do 
too. I’ve found when I give forgiveness, it’s me—not the other person—
who benefi ts. Forgiveness is freeing, and being free is joyful. 

Th e generous will prosper;
those who refresh others will themselves be refreshed. (proverbs :)

Some people confuse this type of generosity with being nice, but it’s much more 
than that. Th ere’s nothing like the rush of joy you get when you give something 
away. So what will you give away today?
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FINDING YOUR JOY
Glory in What You Have
Contentment is not the fulfi llment of what you want, but the realization of how much you 
already have. ANONYMOUS

life  is  full of blessings we take for granted.
Yet so often we dwell on what we don’t have. I think the more we dwell on 

that, the harder it is to come by joy. So if yearning for things robs you of your joy, 
the opposite must be true. Glory in what you have, and the joy will come fl owing 
through!

Th is is the Ellen version of “stop and smell the roses.” Don’t just be happy about 
the things or people in your life . . . take glory in them. Celebrate them. Be in awe 
of them. Th is isn’t about the stuff —it’s about how your heart thinks about the stuff ! 
One important note: in order to glory in what you have, you will need to have 
mastered being in this moment. 

So what do I glory in? 

A walk.  • I glory in the fact that I have feet and that I can walk. I walk every 
day. It’s good for my heart, my mind, and my derriere. What a blessing! 
My Dean Martin CD.  • Dean Martin is pure joy. My mom, who died several 
years ago, loved Dean Martin and played his albums almost every Saturday 
evening when I was growing up. Warm, fond memories are good for joy. 
Cut fl owers.  • I pick up a bouquet of cut fl owers at the grocery store every 
week. Girlfriend, $6.99 can’t buy anything else this good! Every time I look 
at them I am amazed at the creativity of our God. Joy in a six-inch vase. 
How cool is that? 
Dancing.  • I just dance and dance and dance . . . usually in the kitchen and 
usually to Dean Martin. I’m not very good but it seems to provide great 
entertainment for my husband—he gets joy from watching my joy! 
Sunshine.  • I’m fueled by sunny, warm days. How can sunlight possibly be 
free? Well . . . I guess if you live in California you pay for it in property 
costs. But for the rest of us, it’s free. Sunshine brings me joy. 

O our God, we thank you and praise your glorious name! 
(  chronicles  :)

What do you glory in?  Take a few minutes to make your own list. Once you 
recognize what you glory in and you learn to be in this moment—you’ll glory in it 
more. And that will bring you joy.
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8

J A N U A RY  8

FINDING YOUR JOY
father god,  you have spoken to me and I realize that joy awaits me when

I stop allowing others’ disapproval of me to disrupt my sense of well-being; �

I let go of those things I hold on to so tightly and reassign you as my  �

treasure; 

I choose to let go of yesterday; �

I am fully aware of being in this moment with you; �

I give something away; �

I glory in what I have. �

ACTIONS I  WILL TAKE:
Example: I will let go of my pain of yesterday by reminding myself each morning 
that I have accepted the forgiveness Christ has so freely given.  

1. ________________________________________________________

2. ________________________________________________________

3. ________________________________________________________

God of glory and lover of my soul, I thank you for caring so much for me that you 
would want me to live with uncommon joy. Th ank you for this life you have given me 
and for the delights you have awaiting me today, tomorrow, and in my life with you 
ever after. Amen.
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