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To our readers, may you experience hope, 
joy, and connection on this journey.

To David, you make me smile every day; I love you.
To my children, you are always in my heart  

and I love you. ~ Amy

To Craig, no one makes me laugh like you do; I love you.
To Connor and TJ, I couldn’t love you more,  

but I will always try. ~ Sara

To Bruce, you’ve always been my biggest fan.
To Conor, Garrett, Toby, and Caris, our stories have 

changed us, and the mended wood is coming. ~ Carrie
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9

Introduction

Congratulations, Mama, you have taken the first step 
toward awareness, clarity, and acceptance by open-
ing this book. Welcome. If you were sitting across the 

table from us, we would hand you a cup of coffee, look you 
in the eye, and share a hug, laughter, and tears. We are a part 
of a unique club, one that you possibly chose if you adopted 
or one that you didn’t. You joined this club when you stepped 
into the world of special needs, additional needs, or different 
abilities (whatever the newest acceptable label is at the mo-
ment). The truth is we don’t necessarily want to embrace the 
labels, and that’s okay. Your identity shouldn’t be based on 
your child’s diagnoses or lack thereof, but we acknowledge 
how your situation has changed you and continually shapes 
you. (If you are not a special needs mom, keep reading; we 
have a message for you also.)

Mothers like us experience a complicated array of emo-
tions such as fear, disappointment, guilt, anger, grief, and de-
spair. We are burned out, exhausted, grieving the healthy child 
(either mentally or physically) we do not have, and yearning 

_Brown_OtherSideofSpecial_SGB_nr.indd   9_Brown_OtherSideofSpecial_SGB_nr.indd   9 1/9/23   11:33 AM1/9/23   11:33 AM

Amy J. Brown, Sara Clime, and Carrie M. Holt, The Other Side of Special 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2023. Used by permission.



10

Introduction

for relief. We feel isolated and experience jealousy and feelings 
of inadequacy when we look at others’ situations. Wrestling 
in our relationship with God, we struggle with guilt over what 
we might have done to deserve this, anger for the seemingly 
endless trials, and despair over what the future will hold. You 
are not alone, and this book is for you.

This book shares the messy emotions that come with the 
journey of a special needs mom and how to navigate them. We 
agree that feelings are complicated. We aren’t offering cliché 
solutions but rather ways to wrestle with and through them. 
Rarely is any challenging experience wrapped up like a beauti-
ful Christmas package from a department store. Emotions are 
not an either/or situation but rather a both/and. You can be 
sorrowful yet know peace from God’s presence. You can grieve 
and still be grateful.

We are three special needs moms with over thirty years of 
experience raising children with medical, mental, and special 
emotional needs. Amy began her journey through adoption, 
hidden disabilities, and mental health issues. Carrie’s son was 
prenatally diagnosed with a permanently disabling condition 
and became medically fragile after birth, facing over sixty sur-
geries throughout his lifetime (so far). Sara’s son received a 
terminal diagnosis at age nine, and she and her family mem-
bers are determined not to let the diagnosis define the quality 
of their lives.

This book dives into the other side of special, the other 
side of parenting a special needs child that is difficult to talk 
about: the messy emotions that aren’t ever fixed. They only lie 
dormant for a while like plants under winter snow blanketing 
the earth until spring’s thaw comes and draws them to life. 
This book is a guide for you to navigate this messy, emotional, 
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joy- filled life. It’s intentionally crafted, so you don’t need to 
read it cover to cover. You may, but we know your time and 
attention are limited. Pick up this book and start at chapter 9 
if you wish. It’s okay (especially if you’re type A like us) to start 
where you need the most help. If you have a day when you’re 
struggling with guilt, read that chapter. Each chapter intro-
duces the difficult emotion and leads you through a series of 
three authors’ thoughts, experiences, and perspectives. Then 
the chapter closes with a Bible verse of encouragement and 
reflective questions to ponder so you can take practical steps 
toward acceptance and clarity.

Rarely is any book written in a vacuum, and while we were 
writing this one, each of us dealt with various crises with our 
children. It made us realize that this is probably true of your 
life also, so we wrote a bonus chapter on navigating crises 
when they arise. We pray it blesses you. It’s both practical 
and spiritual.

If you’re reading this and you are a spouse, sibling, family 
member, friend, ministry leader, or you just know a mom with 
a special needs child, we welcome you. You will gain fantastic 
insight into what moms deal with, a small glimpse into their 
daily lives, and ideas on how you can support them. Clarity 
is kindness; the more you understand, the more empathy you 
can show. Thank you for taking the time to read this book.

When we (Amy, Carrie, and Sara) met through a writing 
group, we realized that even though our stories of parenting 
special needs children were vastly different, we could relate 
to one another’s feelings of doubt, fear, guilt, and grief. So we 
started a podcast (Take Heart Special Moms) to connect with 
other moms in similar situations and to encourage them. For 
some reason, in the subculture of special needs parenting, 
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Introduction

there seems to be an unspoken competition of “my child is 
worse off than yours.” While it is accurate that our traumatic 
experiences are our own and no one else’s, it’s time to reach 
out to one another and build on what we have in common. 
We share the loss of a dream of what we expected out of life. 
We are learning to deal with the roller- coaster ride of thoughts 
and emotions. We need connection with Jesus and with one 
another.

Our experiences might differ, but we can relate because of 
our common feelings. We pray that something from our stories 
will help you take just one step toward growing in faith, hope, 
joy, and connection.

We are honored that you have this book in your hands, and 
we pray it is a blessing. May reading it be like sitting together 
at a table sharing hearts so you are heard, understood, and 
encouraged. You are seen. You are known. You are loved.
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1
Loneliness to Connection

Feeling lonely is a common and painfully familiar emo-
tion for special needs moms. Leaving the home can 
often be exponentially more difficult simply because 

our child’s needs are too difficult to manage in new places 
and the lack of accessibility seems insurmountable. Too often, 
though, our own belief that no one will understand (or care) 
about our situation keeps us home. There are also times when 
we feel judged or like we are being measured with some sort of 
special needs mom success stick, and we’re coming up short. 
So we isolate ourselves. We don’t know how to effectively cope 
with ongoing loneliness and isolation.

We know as Christians that God is always with us, yet that 
doesn’t eliminate the need for human relationships. We want 
to move to a place of authentic connection, but when we are 
running low on time, energy, and ideas, how do we battle our 
negative thoughts and reach out to others?
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When I (Amy) was pregnant with our first baby, my hus-
band and I moved to Cleveland, Ohio. I didn’t know one per-
son and was very lonely. I decided to sign up for a prenatal 
exercise class. When I arrived, there was one other person 
there. Her name was Jen.

She had recently moved to the area and was also pregnant 
with her first baby. We started chatting. We have kept that 
conversation going for twenty- eight years, and she is one of 
my dearest friends. We have raised kids together, laughed until 
we cried, and vacationed together. She wiped tears off my face 
in a dirty gas station bathroom when I thought I was having 
a miscarriage. She drove from Ohio to Michigan to clean my 
house and cook for me when my dad died suddenly. I helped 
her get through her daughter’s wedding. A year later, she helped 
me get through my son’s wedding.

We have done life together. But there was a time in my 
life when I shut her out. I believed the lie that she would not 
under stand my life. So many times in the past several years, 
I have felt judged, misunderstood, and helpless. Underlying 
all these feelings is the isolation and loneliness of being in a 
unique parenting situation.

Parenting a special needs child can be very isolating. I didn’t 
know anyone who understood this unique road we were walk-
ing, so I didn’t talk about it. Few people walk this same path, 
which makes it hard to share worries and feelings. We are 
afraid of being misunderstood, so we isolate ourselves.

As special needs moms the demands of our lives make it 
difficult to connect. We may also feel lonely because we are 
constantly feeling misunderstood. We may find the courage 
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to open up to someone, but they just don’t get it. Our friends 
try to offer helpful advice, but sometimes those comments 
hurt and leave us feeling lonelier.

After countless situations of feeling unheard and misun-
derstood, our loneliness can become a shield. We don’t want 
to trust others or let them in. Feeling lonely and isolated can 
make us feel like we are standing out in the cold and away 
from all that is warm and nourishing.

As a mom, I was overwhelmed with the needs of our family. 
I was trying to help our daughter, keep the rest of the family 
afloat, and just survive. The story I was telling myself was I 
was failing as a mom and no one could possibly understand 
my life. I assumed everyone was judging me.

The loop of lies running in my head caused me to isolate 
myself from someone who loves me. I had shared our struggles 
with Jen, but she was always quick to give me solutions. In-
stead of being clear and telling her I did not want solutions, I 
assumed she did not understand and decided to tell her less.

My husband and I were struggling to parent a child with re-
active attachment disorder (RAD) and fetal alcohol spectrum 
disorder (FASD). As her behaviors continued to escalate, we 
made the difficult and heartbreaking decision to place her in 
a therapeutic boarding school. We realized we could not help 
her and that she needed a different environment.

We knew this was best for our family, even though I felt 
like I was failing our child. I dreaded telling others. Soon after 
that, Jen and her family came for a visit. I needed to tell her of 
our decision, and I remember that day very clearly. We were 
sitting on a park bench on a beautiful Michigan summer day. 
I started to open up to her about what was happening in our 
home and explained why we were making the painful decision 
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to send our child to a treatment facility. Instead of the judg-
ment I was expecting, my dear friend spoke life- giving words 
of grace, love, and compassion. She told me how much she 
wanted to support me. She expressed her deep sadness for 
me. Jen had never shown me anything but love and kindness. 
But the lies that kept running in my head and my mom- guilt 
made me assume she would judge me.

The lies we believe about ourselves cause us to forget what 
we know to be true. They skew our perspective. Loneliness 
and isolation cause us to forget that we are made for connec-
tion and can hurt the relationships we hold most dear.

I was trying so hard to fix a situation I could not fix. I had 
fallen deep into a pit of mom- guilt. I allowed my negative 

thoughts to isolate me. I forgot this truth: 
Jen was for the well- being of my entire 
family. But most of all, she was in my cor-
ner. After that day, I started to breathe. I 
allowed myself to open up to those in my 
life.

Maybe you are feeling isolated and over-
whelmed by your life. Maybe you think no 
one will understand. Here is what I want 

you to know: you are not alone. What can you do to move 
from loneliness to connection?

First of all, take your loneliness to God. He cares so much 
for you, and he made you for connection and fellowship. You 
are never abandoned or unseen by God. He sees you and 
knows you in every moment. Ask him to give you the courage 
to reach out to and connect with others. Pray for people to 
come into your life who can walk this road with you.

The lies we 
believe about 

ourselves cause 
us to forget 

what we know 
to be true.
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Next, find one person you can talk to, and tell them what 
you need. Do not let limiting beliefs stop you from connection 
with a friend. You may need to wipe the slate clean of all your 
preconceived ideas of friendship. You may need to ask God 
to help you heal from past hurts. Be brave, reach out, be per-
sistent, and look for invitations and opportunities to connect.

The loved ones in your life will never know you’re lonely 
or what you need if you do not tell them. Reaching out will 
help you breathe and give you the strength to go on. We are 
not meant to walk this road alone; we need each other. We 
are made to connect.

Moms who struggle with loneliness may assume they can’t 
make friends due to the all- consuming needs at home. As 
they prepare for another surgery or load the car to head out 
for their child’s therapy, they give up on forming relationships 
outside the family because their role consumes too much en-
ergy, time, and freedom. There’s little mental energy left to 
figure out how to connect with others. Besides, it’s easy to 
imagine other women aren’t interested in spending time with 
an overwhelmed special needs mom. What if the problem isn’t 
our circumstances? What if it’s our limiting belief that no one 
will understand or care about our situation? How do we battle 
that mindset and open up to a life of fulfilling connection?

My (Carrie’s) son has a condition that is one of the most 
common permanently disabling congenital conditions in the 
United States. Thousands of parents are in the same situation, 
yet I have felt alone. After he was born, he went into respira-
tory failure and needed a trach, ventilator, and feeding tube. 
We found ourselves dealing with medical experiences that 
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were rare for his condition. I felt alone because his diagnosis 
wasn’t just like that of others, but we didn’t fit elsewhere either.

I am a self- proclaimed connector who needs validation 
from others to feel accepted and wanted. If and when that 
doesn’t happen, I switch to comparison mode, examining how 
my child’s diagnosis is more complex than that of others and 
how I perform as his mother. My son has played Miracle 
League Baseball and sled hockey and has participated in Spe-
cial Olympics. I have found in these circles that special needs 
parents are reticent to reach out to one another and connect. 
But we should be one another’s best cheerleaders, encourag-
ers, and confidants. How do we get there? If you find yourself 
in this same situation, how do you overcome the loneliness 
that is so often a part of our world?

First, choose connection over competition. Instead of sit-
ting in a doctor’s office mentally comparing your situation to 
someone else’s to determine whether you’re better or worse 
off than the family next to you, ask yourself, How can we con-
nect? What do we have in common?

I often think of the story of Mary and Elizabeth in Scrip-
ture. Both of them were pregnant, expecting unique babies. 
Elizabeth, further along, could have been jealous over the fact 
that Mary was chosen to carry the Messiah. After all, what did 
Mary know about being the mother to the Savior at such a 
young age? Why wasn’t she (Elizabeth) chosen? In turn, Mary 
could have chosen not to visit this much older cousin, who 
was carrying only the forerunner of the Messiah. Instead, they 
chose connection over competition. After the angel left Mary, 
Luke tells us that she “hurried to a town in the hill country” to 
be with her cousin (Luke 1:39). Can you imagine the stories 
and experiences they shared?

_Brown_OtherSideofSpecial_SGB_nr.indd   18_Brown_OtherSideofSpecial_SGB_nr.indd   18 1/9/23   11:33 AM1/9/23   11:33 AM

Amy J. Brown, Sara Clime, and Carrie M. Holt, The Other Side of Special 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2023. Used by permission.



Loneliness to Connection

19

Children with the same diagnosis are like snowflakes. No 
two special needs children are exactly the same. A saying in the 
autism community is “If you’ve met one person with autism, 
then you’ve met one person with autism.” This is true about 
all diagnoses and situations. Instead of competing with other 
moms over who has the worst- case scenario, search for what 
you have in common. Our emotions and needs are similar. 
We have similar desires and dreams for our children as well 
as similar fears.

A few years after our son was born, I decided to start my 
own in- person support group with a friend who was in a 
similar situation when we couldn’t find 
a place to fit in and be understood. We 
built on our common ground, and those 
years were filled with connection instead 
of loneliness. The one thing we had in 
common was that our children were 
medically fragile. Once we started, others were drawn to us, 
and we realized we could help one another. Sometimes the 
best resources mothers have are other parents! As our children 
have become teenagers, it’s been more challenging to keep up 
with monthly meetings, but recently one of the moms reached 
out to let me know how much our group helped her during 
those early years.

You never know the impact you can have when you choose 
connection over competition. So reach out to others. Ask the 
Lord to give you the support and connection you need. When 
the angel revealed to Mary that she was expecting, he gave 
her the precious gift of connection by sharing the news that 
Elizabeth was also pregnant. In both situations (old age and 

Choose 
connection over 

competition.
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virginity), they shared the truth that nothing is impossible 
with God. God created you for connection.

Second, extend your hand. Friendships begin when we look 
for ways to bless others. There are times when we need to be 
on the receiving end— of meals, help, and support. However, 
there may be other moments when we can extend our hand 
to help others through prayer, a shoulder to cry on, or a lis-
tening ear.

When Mary arrived at Elizabeth’s house, Elizabeth was 
filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke a blessing over Mary. 
She spoke the truth into her life that she was blessed among 
women. Afterward, Mary prayed a prayer of worship. When 
we encourage one another, that is worship to God. When we 
comfort others with the comfort God has comforted us with, 
that is connection. Never think that extending your hand has 
to be something significant like starting a nonprofit or raising 
money for a cause. Simple acts can make a big difference and 
create lifelong connections.

Finally, connect with God. Only God can truly fulfill every 
longing of our hearts. Often in our pain, we tend to push him 
away. Instead of retreating, lean into the One who desires a 
relationship with you. How do you connect with your Creator 
daily when you’re overwhelmed and exhausted? Choose one 
thing to do today and do it. Write out a verse of encourage-
ment and put it on your mirror. Pray over your child while 
caring for them. You don’t have to do something that takes an 
hour or even fifteen minutes. Start with just a few minutes, 
communicate with the One who understands your deepest 
longings and needs, and build a relationship with him. He is 
the One who will never fail you. He will always be with you 
and so strongly desired to have a relationship (connection) 
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with you that he left heaven and came to earth as a helpless 
infant to be your Immanuel, “God with us.”

An unrelenting, never- ending to- do list often surrounds us 
as special needs moms. Some of us are literally never physi-
cally alone because we are our child’s hands, feet, and even 
voice. Some of us are rarely physically alone because we can’t 
take the chance of our child being alone. Whatever the reason, 
whatever the diagnosis, we rarely get a moment just to be who 
we are or do what we desire. When we do, we have those mo-
ments when it hits us that we don’t have the same concerns as 
those around us, whether they are friends, family, or strangers. 
We feel out of place. We feel alone. We feel isolated.

Perhaps we take our child to an activity only to find out 
it is not accessible. My (Sara’s) church is lovingly referred to 
in our community as the city set on a hill. This is taken from 
Scripture, and we are literally set on a large hill. Attending 
church functions isn’t always simple. Our church has been 
around for years and has expanded to multiple levels, but it 
isn’t always the easiest to maneuver for those with physical 
limitations or disabilities.

Once we attended an outdoor church function, but both 
of the accessible entrances were closed off for safety reasons. 
They didn’t want people driving through and endangering 
others. But the staff and volunteers ended up blocking what 
were the only accessible entrances to this activity for those 
with disabilities. My husband and I eventually moved all 
the cones and barriers, drove through, and then put them 
back. When we kindly mentioned what happened to those 
in charge, they were extremely apologetic and said they had 
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made sure the building door was accessible. They didn’t think 
of how those with physical disabilities would get into the 
building.

Another time we decided to attend a function at the last 
minute. When we arrived, we found that our son couldn’t 
physically do the planned activities. The response was inno-
cent enough. We were told they were glad our son was there, 
but since they thought he wasn’t going to come, they didn’t 
plan activities for him. Those experiences left us feeling like 
an imposition. We felt alone and isolated.

You may not struggle with accessibility. Your child may 
struggle with sensory overload or behavioral issues. You see 
the discomfort or even the pity in others. To avoid a repeat, you 
aren’t invited back, or you avoid new things altogether. Even 
though you don’t necessarily blame others for their reactions, 
you feel disconnected and lack vital human relationships.

Sometimes we turn to other moms with children with spe-
cial needs only to realize we rarely have moments when we 
can sit down together and chat. When we do chat, we discuss 
insurance appeals, education issues, bullies at school, or any 
of the many obstacles we deal with on a daily basis. Before 
we know it, we have no substantial connections.

Maybe we turn to online support groups. It is the digital 
era, we have the world at our fingertips, and anyone can find a 
group, right? But then we struggle to find a group that fits our 
needs. That’s when we begin to give up. That’s when the loneli-
ness stops shadowing us and begins to shroud us in darkness. 
The lonelier we are, the more we are convinced our situation 
won’t ever change.

But things can change. Authentic connection can be found. 
It may not look like we had hoped. It may not be like other 
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moms’ connections. And that’s okay. To battle loneliness at 
its core, first look to God. Work at having a meaningful con-
nection with him.

I grew up a Christian, but after my son’s diagnosis, I realized 
that I didn’t really know God. I knew the God who was to be 
feared, and I knew the God who was all- knowing, but I didn’t 
know the God who was a friend and confidant. I decided I 
needed to make an effort to carve out time to consistently be 
in the Word. One morning I decided God and I were going to 
spend some quality time together. I have to say that it ended 
up being the equivalent of an awkward first date. There I sat 
in my quiet nook with my Bible and a cup of coffee. I had even 
brushed my teeth and had on my best pajamas. I spent the 
first few minutes staring at the Bible and sipping my coffee. 
I realized that I should have prepared more and brought a 
devotional or reading plan. I was already there, so I decided 
to make the most of our time together.

Since it was just God, me, my Bible, and a cup of coffee, I 
decided to start a conversation, but I had no idea what to say 
or where to begin. I was petrified that he would realize I was 
unfiltered and awkward. He was going to realize I had no idea 
what I was doing. I had been going through the church mo-
tions for years, but for all intents and purposes, I was new to 
this relationship. And I was lost. However, the more I stuck 
with this new relationship, the more I realized he wasn’t going 
anywhere (despite my awkwardness).

I now find comfort in knowing just how accepting, faith-
ful, and present God always is. He loves me, which makes it 
easier to love myself. He appreciates my desire to learn more 
about him. James 4:8 says, “Draw near to God, and he will 
draw near to you” (ESV). You are never truly alone, and the 
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more you learn about God, the more you’ll begin to see and 
feel him in your life.

Second, just like working at getting to know God, work 
at getting to know others. We need to stop assuming that no 
one “gets us.” They’ll never understand us if we don’t share 
anything with them. Likewise, we’ll never understand them if 
we don’t listen. It is vital not only to notice our differences but 
also to highlight them. Our child with special needs has shown 
us beauty and unity in diversity, right? Let’s start practicing 
that in each of our relationships.

Third, to battle loneliness, help others. The lonelier we 
become, the easier it is for us to believe that no one under-
stands hardship as we do. This is the perfect recipe to begin 
wallowing in a victim’s mentality. But as we serve others, we 
begin to see that we haven’t cornered the market on despair, 
hardship, and loneliness. As corny and cliché as it sounds, it’s 
true that when we help others, we help ourselves. But how 
do we serve others when we are running low on money and 
time ourselves? We send a note or email to a friend or some-
one we just met (maybe a friend yet to be). We volunteer for 
something we can do with our child. We pick up a few extra 
school supplies and take them to a local public school. We 
keep it simple. Remember, generosity is generosity to God.

Remember the church function that had the accessible en-
trances blocked for safety? I’m not going to lie. I was upset 
and frustrated in that moment. After thinking about it, I knew 
our church had our best interest at heart. Our church leaders 
and volunteers simply didn’t realize the problem. They had 
many moving parts to think of, and they didn’t know what they 
didn’t know. It was in that moment I realized that they were 
never going to understand until we shared our needs with 
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them. There is a reason why it takes a multitude of volunteers 
to plan for events. One or two staff members or volunteers 
can’t think of everything.

Along with another couple, my husband and I started a 
special needs ministry at our church. Several years later, staff, 
leaders, and volunteers seek our input when planning events. 
Serving others has brought us connection while ensuring our 
needs are being met. We are also advocating for our children 
while educating others. The more we share our needs, show 
our vulnerability, and strive to help others, the more we can 
make and grow authentic connections.

You are worth getting to know. Never forget that.

Reflections
When you pass through the waters,
 I will be with you;
and when you pass through the rivers,
 they will not sweep over you.
When you walk through the fire,
 you will not be burned;
 the flames will not set you ablaze. (Isa. 43:2)

 1. What is one thing you can do today to remind yourself 
that you are worth knowing?

 2. In what way can you let someone clearly know what 
you need? How can you more clearly communicate 
how someone can serve you well?

 3. Reflect on Isaiah 43:2 and list the waters you are pass-
ing through. Ask God to help you so they don’t sweep 
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over you. List the fires of your life and ask God to 
protect you from the flames. God is already right there 
with you waiting to shoulder it all. Turn to him. Con-
nect with him.

 4. What situations make you feel lonely? What is one 
thing you can do today to choose connection with an-
other mom in a situation similar to yours?
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