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“Men are all mosaics of other men.”


—evangelist Henry Drummond
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INTRODUCTION





“Life is funny… You can’t make it up.”


—Momma




My mother’s words to me were a simple explanation for the variables, unpredictable situations, and unforeseen events that would arise in this thing we call life. Would I be prepared for them? How would I respond? What would they do to me? How would the landscape of my life look after an unexpected event? Was I alone to figure it all out?


Every year I encounter masses of people who have lost something extremely valuable to them, and in the process they have lost a part of themselves. The loss may be a relationship, a career, or a home filled with warm memories. Invariably, what is lost on the outside includes a loss of identity on the inside—sometimes a loss so great the person is left wondering Who am I? What is my value? Many have never discovered the value of their authentic selves, who they really are, and therefore live life with false identities, with no real fulfillment or sense of purpose.


There are moments in our lives when we experience crises, distractions, violations, labels, victories, successes, and setbacks. You will probably agree that in this gift we call life, most of the decisive battles are fought from within. It is only when you confront yourself, remove the blinders, and deal with the real issues that have produced a “counterfeit” life that you can live the abundant life designed for you by a loving God.


Most people cheat themselves out of the rich rewards of this abundant, fulfilling, purposeful, and successful life by not asking the tough questions and by avoiding accountability. But sooner or later you must ask yourself, Who am I, really? Am I living a life that is in alignment with my authentic self? Am I going in the right direction, or am I traveling all the time and seemingly getting nowhere? Is this what I really want to do with my life, or am I reacting to whatever comes from day to day? How will my life be lived out, and what will be my legacy? Tough questions, yes, but worth asking in order to discover and receive the rewards of understanding and living God’s design for your life.


I live a transformed and empowered life because I have discovered my original design, fashioned by the Master Architect Himself. I have learned that living through periods of pain and times of triumph is vital to finding out who we really are. It has been stated that I am a wounded healer—bold to proclaim to the world that God can and does heal all of our wounds. He causes the dark places of our soul to be healed so that not only can we function but we can soar.


As I began to work on this book, I sat down with my personal journals to review various periods of my life. I learned:



What you are willing to confront, God is willing to heal.


What you are willing to change, God is willing to grow.


What you are willing to leave behind, God is willing to transform.





God gives each of us highs and lows. We learn through them. We grow through them. And as we go through times of adversity and seasons of victory and emerge on the other side, if we trust in Him we discover more about who we are, who God is, and how God works.


My prayer is that this book will help you discover your uniqueness in God and locate the true person God created you to be and intends for you to become. No one can be you but you! I pray you will not only recover the truly valuable things that have been lost, but perhaps will also gain what has never been! I pray that you will discover the rare, original, magnificent, fabulous, beautiful person God designed you to be! You are one of a kind, irreplaceable, and valuable beyond measure. You truly are all that!
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SELF… GONE MISSING


I stared at the empty crib in disbelief. Brad, not quite three years old, should have been lying there… and wasn’t.


At first, I felt no great fear. This was too happy a day for that emotion to kick in immediately. It was the Fourth of July. Life was great! I had the day off, the sun was shining, a picnic and fireworks were planned for that afternoon and evening, the laundry was done and folded, and Brad was taking a nap so he’d have full energy for the festivities that were to come. I went to check on him, but he wasn’t there!


Where did he go? Clever boy. He got out of his crib. Where is he now?


I called to him. No answer. I searched for him—under the bed, in every room, in every closet—even in the pantry. No Brad. I began to feel a sense of urgency.


Where is he?


How long has he been out of his bed?


Where should I look next?


I checked every window and door. All of them were securely closed and locked. Then I went to the patio door. I had recently moved into this apartment and had immediately installed a pinlock on the door, in addition to the regular patio-door locking mechanism. Both were high enough to be out of Brad’s reach. To my tremendous surprise, the pin had been removed and the door was open several inches. It was at that moment that I felt panic!


I raced out the patio door, calling for Brad. The pool area was just beyond our patio, and because it was a holiday and the apartment complex was a large one, there were literally hundreds of people in and around that pool. I was frantic to find just one small person in a T-shirt and diaper! As loudly and as frantically as I called his name, nobody in that crowd of people seemed to hear me. They went on with their grilling and Frisbee-throwing and sunbathing. I felt such fear I could hardly breathe. I screamed his name even louder as I looked intently in every direction. I asked every person I could grab, “Have you seen my son? He’s only two years old. He’s missing!” Some people just stared back. Others shook their heads no. It was as if time had stopped, and this surreal moment of desperation had consumed me. This could not be happening to me.


I felt helpless, angry that nobody seemed to care, and frustrated that nobody had picked up a wandering baby and taken him someplace safe to wait for me. Mostly I felt tremendous and overwhelming fear. I rushed from person to person, calling for Brad, my eyes darting in every direction at once. Louder and louder I called, as I moved faster and faster through the crowd of people—all of whom seemed oblivious to my pleas and my frantic gestures.


This was my beloved baby! This was the most important person in the world to me! He was gone! Didn’t anybody have a heart to care?


Finally a woman said, “Are you looking for a baby in diapers?” I cried, “Yes!” And she said, “He’s over on the street corner.”


I could hardly process her words. Street corner? The street corner was beyond the pool complex, beyond my apartment building and another large apartment building, and halfway down a busy street. I raced toward the street. When I got to the curb, I looked in both directions and spotted Brad standing on the corner, cars whizzing by. I raced to him, picked him up, and embraced him until I nearly suffocated him.


I carried him home, and trust me, he wasn’t out of my sight for two seconds the rest of that day, week, and month! Once I came to my senses back in the apartment—after a flood of emotions that ranged from gratefulness to frustration to overwhelming love to self-recrimination—I began to question rationally and logically, “How did this happen?” And then, “What can I do to prevent this from happening again?”


New locks went on the doors, new safety mechanisms were put into place, including a sound monitor in his room, and mostly, a new level of understanding took root in me. A child nearly three years old must be guarded and monitored at all times. I had always been a watchful and careful mother, not simply in my own estimation but in the eyes of all who knew me. Yet now I became even more watchful and more careful.


I learned through this experience with Brad how devastating it can be to lose someone you love, even for a few minutes. But what if the person you lose is yourself? What if you have become so caught up in the busyness of life and in various relationships that you no longer know who you are, why you are on this earth, where you are going, or how to express yourself in a way that is authentic? What if you have never discovered or discerned that person… the real you?


As I have traveled the world in recent years, I have encountered countless people who have “gone missing.” Some of them don’t even know they are missing. They have lost all sense of self. I hear them say:


“I’m Lisa’s mother.”


“I’m a housewife.”


“I’m Jeremy’s grandma.”


“I run a million-dollar company.”


“I’m Fred’s wife.”


“I’m just a clerk at the company store.”


They define themselves by external labels based upon associations and circumstances.


Others define themselves by the neighborhoods in which they live, or the cars they drive, or the labels on their clothing and accessories. Still others define themselves by the church they attend or the club to which they belong or the ministry outreach in which they participate. Labels and more labels, all external.


In the process of adding labels to their lives, and then defining themselves by those labels, these people have lost—or possibly never discovered—their own deep inner sense of self.



What do you like?


What do you want?


What do you believe?


What do you envision?


What do you dream will happen in your future?





Those who have lost a strong sense of personal identity often answer these questions with a blank expression. They have lived their lives according to the expectations, desires, preferences, and choices of others to the point that they truly don’t know what they like, what they want, or what they dream. They walk through life as if on a treadmill. Busy days turn into busier days. Obligations and responsibilities continue to flow, until one day, the person is missing. The most basic question of all cannot be answered: Who are you?


If you don’t really know who you are, can you answer:



When did you go missing?


What happened to chip away your identity?


How long have you been gone?


What prevented you from discovering your true self?


How do you rediscover yourself?


How do you find the authentic you?





You likely didn’t lose your identity in a day, and you aren’t likely to regain it in a day. There’s a process involved, and a soul-searching that may be painful at times. The process involves:



Stripping away all the labels


Stripping away all the obligations and responsibilities


Stripping away all the relationships





And looking deep and long into yourself:



Who are you?


Who did God make you to be?


How can you live out His design, which is ultimately your fulfillment?





Very often, we come to that point of deep introspection in the wake of a loss. We may be grieving or in crisis. We may be facing what we consider to be the worst experience of our lives. And we come face-to-face with the reality that we have no inner identity on which to forge a new future.


Sometimes we come to that point of introspection when someone requires us to know who we are before they will continue a relationship with us. Sometimes we come to that point when we have a spiritual awakening, realizing that we have been created to live a life that we aren’t living.


Whatever draws a person to ask the question, “Who am I?” is ultimately a good thing. Truly discovering and embracing the authentic you is one of the most exciting, rewarding, and life-changing journeys you can ever take. It is only in that place and position of discovery that you find your purpose and live your life completely.


“Who are you?” is the question this book invites you to ask.


It’s the journey this book encourages you to pursue.


When you truly know who you are, all of life comes into focus.













See Yourself
through
New Eyes
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DRILL TO THE CORE OF YOUR IDENTITY


Hi, my name is Paula,” I said.


“I know who you are,” the woman replied. “I know you very well. I watch you all the time on television. You’re one of my best friends!”


I smiled. She doesn’t really know me, I thought. But then I thought, Or maybe she does!


She certainly knows a part of me, because what you see is what you get when you see Paula. A man called me several months ago and said, “Are you for real?” I said, “I’m as real as I know how to be!”


In many respects, we human beings aren’t all that different from each other. If we genuinely reflect our authentic selves, we can be known by others, and we can know others with greater insight. If we live from the core of our spiritual selves, we have “insider” information that spills over into “outsider” intuition and awareness.


Here are four things I know with absolute certainty about you:


I know you are a creation of God, made in His image. I know you are a one-of-a-kind unique design of God, who desires to be in relationship with you and help you live a fulfilling, wonderful, purpose-filled life. You have the personal challenge in your life of discovering who God made you to be and then living that life to the max.


I know that you are not on this earth merely to exist. You are here to live, with a kick in your step! God planned for you to be here—right now—with a purpose. He has ordered and is ordering your footsteps so that His plan and purpose for you might be fulfilled. God desires for you to rule and reign in life—and that starts by your ruling and reigning over your own life, and especially over your own thoughts and emotions.


I know that the core of you is stable. It doesn’t change. It is. That core is spiritual. It is out of your spirit that your mind and emotions take shape. It is out of your mind and emotions that you speak and act. To know yourself fully, you must get in touch with your spiritual identity.


Real beauty is not outward. It is inward.


Real wealth is not outward. True riches are inward.


Real identity is not defined by outward trappings or labels. Real identity flows from the spirit deep within.


True reality lies in the realm of the unseen spirit deep within.




True reality lies in the realm of the unseen spirit deep within.





I know that you are a multi-faceted jewel, highly valuable to God and capable of reflecting great beauty and light. I know that as you explore all of your own facets, you will have a greater desire and ability to see the beauty and uniqueness of other people.


I also know that we share many of the same desires—yes, even the same ultimate priorities—as creations of God.


WE SHARE SIMILAR DESIRES AND HAVE SIMILAR PRIORITIES


For the most part, we human beings have the same innermost desires and longings. The ultimate priorities of life are actually very few in number. What are they?




• The love of family and friends


• Assurance that we are in the best possible relationship with God


• Health, wholeness, and feelings of well-being—spiritual, mental, emotional, and physical


• Time for one more laugh, one more act of kindness, one more experience of beauty


• More faith


• A deep and fulfilling sense of purpose


• The opportunity to make a positive and eternal difference in the lives of others




These are not the things we put on resumés. They are not things we can buy off a shelf or even have custom-designed and manufactured. They are the things that satisfy the spirit, and they can be achieved only by spiritual means.


True success is living a life that satisfies your spirit with spiritual riches. Financial or material riches do not satisfy the spirit. Relationships and work do not satisfy the spirit. Anything superficial or external does not satisfy what is deep and internal. Furthermore, if you are not happy on the inside, there’s nothing on the outside that will make you happy. If you don’t feel that you are lovable, no amount of love showered upon you will make you feel loved.




True success is living a life that satisfies your spirit with spiritual riches.





YOUR INDIVIDUALITY IS WORTH EXPLORING


All of the statements I’ve made above are true about you regardless of your age, gender, culture, tradition, or social standing. They are basic truths about human beings. Beyond these basics lie your individual traits, preferences, talents, dreams, personality, skills, and desires.


To a very great extent, the “you” that you see in your mind’s eye is the “you” that you become. Who you think you are becomes who you are. The process flows from the inside out. If you know yourself spiritually, you know yourself authentically. And when you know yourself authentically, you can fully embrace all of the unique facets that make you you. You will see yourself as a person who is




• Valuable


• Lovable


• Capable


• Worthy of all that is good and eternal




Your perception of yourself is critical. If you don’t see yourself accurately and positively, you need to discover the real you.


YOUR SELF-ESTEEM IS WORTH REEVALUATING


Every person has self-esteem. It’s a matter of whether you have positive, high-quality, healthy self-esteem… or negative, low-quality, unhealthy self-esteem.


Here is the profile of a person who has positive, high-quality, healthy self-esteem:




• Unconditional worth and value. This person believes she is valuable regardless of what anyone else may say. Deep at her core, she has confidence that she is unique, precious, and eternal.


• Love. Every person needs love—warmth that radiates all the way to the innermost core of your being—and a healthy person has it. God is the greatest source of love a person can ever have. His love is infinite, constant, and continually flowing toward every one of His children. The second greatest source of love a person can ever know is not, as many people assume, the love of another person. It is the love a person has for herself. Only after a person embraces her unconditional worth and value can she truly receive love from someone else.


• Growth. Growth comes when a person gives herself to someone else, and that is what healthy people do. Nothing grows in a vacuum. It is only as a person gets out of herself, explores the world around her, and contributes to it out of her storehouse of love and talents that she can grow personally. The more she grows, the more she values herself. The more she gives away her love, the more worthy she sees herself to be. It is an upward spiral.




These three essentials for self-esteem are interdependent. The person who perceives herself to have high value is more willing to express love and, in return, to receive love. Such a person is more willing to help others in practical ways and to take risks to offer and provide help. The person who gives assistance and affection to others has higher regard for self.


Where are you in this process? Evaluate yourself!


You can begin to develop self-esteem at any point in the cycle. Start with believing you are worthy… or start by expressing love… or start by giving away your talents and time. All three aspects of self-esteem are designed by God to function simultaneously.


I have met people who believe that good self-esteem is contrary to godliness. Nothing could be further from the truth. God esteems us. He values us. He loves us. He declares us to be worthy of His mercy, forgiveness, and presence. He helps us to grow into the fullness of who He created us to be.


Our challenge is to esteem ourselves as God esteems us.


And the key is to see ourselves as He sees us.


DRILL DEEP—GET TO THE CORE


People in the oil business understand one very simple but essential truth: a person must drill for oil. Those who drill for oil sometimes have to drill deep, through layers of rock, to get to the oil their geological studies tell them is under the surface. At times the work is difficult and the process is long. But the rewards can be great!




Getting to your inner spiritual core…


Discovering all that you were created to be…


Changing your perceptions about yourself…





It can be difficult work, and it can take time. But the results and rewards are eternal. Drill deep, and don’t give up.
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CLEAR UP THE FUZZY PICTURE


Have you ever seen a television set linked to an antenna—one that had a fuzzy, grainy, black-and-white picture? I certainly have. There were no cable systems, much less today’s wireless technology, in the trailer park where I once lived. The image on that old television set was blurry and uninteresting, confusing and uninviting. Why? Because of faulty reception.


When we have faulty reception, we have unsatisfying and inaccurate perception. When we aren’t fed accurate truths about ourselves, we develop a perception of self that is based upon lies, partial truths, and myths.


Today may be the day you need to adjust some of the dials on your life to get better reception. Today may be the day you need to change channels. Today may be the day you need to upgrade your old programs to new ones!


How you see yourself is absolutely critical. All self-appraisal begins with perception. Your perception is the basis for your self-identity and self-esteem. It is the foundation on which you build any relationship. Your self-perception gives rise to your choices and behavior. It is the predictor of your future prosperity and success.


If the perception that you hold of your own life is dull, you will act in a dull way, attract dull people, and live a dull life.


If the picture that you have of your own life is marked by failure, you will act in a way that sets you up for failure.


If the image that you have of your own worth is grainy and uninspired, you will act in a way that has no focus and no appeal.


How you see determines to a great extent who you will be.


CONQUERED BY LIFE OR CONQUEROR OF LIFE?


The Bible tells a story about twelve men sent to spy out the land God had promised to the Israelites when they left Egyptian slavery. After forty days of wandering through the land, all of the men came back with glowing reports about the fertility and produce they had seen. They described the land as “flowing with milk and honey” (Numbers 13:27). In other words, the grass was so lush that the cows couldn’t help but produce milk in plentiful quantity, and the foliage was so thick that the honeybees had plenty to work with. They brought back pomegranates, figs, and grapes as proof of the land’s bounty.


Two of the men said, “Let’s go now! Let’s move in and occupy the land God has given to us!” (see Numbers 13:30). These two men, Joshua and Caleb, focused on what God had promised to the Israelites and on what they believed God would do to enable them to conquer any obstacles ahead.


The other ten spies had a different take. They focused on the people they had seen in the land and they said, in essence, “We can’t fight against these people. They are stronger than we are—in fact, they are giants.” They made a statement that echoed through the next four decades: “We were in our own sight as grasshoppers, and so we were in their sight” (Numbers 13:33).


Fear gripped the Israelites. They refused to cross over into the land God had told them would be theirs. Instead, they wandered in a wilderness for forty years until every person except Joshua and Caleb died.


Victorious conquerors… or squashed grasshoppers.


Their fate lay in the way they saw themselves.


So, too, does your future flow from the way you see yourself. Your perception of yourself is far more powerful than the circumstances of your life. How others see you doesn’t matter nearly as much as how you see yourself.


The way the majority of the Israelites saw themselves certainly wasn’t the way God saw them. It wasn’t the way Joshua and Caleb saw themselves or their fellow Israelites. But they saw themselves as failures, and they failed.


Joshua and Caleb saw themselves as successful, and they eventually succeeded. Joshua became the leader of the Israelites as they crossed the Jordan River forty years later to claim the land, defeating Jericho and countless other cities and areas. Caleb took possession of the hill country near Bethlehem and established roots in that region that continue until today (see Numbers 14:24, Joshua 1:1–11, and Joshua 14:6–14).


THOUSANDS OF PERCEPTIONS


There are countless perceptions available to you today. Choose the ones that line up with the Word of God. Discard the others.


Let me share with you two key principles about what you perceive. First, perception is about labeling and defining what you see, not with physical eyes but with inner eyesight. There is nothing absolute about perceptions. Perceptions are subject to interpretation. What one person perceives as excellent, another may see as merely so-so. What one person perceives as trash, another may see as art. What one person perceives as desirable, another may see as something to be shunned.




Perceptions are all subject to interpretation.





The way we understand reality is influenced to a great extent by the definition that we give to the objects, behaviors, and experiences we encounter. We may call a ball red rather than green because we have come to define the color that we see as red. The truth is, the color of the ball is the color that we say it is—and in the case of colors, it is the color that people universally have agreed to say it is.


Second, we can be wrong in how we label what we perceive. What if your parents were colorblind? What if you were taught your colors incorrectly? What if nobody ever challenged you on your incorrect label or definition, but behind your back, people knew that you were incorrect? How would you know you were making a mistake? The only way you could know is if you came face to face with a reliable source that said to you, “This is the color green, not red.”


When it comes to human behavior and our definitions of whether human behavior is good or bad, there is only one irrefutable, totally reliable source for labels and definitions: the Word of God. God’s Word has stood the test of time—literally thousands of years. It is the only source that is truly worth consulting on matters of human behavior.


Millions have been taught wrong labels and definitions for their lives by people who did not first consult God’s Word. Parents or other influential people may have said to a child, “You are bad. You are stupid. You are unwanted. You are not worthy of the air you breathe. You have no value and nothing to contribute.”


If a child adopts those definitions and labels, he will act out of them as well. He will not try to act smart. Rather, he will embody the word stupid. He will settle for mediocrity and average or lower-than-average performance. He will allow others to mistreat him without challenging their behavior. And even as he embodies the labels he has been given, he will feel a deep-seated anger and frustration. Why?


Because this child was created by God, and God did not put these labels and definitions on this child or on any child. God’s Word has the only true set of labels and definitions for every child: intelligent, worthy, valuable, lovable, capable, and redeemable!


The vast majority of frustrations and conflicts in this world today arise from one common source: a lie about who a person is and how a person should be treated.



YOUR PERCEPTIONS AND YOUR FEELINGS


The perceptions you hold about human experience, relationships, and identity are directly related to your emotions. How you feel is an indicator of what you perceive.


Are you uncomfortable in the presence of another person? What do you perceive about that person that gives rise to this feeling?


Are you relaxed and happy in the presence of another person? What do you perceive about that person?


Are you puzzled and confused in the presence of another person? Again, what perceptions cause you to experience those feelings?


Now take a moment to look at yourself. Are you frustrated by your own inabilities or failures?


Do you feel fearful?


Do you feel unlovable?


Why?


How do you perceive yourself?


YOUR PERCEPTIONS AND YOUR RELATIONSHIPS


To a very great extent, your perceptions of self drive your relationships. If you don’t like the quality of people you hang out with, chances are you need to make some changes, first and foremost within yourself. You attract people who are similar to who you think you are. If you see yourself as a loser, you are likely attracting losers. If you see yourself as a winner, you are likely attracting winners.


Do you continually fall romantically for the wrong person? In all probability, this pattern is a reflection of the opinion you have of yourself. You are attracting the type of person that you think, even subconsciously, that you deserve.


We often try to change others so they might become who we hope they will be. Jesus addressed this tendency in the Bible. He said, in essence, “Don’t try to take the splinter out of another person’s eye. Deal with the log in your own eye” (see Matthew 7:4–5).


Deal with your self-perception! The more you begin to line up your self-perception with who God says you are, and the more you reflect the image God holds of you, the more likely you are to attract a quality person who will help you pursue the excellence that God desires for you. Such a person is likely to be someone you admire and respect!


PERCEPTIONS AND FEELINGS ARE SUBJECT TO CHOICE


Perhaps the most amazing principle related to perception is this: You have a choice about how you perceive yourself and the feelings you choose to hold in your heart.


Let me give you an example of this. A friend of mine told me recently about an afternoon that she spent with her mother. She said, “I went over to Mama’s out of a feeling of obligation. I felt I should stop by and see her at least once or twice a week. I took her a bag of gingersnaps—her favorite—and sat down to help her pay her bills, which is something I do for her every month. Mama made a pot of tea and kept trying to feed me gingersnaps and tea while I worked on her bills. When I’d ask about a particular invoice, she’d respond in a way that seemed as if she was confused or not paying attention. I grew more and more frustrated, and no doubt because I was frustrated, she became more and more inattentive and confused. When she went to the kitchen, I found myself thinking, You are giving me a headache!


“Immediately, I felt ashamed of myself. I sat back and took a deep breath. I thought, Sherill, you have a choice about how you are going to see your mother. She’s seventy-nine years old and living alone. True, she’s not as mentally sharp as she once was and her conversation meanders from one topic to the next. But you are focusing on her inabilities, not her abilities. Start seeing Mama as a warm, generous, hospitable woman who has the courage to make it on her own as a widow—a woman who still lives in her own house and takes care of herself, who delights in seeing her only daughter for a couple of hours a week. Almost immediately, my feelings toward my mother changed. Feelings follow thoughts.


“I said to myself, I’m going to love and appreciate the minutes I have left with Mama, whether those are fifteen years of minutes or just this week’s minutes. I put away the bills and went over to the sofa with my cup of tea and two gingersnap cookies and we sat and talked for an hour. Mama was obviously delighted, and so was I. I chose to see my mother as a delightful tea-time companion and loving soul, and it was that perception that I held for the next seven years of her life, until the day she died. How I saw my mama made all the difference in the world, not only in the way I treated her and in the way we related to each other, but also in the way my children came to see her and relate to her, and in the way we now hold her in our memory.”


Sherill’s mama didn’t change. Sherill’s perception of her mother changed. And in the wake of that perception change, Sherill’s feelings toward her mother changed.


Perceptions and feelings can always be changed, even the perceptions and feelings you have toward your self.


If you see yourself as being unworthy of good things, you will be miserable.


If you see yourself as incapable of making a positive choice in a situation, you will feel trapped and angry.


If you see yourself as a victim, you will feel despair.


If you see yourself as locked into a negative identity, you will lash out in negative ways that isolate you further.


If you see yourself as unlovable, you will exaggerate every act of kindness and hoard it with emotional stinginess.


How you see yourself determines how you feel. Therefore, if you don’t like the way you feel, choose to feel differently. Choose to see yourself and others in a new way that is in alignment with God’s Word!




If you don’t like the way you feel, choose to feel differently!





You always have a choice about how you perceive yourself and other people, and therefore, you always have a choice about:




• whether you will feel happy


• how you will respond to your circumstances


• how and in what manner you will exhibit hope, faith, and love




Will you choose to perceive yourself according to what others have said about you? Or will you choose to perceive yourself according to what God’s Word says about you?


Choose to recognize and believe the true reflection of who you are. And if you don’t know what God says about you? Find out!
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SEE YOURSELF AS GOD SEES YOU


I’m scared of God,” she said.


“You wouldn’t be if you knew God,” I said. “You’d love Him.”


“How do you know that?” she asked.


“Because He loves you with a huge and lasting love, and that kind of love is utterly irresistible.”


“I’m angry with God,” he said.


“You wouldn’t be if you knew God,” I replied. “You’d be grateful at discovering that He is on your side all the time.”


“I’m not even sure I believe in God,” he countered.


“He believes in you,” I said. “That’s what really matters.”


Time and again, I encounter people who assume that God sees them as worthless throwaways, sinners deserving to be cast into the nearest hellfire, or the recipients of His awesome wrath and punishment. The truth is, God does not see you or anyone else that way. He sees you as His beloved creation, with whom He desires to spend all of eternity.


I also encounter people who, because they have a faulty perception about God, continually strive to have enough, do enough, or be good enough to sidestep God’s vengeance and gain God’s approval. They don’t understand that God does not evaluate anyone on the basis of things external or behavioral. God does not see you or any other person through the lens of a bank account, a family tree, a job, a performance, a title, social standing, or a set of accomplishments.


A great challenge we all face is to see ourselves as God sees us. And that’s the key to getting our spiritual identity in sharp focus!


YOU BY ANY OTHER NAME… IS YOU!



We’ve all heard the Shakespeare-inspired phrase, “A rose by any other name is still a rose.” The truth is also, “You by any other name… is you.” Your name, in Bible terms, is much more than the name your parents gave you at your birth.


The Bible tells about a man named Jacob who wrestled with God (Genesis 32:24–32). During the wrestling match, God asked Jacob, “What is your name?” Certainly God already knew Jacob’s name. A name, however, meant much more at that time than it means today. Parents named their children according to very specific traits or insights they had into their children’s future. To name someone was to give him identity and to exert a certain degree of control over the expression of that identity. When Adam named the animals in the Garden of Eden, for example, he wasn’t just assigning labels to the animals—he was comprehending and describing their natures, their behaviors, their activities, their personalities. God knew Jacob’s identity—his nature—but He asked this question so that Jacob might confront his identity. Jacob answered the way he had been taught to answer all of his life: “Jacob.”


The name Jacob means “supplanter”—somebody who takes something that isn’t his, or lays claim to something that doesn’t fit him or belong to him, usually by some sort of unfair manipulation. To be a supplanter is to be a deceiver, a trickster, a manipulator, a swindler. The name “supplanter” was given to Jacob because he came out of his mother’s womb holding on to his twin brother’s heel. From birth, Jacob was someone who laid claim to things that weren’t his—the rights of the firstborn.


Jacob internalized that definition of supplanter for his life. He saw himself the way others saw him. As a young man, he tricked his brother Esau into giving him his birthright—the right to the inheritance that belonged to the firstborn. Jacob wasn’t satisfied, however, with supplanting only this in Esau’s life. He also tricked his father Isaac into giving him the blessing that was intended for the firstborn. As a result, Jacob literally had to run for his life, and he ended up in his uncle Laban’s home. Laban was a supplanter if ever there was one! Jacob ended up marrying both Leah and Rachel as the result of a trick his uncle played on him, and he worked fourteen years for Laban as the consequence of that trick.


The day came when Jacob left Laban. And—no surprise—he did it in a tricky way! He stole away without saying goodbye, fleeing Laban’s home with his wives, children, servants, possessions, flocks, and herds. When he got to the Jabbok River, Jacob divided his great entourage of people and animals into two groups in anticipation of an encounter with Esau and his family. He was thinking like a trickster even as he made his way home after many years’ absence. He calculated that if Esau saw only half of his family and herds, he would be more inclined to accept Jacob’s presence in the territory, and if Esau sought to kill Jacob’s family and animals, at least he’d kill only half. Jacob’s manipulative, scheming mind was functioning in full gear!


Jacob sent all that he had across the brook and spent the night alone at the river’s edge, and there God wrestled with him until dawn. During the wrestling match, Jacob’s hip was pulled out of its socket, but Jacob did not let go of God even in the pain of that experience. At daybreak, the Lord said to Jacob, “Let me go,” and Jacob said, “Not until you bless me.”


I want you to notice several very important things about this story:


A PERSONAL AND PRIVATE MATTER


First, Jacob was alone that night in the wilderness. He had done everything he knew to do. He was at the end of what he could control. And he separated himself from all his family and belongings and work for that night.


The very essence of self-discovery is seeing yourself apart from all other relationships and responsibilities. The “core you” is the you that exists even if you aren’t somebody’s parent, child, spouse, employer or employee, pastor, physician, caregiver, helper, friend, and so forth. If you truly want to discover your self-identity, you need to see yourself as you are by yourself.




The very essence of self-discovery is seeing yourself apart from all other relationships and responsibilities.





As you seek to discover who God says you are, you will benefit greatly from retreating to a place where you can be alone with God. It may be just for a night, as in Jacob’s case, or for a weekend or a week, or even longer. I know a woman whose husband left her for another woman. After dealing with some of the very practical matters related to the care of her children and her home, she asked her parents to take her children for a few days, and she flew to one of her favorite places—a beach setting where she had spent happy days in her childhood. She went to the beach early in the morning and at sunset, taking long walks and talking to God.


She said, “I discovered myself again on those walks. I saw the ebb and flow of life so clearly as the waves lapped up on that beach. I saw the way the ocean washed the beach clean at high tide. I asked God to wash my life in that way and not allow me to clutter it up again with bad choices and decisions. I came away with renewed hope, more energy, and a much clearer perspective.”


What this woman experienced is what many people experience when they can get away by themselves for a while. I have a personal retreat place where I go to be alone with God. It’s where I do my best Bible study and where I have prepared some of my most effective sermons. It’s a place where I can rest and feel creative at the same time. I don’t spend prolonged periods there, but I do spend the time I need so that I am able to keep a clear focus on who I am as an individual in God, and to gain the rest and restoration needed for the incredibly busy, complicated life I lead. When we know who we are individually in God, it gives us a tremendous opportunity to express ourselves in new ways to each other—to connect at even deeper levels and to strengthen our love for the people in our lives.


I often say, “What makes a great relationship is when I am free to be me, you are free to be you, and together we can determine who we are.”


Getting alone with God is not an escape. It’s a way to confront what we need to confront and to grow!
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