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Collin: This episode of the Gospel Coalition Podcast is sponsored by the Gospel Project, 
a chronological Christ-centered Bible study that shows kids, students, and adults how all 
scripture testifies to Jesus Christ. Learn more at gospelproject.com.  
 
This is the Gospel Coalition Podcast where we seek to renew the contemporary church in 
the ancient gospel of Jesus Christ. I am your host, Collin Hansen. Today's podcast is an 
interview with Joni Eareckson Tada. TGC editor Betsy Howard talked with Joni about 
how to find Jesus even in the midst of suffering.  
 
Betsy: It's our privilege today to have Joni Eareckson Tada joining us for the Gospel 
Coalition Podcast. Joni, thank you so much.  
 
Joni: Good to be with you. And of course, all our listening friends connected with Gospel 
Coalition.  
 
Betsy: Most of our listeners are familiar with Joni Eareckson Tada and her life story and 
her work. Today we are going to be talking about a number of things, but I want to start 
off talking about your newish book, devotional book, called, "A Spectacle of Glory: 
God's Light Shining Through Me Every Day." And this is a book of daily readings. In the 
introduction to devotional book, you describe yourself and other Christians with chronic 
suffering as "flaming bushes not burned". And that is a really powerful metaphor. You 
say you got it from John Newton via Tony Reinke’s book, and I wondered if you could 
explain to our listeners what that metaphor means and how it applies to your life.  
 
Joni: Well, again, the title of the book is "A Spectacle of Glory," and I got the inspiration 
from something that John Newton commented on regarding Exodus, Chapter 3. That's the 
passage where Moses is tending his father in law's sheep in the desert and he sees a 
burning bush, and even through the bush was on fire, he noticed that it did not burn up. 
So Moses went over to see this strange sight, why the bush was not consumed. And my 
contention is Christians who suffer, and suffer greatly yet graciously, I think they cause 
the same curious response. We are to the world a strange sight. We're a spectacle of glory 
like flaming bushes unconsumed causing onlookers to ask, like Moses, why is this bush 
not burned up?  
 
These Christians who suffer with an uncomplaining spirit, they get people thinking 
seriously about God. It makes people curious about the Lord. Like why doesn't this 
person get angry at God? What's so great about the God of the Bible that this suffering 
person finds so captivating? Why isn't she resentful? I simply must find out. And that's 
why I titled the book, "A Spectacle of Glory" because every Christian who suffers 
hardship yet trusts God with a hard fought forced mile is a spectacle of glory to people 
who are skeptical or cynical about the Christian faith. We are bushes unconsumed, and 



although there are no burning bushes around anymore, there isn't a pillar of cloud and 
fire, God doesn't show up on Mount Sinai, he simple wants us, he simply chooses us to 
whom he displays his glory. And that is such a privilege no matter how hard you're 
suffering.  
 
Betsy: Well that is so true, and I know I've heard you say before that God hasn't chosen to 
heal you from your disability. But we all can see that power, his mighty power, working 
in you to sustain you and that's really a miracle that he's kept you from being bitter. I 
know that's a temptation, but for him to sustain your faith for this many years in spite of 
your suffering is its own kind of miracle.  
 
Joni: Oh absolutely. In fact, just recently I was talking to a woman named Shirley who 
has a lot of hip pain and a serious limp, and she believes that God's gonna heal her. She 
pointed to John, chapter 15, verse 7 where Jesus says, "If you remain in me and my 
words remain in you, ask whatever you wish and it'll be done for you." When Shirley 
read that as far as she was concerned, the verse seemed to be a clear guarantee, that if she 
stayed close to Jesus, if she lived a live pleasing to him, well, then she would get her 
wish. She would pray that God would heal her limp and the pain in her hip, and he would 
do it. "It says right there, Joni," she told me.  
 
Well, I can understand Shirley and her desire to be healed. When I was first injured in my 
diving accident almost 50 years ago, I claimed that very same promise from John, chapter 
15 all for the same reasons. But when you look at that verse closely, you can't miss the 
fact it's conditional. Jesus says, "If my words remain in you and you remain in me," Oh 
my Goodness. That's a tall order and I've come to see that if we abide in God's word, if 
we dwell on his word, if we live it and breath it, make it preeminent, if we remain in 
Jesus like that and join that closely communion 24/7, well if we do that, a desire for 
physical healing begins to topple from the number one point on your wish list. You begin 
to see that physical comforts and conveniences, it would be nice not to limb, but things 
like that aren't as critical. There are more important things in life than walking.  
 
Betsy: Yes. Well, and I know that daily Bible study is really important to you and that's 
testified too by the fact that you've written this devotional and you've written other 
biblically based books. But I wonder, what does that look like in your life? What sort of 
routine do you go through in your daily Bible study?  
 
Joni: Well, for one thing, my husband Ken and me, we are reading through the Bible 
chronologically for the tenth time this year. Excuse me, for 10 years in a row. So this is 
our 10th year of reading through the Bible and you know we absolutely love it. We have 
become so familiar with the flow of biblical history. We know it's coming, we know it's 
around the bend, we anticipate, we can't wait. It's exciting to see God's plan of 
redemption unfold because the first four chapters of Genesis, everything is perfect. And 
then, after the fourth chapter to the rest of the Bible is all about putting it all back 
together. It all falls apart after the fourth chapter of Genesis and the story of God's 
redemption is so exciting, so exhilarating. And what also helps, Betsy, is that I write a 
daily radio program. Some people journal what they've been learning from God's word 



and I don't journal. I turn these insights into radio programs and that involves a lot of 
research, a lot of cross-referencing, a lot of looking up words to see their original intent, 
the original meaning. So it just helps. I've been doing radio for 35 years. So that's a lot of 
time spent in the world of God, and the word of God is such a precious thing to me. Can I 
tell a quick story?  
 
Betsy: Sure.  
 
Joni: I was driving to work, my husband was driving me to work the other day, and I was 
having a terrible problem with my hip. I was in such a bad pain and not only are the daily 
rigors of quadriplegia challenging, but I deal daily with chronic pain and yet, 
immediately what came to mind was from Psalm 1:19 where it says, "My comfort and 
suffering is this. Your promises renew my life." And I'll tell you what, Betsy, for the rest 
of the time traveling down the 101 Freeway all the way to work I recounted out loud the 
promises of God. Oh God, you promised never to leave me or forsake me. Oh God, you 
promised to be my ever-present help in trouble. God, you promised that your grave is 
more than sufficient. God, you promised in the book of Joshua that you'll fight my battles 
for me.  
 
I just kept rehearsing promise after promise and by the time I got to work and wheeled 
through the front door of the ministry, I had joy, I had a smile, and it was hard fought for, 
and you know what? It was real. And all because I had recited these promises from the 
word of God out loud. I think there is import in reciting God's word out loud. Then you 
don't give any, you don't give any power or principality cause to wonder what you're 
thinking, or what you're believing or are you trusting God or not. No, no, no. You voice 
it, you say it out loud. And in so doing, you win such a great victory. And so, it helps 
memorize the word of God. My husband and I are memorizing James, Chapter 1 right 
now. He's way ahead of me, but I'm catching up. I promise. And just having the word of 
God in your heart for those moments, it's so wonderful.  
 
Betsy: Speaking those promises allows you to be that spectacle of glory. I mean, even 
your husband in your van knew where you were seeking your help as you recited God's 
promises. So, that's...it's a neat example of even on a small, intimate level you can 
witness to each other why you're a bush not burned, why you're spectacle of God's glory 
not your own strength.  
 
Joni: Absolutely. You know, both my husband and me are convinced that God created us 
for one purpose and that's to showcase his glory, to enjoy it, display it, demonstrate it. 
Not just everybody that we encounter, but as you just mentioned, Betsy, to each other.  
 
Betsy: And when the two of you read through the Bible chronologically, are you doing 
that aloud or are you doing that on your own individually? 
 
 
Joni: Oh no. we do it together, usually right after dinner. Ken will clean the table, open 
up his Bible and we'll read aloud. He always gets to do the reading, though. I say, "Do 



you want me to read this time? No, no." He loves to read. But as a woman married to my 
husband for almost 35 years, there's something awfully sweet about hearing your husband 
recite the word of God, and we have a couple of resources that we keep handy on the 
tabernacle, we've got a commentary on the temple, we've got commentaries on the 
various feasts and what the different offerings mean, and how they relate to God's 
redemptive plan. So we've got lots of resources with us as we read and we'll often stop 
and pause and look something up. But yep, hearing my husband read out loud is just 
awesome.  
 
Betsy: That's wonderful. I know that many, if not all, Christians struggle sometimes to 
spend daily time in the Bible and that's especially true for people who are suffering 
physically and I'm thinking, of course, someone in your situation as well as maybe 
someone with migraine who can't read because of her pain or you might have an 
expectant mother who is dealing with nausea, and these people might want to spend time 
in God's word, but really struggle with it and have a burden of guilt. Can you encourage 
that person who's listening, who wants to read God's word, what would you say to them?  
 
Joni: Well, I do know people with absolutely jaw splitting migraine headings and they 
simply cannot read. But what they've told me is they enjoy listening to scripture put to 
music. There are plenty of CDs out there and plenty of downloads where scripture, 
lengthy passages of scripture, are put to beautiful, very soothing, calming, serene music 
and they tell me this is how they get their nourishment from the world of God. And there 
are all kinds of ways to enjoy God's word, but I think that might be one of the most 
creative for people who deal with chronic pain and who are not able to concentrate. I 
have a couple of friends with neuromuscular, certain neuromuscular disease, that makes 
focusing on anything for more than five minutes just terribly painful. They tell me they 
live in a constant brain fog. But again, listening to scripture put the music is very 
soothing or something about music that reaches to the innermost being of our souls. And 
when you accompany that with the word of God, it can't help but be a great strength to 
your inner soul.  
 
Betsy: Yes. And I hear you saying that it's worth whatever you have to do. It may not be 
the most conventional way of reading your Bible, but figuring out what you can do, 
because otherwise, you're denying yourself that nourishment. And people who are 
physically suffering need that as much or more than anyone else.  
 
Joni: Absolutely. Jesus's ecstasy is beyond compare. Absolutely. And it is worth 
absolutely anything to be his friend, anything. I wake up in the morning often, Betsy, and 
sometimes I wake up hating my quadriplegia. Another day of a two-hour routine, of 
someone coming into my bedroom, giving me a bed bath, doing my range of motion 
exercises, strapping on my corset and my binder, pulling up my support hose, getting me 
dressed, putting me on my wheelchair, pushing me to the bathroom, brushing my hair, 
brushing my teeth, and before I even start the day, I'm overwhelmed. It's like God, I have 
no energy for this. I can't do this one more time. I'm so exhausted. I can't do quadriplegia. 
But then I can say, I can do all things through you as you strengthen me. Jesus, I need 
you desperately. And that may be the best benefit of a tough affliction in your life. It 



causes you to wake up in the morning needing Jesus urgently, requiring him right now. 
God, please show up in my life. And when we come to him with that sort of empty-
handed spiritual poverty. Blessed of the pore and spirit. Oh, my Goodness. Suddenly, 
ours is the kingdom of heaven. And I think that's the Christian way to live. That's a really 
good way to live. It's the biblical way to live. Boast your inflations, delight in the 
infirmities for then you know God's power early in the morning when you can't face the 
day, will rest on you.  
 
Betsy: Yes, that's so true. Joni, when your first had your accident, how many years has it 
been now?  
 
Joni: Almost 50 years. I can't believe it.  
 
Betsy: Almost 50 years. Right.  
 
Joni: Just amazing to me that I lived this long in a wheelchair.  
 
Betsy: Well, it is amazing and we're so grateful. I'm sure the memories are still fresh in 
your mind, but I know that when you first had your accident, you suffered from a deep 
depression and that you got to the point that you were suicidal. And I bring that up 
because as you just know, Colorado just became the fifth state to vote to allow the 
terminally ill to choose to end their lives. And I want to ask you as someone who's been 
in that suicidal place, why shouldn't people be able to decide how and when they want to 
die, especially if they're longing for heaven. If you have a Christian person who thinks, I 
just want to go on, or someone in great suffering? Why shouldn't they be allowed to make 
that choice?  
 
Joni: Well, let me say when I was first injured, had there been an assisted suicide measure 
around back then, not the sort that we have in the United States, but the sort that are in 
Holland and in Belgium where a person with a disability can choose to end his or her life 
if he is disparage of his condition, had that option been available to me, I would have 
taken it. I absolutely retched at the thought of having to sit down for the rest of my life 
without using my hands or my legs. It just made me sick and nauseous. And I'm just very 
grateful that back then compassion was not three grams of phenobarbital in the veins. No, 
because my problem back then wasn't my disability. It was my depression. It was my 
clinical depression and that can be treated. And when I hear about people who have 
received a diagnosis that they are terminally ill wanting to end their lives, oh my 
Goodness. I'm thinking, but each day is so precious. If you don't know Jesus, how 
wonderful that God is giving you reprieve of extra days that you might come to know 
him, or there might be during those days opportunities to resolve conflicts within your 
family or close relationships. During those extra days, you might be able to be pulled out 
of social isolation. Your decision will have an impact on everyone around you.  
 
And what troubles me about the issue of assisted suicide in America right now is that it is 
such an emotionally charged hot button issue at the top of the social progressive agenda. 
And yet, what is driving this policy is people's irrational fears. Fears about the future, 



fears about suffering, fears about disability, fears about pain. Well, fear is never ever a 
good reason to develop social policy. It should not be society's role to help despairing 
people end their lives. No, it should be society's role to help them. So let's channel more 
resources, let's channel more finance, let's channel more media attention into developing 
better pain management therapies, better palliative care, better hospice care, let's improve 
social support systems, let's get the church involved. I mean there are all kinds of ways to 
improve the end of life season that we'll all find ourselves in one day. There are all kinds 
of ways to improve that time and not to abandon people simply leaving them a lethal dose 
of drugs on their bedside table. That's not compassion. That is the ultimate form of 
isolation.  
 
Betsy: Amen. That's so true. So God brought you through that depression you 
experienced when you first had your accident were newly disabled. Have you struggled 
with depression in the years since?  
 
Joni: I have struggled with depression, yes. I've struggled with discouragement. Chronic 
pain is something that can warp your thinking. It can rob you of joy and peace of mind. 
But I have come to learn that in my deepest depression, that is the best time to encounter 
Jesus. I mean, look at Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane when he was facing the horrors 
of what he knew would be grusome crucifixion. He was shaking, he was trembling, he 
was sweating, he was weak, and he pleaded with his father. Well, guess what? The father 
met him and in the next instant, the father was able to energize the son, so that he could 
say, "Not my will, but your will be done." That can happen to us in the middle of our 
Gethsemane. 
 
I remember when I was battling cancer and I was struggling through chemotherapy, it 
was very tiring. I was weary, I was in pain, and my husband Ken was driving me home 
on the 101 Freeway from the hospital and we started talking about how suffering is like a 
splash over of hell. And I agreed. That's right. It is. It is hellish. I'm going through hell 
right now. And then we started talking about well then what are splash-overs of heaven? 
Are they those easy, breezy, bright days where there are no medical problems and all is 
sunny on your horizon? And we decided no, no, no. Those are not splash-overs of 
heaven. Splash-overs of heaven are finding Jesus in the middle of your hell, in your 
splash-over of hell. There's nothing more intimate then finding Jesus in your garden of 
Gethsemane where you are trembling, shuttering, weighted down, weak, looking at the 
future overcome by it's enormity. If you can't but just reach out to Christ, reach out to the 
Lord in that time. You'll find him in your hell and there's nothing more sweet, nothing 
more poignant, nothing more tender and powerful than finding Jesus right in the middle 
of your hell. I will attest to that.  
 
Betsy: Well, that's really helpful because it shows that the way to find joy as a Christian 
is not to say it's really not that bad, not to pretend that you're not suffering or to pretend 
that you don't feel abandoned, but you can say this is a splash over of hell, but Jesus is 
here with me and it's not going to last for eternity. So I appreciate that.  
 



Joni: Oh absolutely. You know, we're told in Luke, Chapter 9, verse 23, "If anyone would 
come and follow after me," says Jesus, "he must deny himself, take up his cross daily and 
follow me." That's not a pleasant thing to do. To take up your cross daily means to die to 
the sins that he died for on his cross that day and there's nothing easy about that. My 
Goodness, when we signed up for the Christian light, there was no fine print in the 
contract. God spells it out so clearly in the gospels. One must enter many hardships, go 
through many hardships to enter the kingdom of heaven. And elsewhere we're told we are 
destined for these trials, but like it says in James, "Blessed is the man who perseveres 
under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God 
has promised to those who love him."  
 
Oh, Betsy, that's what I am looking for, the crown of life. I just keep my eyes focused on 
heaven and I take the advice of Johnathan Edwards who said that every day through our 
choices, through the way we respond to circumstances, either enlarges or diminishes our 
eternal capacity for joy and worship and service in heaven. I mean, that's what it means to 
lay up your treasures in heaven, just trust in God through the hard times expands your 
eternal estate. I don't want to jeopardize that. I don't want to risk that. I don't, as Piper 
says, want to waste my suffering. So, I am looking forward to that crown, I'm looking 
forward to that time where I'll enter that rest where there's no more pain, quadriplegia, no 
more discouragement, depression, no more waking up in the morning facing the same 
routine. I can't wait. I just got...I just have to hold on and keep my spirit fresh in the word 
and I'll be okay.  
 
 
Betsy: That's right. Well, one final question for you. Going back to the title of this book, 
"A Spectacle of Glory," which refers to God's light shining through his people, who is 
someone who has been a spectacle of God's glory in your own life?  
 
Joni: Oh my Goodness. I have a private Facebook page made up of 35 pain pals.  
 
 
Betsy: Pain pals?  
 
 
Joni: Pain pals. These are people in chronic pain. Most of them, I've never even met. 
They've only emailed me through the years and I collected their names, and finally I just 
said, "We need to start praying for each other." And so every day when I visit this private 
pain pal page on Facebook, I am so encouraged. I mean these people, several of whom 
have been bedridden for over a decade. Can you imagine that? They live in constant daily 
pain and they have been bedridden for over decades. That's incredible. But yet, these are 
the very people who post the most amazing essays from Charles Burgan and William 
Law, and Thomas Watson, and Jeremiah Burrows, they are stalwart saints who hold on to 
the grace of God. Nobody really knows. Many of their churches have even forgotten 
them, but the fellowship that I enjoy with them is remarkable. In fact, not long ago 
someone posted, a woman named Rica Feran from South Africa, she posted a wonderful 
quote from William Law and he said, and I love this. Imagine, this is a woman, bedridden 



writing this, and she quotes William Law, "Receive every inward and outward trouble, 
every disappointment, every darkness and desolation with both your hands as a blessed 
occasion of dying to self and entering into a fuller fellowship with your saver. Look at no 
inward or outward trouble in any other view. Reject every other thought about it. And 
then every kind of trial and distress will become the blessed day of your spiritual 
prosperity." Wow, I read that.. 
 
 
Betsy: That's very countercultural.  
 
 
Joni: Oh, it's so countercultural. Actually, many Christians would struggle with that one 
as well, but that is the rigorous, demanding way the saints of old faced their hardships 
and I think of Ray Lidden [SP] who said, "Every hard effort that you face, every sacrifice 
you cheerfully submit to, every word you speak under difficulties will raise you and your 
suffering to a higher level and endow you with a clearer sight of God." That's the kind of 
rigorous man's sized faith, God's sized faith that I want and that's the way I have to live in 
this wheelchair. I choose it every single day, and that's why I boast on the afflictions, 
Betsy. I glory the infirmities because it's the kind of stuff in which I find Jesus in my hell, 
and that's pretty heavenly.  
 
 
Betsy: Well, thank you so much for talking to us and I pray that the same will be true for 
our listeners who are suffering. They will find Jesus there. So, Joni, we really appreciate 
you taking the time today.  
 
 
Joni: Oh, absolutely. And thank you for mentioning my book, "A Spectacle of Glory," 
this new devotional for 2017. I invite our listening friends to journey with me day by day 
in 2017 as together we learn how to showcase glory through the tough times.  
 
 
Collin: You've been listening to The Gospel Coalition Podcast. For more gospel-centered 
resources, visit thegospelcoallition.org. 


