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FOREWORD 1976

A strong southwest wind blows across the harbor this 
morning, whipping the lilac bushes and honeysuckle in front 
of the cottage and sending the gulls steeply upward when 
they seem to mean to go down. The masts of the moored 
sailboats tip and swing, and the gray water flashes with 
whitecaps. There is no sound but the wind, the crying of 
the gulls, and, once in a while, the bell buoy, muffled and far 
away. It is a good morning to write to you, Val, better than 
the first two mornings I was here, for they were beautiful 
sunny mornings and I went across the road to the beach and 
walked with MacDuff. He raced joyfully along, his square 
muzzle sweeping the sand for new exciting scents. Then he 
would stop, his gay Scotty tail and pointed ears erect, his 
nose lifted, every nerve aquiver as he waited for me to catch 
up with him, when off he would tear again. You know how 
he does.

Yesterday afternoon I found a quiet place on the sand, out 
of sight of any house, and sat with my back against a smooth 
granite rock. You were to have come with me to the Cape, 
but wonderful things happened to change that, and instead 
of being here you are with Walt. It was blissful sitting in the 
sun, looking out toward Nauset Beach across the harbor, 
thinking of your happiness. He will leave you today, I know, 
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to take up his duties as a minister in Louisiana, and then you 
will leave for England to study, but you have had a few days 
with him, and when you are engaged such days are unspeak
ably precious.

You and I will have four or five weeks together between 
now and your wedding day eleven months hence, and we 
will talk, but I know that there will not be time to speak of 
all we would like to, so I write you these notes.

You know, I’m sure, that the notes come not only out 
of my own experience of marriage. They come out of a 
lifetime, most of which has been spent single (I have been 
married, you know, for only a seventh of my life). They 
come out of being a woman, and seeking to be—single, 
married, widowed—a woman for God. The attitude with 
which this effort began is summed up in the prayer of Betty 
Scott Stam, copied into my Bible and signed when I was ten 
or eleven years old:

“Lord, I give up all my own plans and purposes, all my 
own desires and hopes, and accept Thy will for my life. 
I give myself, my life, my all utterly to Thee to be Thine 
forever. Fill me and seal me with Thy Holy Spirit. Use me as 
Thou wilt, send me where Thou wilt, work out Thy whole 
will in my life at any cost, now and forever.”
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A NEW PERSPECTIVE

This book was written at the height of the strong feminist 
movement that swept through our country in the seventies 
and eighties. Women were told that they ought to get out of 
the house and do something “fulfilling.” They listened, and 
many discovered what men could easily have told them: 
that by no means is fulfillment necessarily to be found in 
any job—in ditch digging or in the office of a CEO—any 
more than in the kitchen. I knew that real satisfaction and 
joy come in response to acceptance of the will of God and 
nowhere else. So I wrote a book as my wedding present 
to you, putting down in black and white the great eternal 
principles that distinguish men from women.

Twenty-three years ago, Valerie, you became the bride of 
Walter D. Shepard Jr., who grew up in a missionary family 
in Africa. In accord with the scriptural injunction to “be 
fruitful and multiply,” God graciously gave you the high 
privilege of becoming the parents of eight: Walter III, Elisa-
beth, Christina, Jim, Colleen, Evangeline, Theo, and Sarah. 
I am fascinated as I watch the dynamics between these chil-
dren—so different from your experience as an only child, 
ten months old when your father died. The Shepards mys-
tify, nettle, and charm me. I am their greatly blessed grand-
mother now.
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Everything I have written in this book has in one way or 
another, I suppose, been tested and found helpful for you, 
although in some ways, no doubt, wanting. I have watched 
you learn to be a wife, and I was with you and Walt in the 
hospital when you first became a mother (I dying a thousand 
deaths as you suffered, and Walt cheering you on). I was 
there years later to weep with you and Walt as I held in one 
hand your tiny little Joy, who died before birth.

God has assigned to you the position of a pastor’s wife—
first in the Cajun country of Louisiana, then in Mississippi, 
California, and now South Carolina. I have watched with 
awe the grace and insights God has given you in training, 
nurturing, disciplining, and home schooling the children.

At times we have together been asked to speak at 
women’s conferences. Your wisdom has often helped me 
as I try to answer the stream of marital and child-rearing 
questions that come to me through my radio broadcast, 
Gateway to Joy. We seek to encourage women to cultivate 
a gentle and quiet spirit, to learn to see Christ in their 
husband, to love and honor them even when they may 
seem not to deserve it. Let us not forget that Christ laid 
down His life for us, and we in turn are to lay down our 
lives for each other. Fathers and mothers are given the 
awesome task of making saints of their children, but this 
cannot possibly be done except, first, by godly example 
and then (line upon line, precept upon precept), by 
discipline administered with love and prayer.

When you are overwhelmed by all that God has required 
of you when He “let you be a woman,” read Isaiah 41:10-11: 
“Fear not, for I am with you, be not dismayed, for I am your 
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God; I will strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you 
with my victorious right hand” (RSV).

January 26, 1999 
Magnolia, Massachusetts





1

 1 THE GOD WHO IS
IN CHARGE

When �Walt came to me at Christmastime to ask for your 
hand I said to him, “There is no one to whom I would so 
gladly give it.” Then we talked of the long wait you would 
have if the wedding date was not to be until after your 
graduation.

“Do you think you can stick it out?” I asked him, and he 
answered, without hesitation, “Ma’am, I’m a Calvinist!”

He knew that I would understand what he meant by that. 
You and I are Calvinists too, in that we believe in a God who 
is in charge. We are not for one moment of our lives at the 
mercy of chance. Walt saw the timing of his proposal, his 
own graduation from seminary, your graduation from col-
lege, as among the “all things” that work together for good 
to those who love God. He saw the pattern of duty that lay 
before you both and took it to be the will of God, so that the 
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power of his own emotion to weaken his resolve was not a 
threat. He knew, as the psalmist knew, “My flesh and my 
heart faileth, but God is the strength of my heart and my 
portion forever.” I am grateful that God has given you a man 
like that.
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 2 NOT WHO AM I?
BUT WHOSE AM I?

These� notes will be, in one way or another, about the 
meaning of womanhood. Women during the past decade 
have contrived to place themselves very much in the center 
of attention. They are talked about, puzzled about, argued 
about, and legislated about, and it is women who have done 
most of the talking, arguing, and perhaps the legislating, 
while it is men, I suppose, who have done more of the puz-
zling. A torrent of books about women has been pouring 
from the presses urging women to cast off traditional roles, 
to refuse the socialization that has for so many centuries, 
they say, controlled and confined them, and to move into 
what some of them call “human” (as distinct from biological 
or reproductive) pursuits, which, whether they are inter-
esting or uninteresting are said to be male territory.
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Is being a woman fundamentally different from being a 
man?

Is there anything inherent in the nature of human beings 
or of human society that requires certain roles or tasks to be 
associated with one sex or the other? Ought authority to be 
associated only or even mainly with men rather than women? 
Does it matter who runs things? Does bearing a child neces-
sarily mean that the bearer should care for it? What is mar-
riage? How does it work? Is a woman’s lot really as bad as 
Germaine Greer says it is, “a lifetime of camouflage and 
idiotic ritual, full of forebodings and failure”?

Most of those who try to find answers for these questions 
start at the wrong place. They start with themselves. They 
ask, “Who am I?” “How do I really feel?” and they assume 
that if enough people express their personal opinions on 
this subject we will all somehow arrive at the truth of the 
matter. Carlyle observed this tendency and wryly observed, 
“Vulpine knowingness sits ever at its hopeless task—from a 
world of knaves to deduce an honesty from their combined 
action.”

There is, no doubt, a superficial sort of consolation and 
reassurance to be gained from sitting around telling how 
you feel about things. You generally find several others who 
feel the same way, or (what is even more reassuring and 
consoling) they feel worse than you do. But it is no way to 
come at the truth.

In order to learn what it means to be a woman, we must 
start with the One who made her.
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 3 WHERE TO HANG
YOUR SOUL

Every� Sunday morning in our church we repeat a creed. 
You know what it says, “I believe in one God, the Father, the 
Almighty, Maker of all things visible and invisible.”  There’s 
a statement that has nothing whatever to do with my per-
sonal opinions or emotions. It’s a statement of objective 
fact, accepted by faith, and when I stand up in the company 
of other Christians and repeat this statement I am not talk-
ing about myself at all. The only thing I am saying about 
myself is that I submit to these truths. This is where I stand; 
this is Reality.

Very often (nearly always, I’m afraid) when I come to 
church my feelings are uppermost in my mind. This is natu-
ral. We are human, we are “selves,” and it takes no effort 
at all to feel. But worship is not feeling. Worship is not an 
experience. Worship is an act, and this takes discipline. We 
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are to worship “in spirit and in truth.” Never mind about the 
feelings. We are to worship in spite of them.

Finding my thoughts scattered in all directions and in 
need of corralling like so many skittish calves, I kneel before 
the service begins and ask to be delivered from a vague pre-
occupation with myself and my own concerns and to be 
turned, during this short hour, to God. Often the words 
of  the Jesus Prayer, which I learned from a book about a 
Russian pilgrim who spent his life seeking to know the full 
meaning of it, help in this “corralling”:

“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me.” 
Orthodox Christians pray this over and over, in the rhythm 
of breathing. This prayer has rescued me from wordlessness 
in many places quite different from church services.

When I stand to say the creed I am lifted up to eternal 
verities, far past the trivialities of how I feel, what I must do 
after church, what so-and-so said or did to me. I hang my 
soul on those strong pegs, those “I believe’s.” And I am 
strengthened.

Sometimes we sing St. Patrick’s great hymn:

I bind unto myself today
The strong Name of the Trinity
By invocation of the same,
The Three in One, and One in Three.

I bind unto myself today
The power of God to hold and lead,
His eye to watch, his might to stay,
His ear to hearken to my need.
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If in fact I do believe these great things we say and sing 
together, then those little things (and what is not little by 
comparison?) will be taken care of. I take my position, I 
get my bearings. I need to do this often—more often, it 
seems, in these days when so many have altogether lost 
their bearings.
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 4 A DAUGHTER,
NOT A SON

To� understand the meaning of womanhood we have to 
start with God. If He is indeed “Creator of all things visible 
and invisible” He is certainly in charge of all things, visible 
and invisible, stupendous and miniscule, magnificent and 
trivial. God has to be in charge of details if He is going to be 
in charge of the overall design.

We sometimes hear the expression “the accident of sex,” 
as though one’s being a man or a woman were a triviality. It 
is very far from being a triviality. It is our nature. It is the 
modality under which we live all our lives; it is what you 
and I are called to be—called by God, this God who is in 
charge. It is our destiny, planned, ordained, fulfilled by an 
all-wise, all-powerful, all-loving Lord.

I had wanted a son. I had felt very sure that every man 
wants a son first, and it seemed logical to me to want the 
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eldest to be a boy, an older brother, the firstborn, the heir. 
So we had prayed for a son and your father was quite certain 
that God would give him to us.

Your father was with me when you were born. I could 
see his face when the doctor said, “It’s a girl.” He smiled at 
me and said at once, “Her name is Valerie.” The nurse 
wrapped you in a little blanket and laid you where I could 
look into your face, and your eyes—darker blue then— 
were wide open, looking into mine. (How does a baby 
know to look at another’s eyes?) A person. Separate and 
independent now of me. My daughter.

Later they brought you to me and I held you, and then 
your father took you from my arms and held you close and 
said, “Little dolly!” He was not given to sentimentality or 
baby-talk, but there was no other way to describe how you 
looked—pink cheeks and lips, blue eyes, a silken fringe of 
light hair. Even the doctor and nurse, a husband and wife who 
had seven children of their own, said you were beautiful.

He was perfectly contented, I could see, to be the father 
of a daughter instead of a son. So I was content. It was God 
who had given you to us, God to whom our prayers for a 
son had been made, and God who knew reasons we did not 
then know that made His choice far better.

If you believe in a God who controls the big things, you 
have to believe in a God who controls the little things. It is 
we, of course, to whom things look “little” or “big.” Amy 
Carmichael wrote:

There is no great with Thee, there is no small,
For Thou art all, and fillest all in all.
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 5 CREATION—
WOMAN FOR MAN

It� has been an afternoon of wild wind, with the sun show-
ing only for brief intervals through the scudding clouds. I 
wanted to be out in the wind, so MacDuff and I went to 
Nantucket Sound, where we could run on a long, empty 
beach. The wind helped us as we ran, and we covered per-
haps a mile before we turned around. Then the sand blew 
into our eyes and the wind held us back. I had to lean into 
it, and MacDuff flattened his ears and sneezed as sand plas-
tered his muzzle. Halfway back I found a dune which would 
give us some shelter, and sat down. MacDuff was glad to sit 
beside me for a few minutes until it suddenly struck him 
that he ought to be digging. And dig he did, with furious 
energy, sending a blast of sand backwards from his powerful 
forepaws.

It is not hard to think of God’s greatness when you look at 
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the sea and an immensity of horizon and sky. It is not hard to 
think of the power of His imagination when you study the 
designs of shells. (I say it is not hard to think of it. It is hard—
it is impossible—to comprehend it. As an Eighth Century 
Church father, John of Damascus, said, “God is infinite and 
incomprehensible, and all that is comprehensible about Him 
is His infinity and incomprehensibility.”) God is the Almighty, 
the Creator, a God of Order, Harmony, Design. We believe 
the creation story in the first two chapters of the Bible, and 
we delight in knowing that the Maker of all that list of marvels 
delighted when He looked at them. He made each thing 
according to the Word of His power, and when He looked at 
it, He saw that it was good.

He made man in His own image, and then for the first 
time God saw something that was not good. It was not good 
for the man to be alone. God determined to make a helper 
fit for him and it was after this decision, according to Gen-
esis 2:19, that He made the animals and birds—as though 
from among them such a helper might be chosen. He even 
brought them to Adam, “to see what he would call them.” 
Imagine the Almighty Creator waiting “to see” what His 
creature Adam might come up with for names! Adam came 
up with them, all right. The power of his imagination was 
impressive too. He thought of names for every one of the 
cattle, birds, and animals. And he and God must have looked 
them all over together.

What a scene that must have been—God and Adam look-
ing the animals over. Did Adam, contemplating these other 
beings, have even a moment’s identity crisis such as I would 
have had, asking, “Who am I compared with them?”
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You and I love zoos. We stand and stare. We watched 
tigers mate once (a lady near us said, “Atta girl!” but a man 
said, “I’m getting out of here!”), and once, staring at an ele-
phant when you were three or four years old you finally 
said, “How come they have those things instead of feet?”

The animals stare back, their eyes meeting ours through 
the bars. Something infinitely greater than those bars sepa-
rates us. There is a great gulf fixed, a fathomless mystery 
which I sometimes think the animals understand—they 
gaze with such serenity—but which reminds me of how 
bottomless is my own ignorance. Men capture, use, control, 
and kill animals. Sometimes they love them.

We love MacDuff. No other word will do. We love him. 
He is a good companion, perfectly silent when he is here in 
the house and I am working, perfectly ready to do whatever 
I decide we are going to do in the afternoons, and perfectly 
dedicated to his divinely appointed (yes, I think it was 
appointed) task of keeping me happy. Adam, I’m sure, loved 
the animals who were his companions in the Garden. He 
might even have had a special friend in a dog or a horse or a 
unicorn. But what did he, what do we, understand?

I read just yesterday of a beautiful race horse who shat-
tered her ankle and kept racing the race, doing the thing she 
was trained to do, until at last she had to halt. They tried to 
fix it, but when she regained consciousness she threw off 
the cast in a frenzy of fear and pain. They had to destroy her. 
The magazine picture of that magnificent creature held by 
thin reins as she reared confounded me. Her obedience to 
trainers and jockey won money for her owners, suffering 
and death for her. No one could explain to her or apologize.
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The animals are there, fellow creatures with us of the 
same Creator-God, fellow sufferers, mute and mysterious. 
“But for the man there was not found a helper fit for him.”

God might have given Adam another man to be his friend, 
to walk and talk and argue with if that was his pleasure. But 
Adam needed more than the companionship of the animals 
or the friendship of a man. He needed a helper, specially 
designed and prepared to fill that role. It was a woman God 
gave him, a woman, “meet,” fit, suitable, entirely appropri-
ate for him, made of his very bones and flesh.

You can’t make proper use of a thing unless you know 
what it was made for, whether it is a safety pin or a sailboat. 
To me it is a wonderful thing to be a woman under God—to 
know, first of all, that we were made (“So God created man 
in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male 
and female he created them.”) and then that we were made 
for something (“The rib which the Lord God had taken from 
the man he made into a woman and brought her to the 
man.”)

This was the original idea. This is what woman was for. 
The New Testament refers back clearly and strongly to this 
purpose: “For man was not made from woman, but woman 
from man. Neither was man created for woman, but 
woman for man.” Some texts are susceptible of differing 
interpretations, but for the life of me I can’t see any ambi-
guities in this one.
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