Sistering

By Jody Hoffman

Remodeling a house from the 1930's was a bit over my head but a project worth trying. The house begged for attention: it was a darling little craftsman style house with an Asian flare. It seemed to be poking its nose out hopeful to see if there was anyone who would attempt such a task. Somehow, I saw its potential and answered its cry of desperation.  Wishing I had the hands of a skilled surgeon ready for an extreme makeover, I had to settle for the heart of a mother with vision and determination.

Being a decorator was one thing, but this needed more than paint and rearrangement of furniture. My skills were brought beyond their limits and to the need of hiring help. Knocking out walls, removing old windows, tearing out a nasty old tub, sink and vanity, pulling down an old plaster ceiling that was caving in, popping off mirrored tiles from the 70's covering the bedroom walls, ripping down cabinets that looked like a failed Boy Scout project, painting every square inch of walls, ceilings, trim, cabinets and closets and refinishing hardwood floors were among the many projects. I worked from sun up until about midnight daily and week upon week. After two and a half months, the progress was evident and the sweet little house stood proudly once again. There was more to do, but things were looking so good, and I was so tired I had to decide where the end would be. What was a necessity and what was a preference? There was this ceiling in a closet that bothered me, but was I just being picky or was it a need?

I kept leaving the decision to another day to see if it would become clearer. The day finally came…what to do? I had to make a decision. The ceiling in the rest of the house was all neatly done in sheet rock or the original plaster but it all looked fresh and solid—that is except this small part of a walk in closet maybe 8x6 feet that had a suspended ceiling.  Literally, it was about two feet lower than the other ceilings, not hung well and the tiles didn't look up to par at this point. But it was just a closet; perhaps it wouldn't be so bad to just leave it.  I could justify it in several ways -  the budget was getting to be more of an issue, the time was past when we had hoped to finish, and I was ready to physically drop over.

If I don't do it now, will I ever do it? When would be better than while everything was out and I had help right there?  Why would this have been done this way anyhow? Okay let's tear it down. The decision was made. My heart paused while things crashed and the mess exploded everywhere. I left the room while they clawed and hammered the framework out. Did I do the right thing? Was this the right decision? There was a call beckoning me back within fifteen minutes confirming my choice. I could see in their eyes they were waiting for my reaction. I looked up holding my breath to see what was next. There, where the ceiling had just hung minutes ago, was the awful answer as to why this had hung so catawampus.

My eyes couldn't believe what I saw, and my heart didn't want to, but my ears rang ca-ching, ca-ching. There, now exposed, were two rafters that supported the roof about two feet short of the support wall they should have rested on not near. They were sagging about 18 to 20 inches—thus the lowered ceiling! They were obviously rotted on the end.   Oh no. What a mess! I stood in shock, motionless and silent. Although I was not speaking or moving, my inner voice clamored and I ran like Chicken Little from one thought to the next.  If I didn't fix it, it would be just a matter of time until the roof collapsed and all the work that was complete, done for naught. My stomach turned in disbelief. Who would have thought to lower the ceiling rather than fix it? What were they thinking? That doesn't make any sense.  That's nothing to hide! It could destroy the entire house!

As my stomach continued to roll and my ears still heard the dollar signs ringing, I looked to my brother for answers. He began with "That's not so bad. We'll go to Home Depot and get …I can fix that." The beams were rotted out, visibly sagging, two feet short from where they need to be and that's not so bad? You can fix this sort of thing? I had already visually fast-forwarded to the wrecking ball crashing through all my progress and money sucking down a loud drain. My husband stood shaking his head, "another fine mess you've gotten us into, Ollie". Although he had never said that or treated me that way before, it all seemed to go together at that moment. (It's surprising how helpful your mind can be at those moments to bring back movie lines from eons past to just hammer you when you're needing one more nail in that self-manufactured coffin).

As we stood in Home Depot strategizing the cure for rot, our cart bulging, he explained the process again to me. This time to a mind that was able to absorb the information without old movies playing and the sound effects volume much too high. This was the best thing I'd heard in a long time. We were buying boards that would extend toward the good healthy area several feet beyond the weakened area. They would then be bolted on either side and extended past the rotted area to the support wall two feet away, where it would then rest and be perfectly fine.  This is where it totally rocked me. There's an actual construction term for this - it's called "sistering".

Sistering is the process of adding support alongside an existing structural member that's been damaged or weakened in some way. The damaged piece is first leveraged or jacked back into place, and while a temporary support keeps it there, a new stud, joist, or rafter is cut to size with as much length as possible. It is then sistered into place alongside and fastened with nails, screws, and/or bolts.

My ears and heart ran ahead once again but this time tears dripped down my weary cheeks. This is so beautiful, God, thank You for this experience. How incredible to have the visual picture of such damage and ruin and see the literal process of restoration that has enormous spiritual implications on my life and others.

This time the movie footage that came up was not a Laurel and Hardy comedy but the real life incidences where I had hidden behind facades. Innumerable times I'd come up short of what and where and whom I was. The disgusting rot was known, but hidden beneath delusional masterpieces of mess. Patched only to my own approval, but a glaringly bad job of craftsmanship to others, thinking all the while they hadn't noticed. There is something so wonderful about tearing it all out, finding the support to come along side, bolting them into place and finding real restoration.

How often do we overlook such, with excuses like I gave, "It's only a closet", "I'm too tired to tackle it", "I don't have time to pull all that out", "It's too costly".  Even closets matter to God…man looks on the outward appearance but God looks on our heart.   Too tired to tackle the task? God gently offers…My yoke is easy and My burden is light because I care for you. Time seems too busy and there's no one near to help? He sticks closer than a brother and promises that He will never leave you or forsake you. Cost often drives our decisions, but sometimes it's the higher cost of doing nothing that can outweigh the immediate price. "What shall it profit a man if he gains the whole world but loses his own soul?" is the question Jesus proposed.

Coming up short is common to all of us. In Romans, its put like this….all have sinned and come short of the glory of God. We don't have to hide it; God already knows it! He says like my brother…"I can fix that". He's already been to Home Depot, already loaded the cart, and is ready to bring restoration and beauty back—and He's paid for it all. He, who knew no sin, became sin for us so we could receive the righteousness of God through Him. He will come alongside, support us with Himself and the Holy Spirit on either side, and extend us to where we could never reach. We are bolted together by the love of God. Scripture reads, "What can separate us from the love of God? Can nakedness, famine, peril or sword? None of these, neither height, nor depth nor breadth will ever separate us".

Have you felt the pain of your own rot and the helplessness of coming up short? Have you felt the strength from those who have supported you and extended you way beyond where you could reach on your own? I pray this for you, my friend, that you experience the joy of being sistered. Perhaps you have felt the pain of coming up short and the delight of those coming along side you and extending you beyond where you could go. We all need "sistering" for not only our salvation, but also the everyday shortcomings and inabilities of life that seem to reveal the rot and ruin of self-support.

God, you know how short we come from making it on our own. You see the rot we hide with our own good works and our business of doing and doing. You see how faulty our facades are. Help us make the hard choices to remove the lowered ceilings and let You sister us to health and healing and renewed relationship with you. You are the Craftsman, the Brother, the one who can fix anything; most of all, you are our Savior. Thank You.

