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    Foreword


    Larry Crabb


    Science and Scripture agree: we are all wired to connect, not just physically with touch but relationally with words. The question is, how can we use words to connect with each other in ways that can do deep and lasting good?


    We all live with emotional scars from childhood. Things that happened to you years ago as a little girl have the power to shape how you feel about yourself today and, perhaps more importantly, how you relate to others now as an adult woman. Every woman (and every man) has heard death words spoken to them. Proverbs 18:21 makes it clear that life and death are in the power of the tongue. And, as the book you are about to read will show, life words can weaken the power of death words.


    A father sees his young daughter crying and, feeling impatient, says, “You haven’t made your bed yet. Stop crying and get busy. It’s almost time for school.” Lesson learned: she’s not worth exploring. She feels invisible. Better to hide who she is than to risk rejection.


    Conversations have the power to free women from the ongoing influence of death words, to free you to become the woman God designed you to be. It’s true that women, more than men, tend to speak with each other about personal matters. It’s also true that opening yourself to other women can be risky. Your authenticity about struggles could stir an urge in a friend to fix you rather than wanting to know you. And that can leave you feeling missed, unseen and alone.


    If you recognize that words spoken to you long ago can influence how you feel about yourself today, if you are open to the idea that connecting with other women in good conversations can lessen the controlling power of fear or shame, and if from experience you realize that conversations with the best of intentions can end up doing little good and much harm, then Listen In could be life-changing for you.


    I admit to some prejudice in favor of the book. I’m married to one of the authors. But as both a man and as a psychologist who has spoken with countless women about what’s really going on in their lives beneath the surface, I believe that what you need to hear and understand to live fully alive as a woman lies within these pages.


    This is a one-of-a-kind book. You’re invited to listen in as these women speak with rare courage and rich wisdom about how wounds from the past can, through the power of Jesus, be transformed into opportunities to relate well today.


    Read the book slowly. Digest its message. Share it with your women friends. Get together with them to discuss what you’re hearing as you listen in to candid conversations about faith and femininity. Rachael, Sonya and Diana are leading the way for women to engage in a new level of conversations, conversations that powerfully reach into deep hurts and even deeper possibilities. You will not only develop a vision of what it looks like for life words to overcome the power of death words, you will also learn principles to follow that can transform your small group into life-transforming community.


    This is a great book, unique in its format, vital in its message. It can change the way you “do conversations” with other women.


    

  


  Introduction


  Three Voices, One Song


  Every woman longs to be heard, seen and fully known by other women. One of the best ways to encourage this kind of discovery is through conversations that matter. As a woman reveals her story in all its complexity and is received in ways that reflect the Father’s grace and love, she opens herself to the work of the Spirit, who longs to redeem her sin and release her uniquely feminine beauty.


  Allow me—Rachael—to introduce you to two of my friends who have experienced the power of real talk among real women. The three of us wanted this project to come from live conversations—nothing scripted—that offer an opportunity to listen in on three women who, despite their daily struggles, want to know God deeply. We know that the kind of conversations that we model in this book can help us to love God more and love each other in new, better ways.


  I met Sonya Reeder and her husband, David, when she was a student in Larry’s counseling program. In class Sonya sat in the back and seemed to hope no one would notice her. Outside of class, however, she sought me out as a mentor. Our twenty-year age difference melts away when we are together, and we still see each other every year at our friend Joanie’s ranch in Texas.


  SONYA WRITES


  I’m with other women a lot, counseling and speaking, and through the years I’ve seen them struggle to know what it means to be a lovely woman for the glory of God. I wrestle with that issue myself. What books can I give women to point them in a direction beyond their own longings and desires? I want us to speak about brokenness and repentance, words that don’t often make it into women’s books. We can’t give our readers any easy answers about how to be lovely or how to be a woman, because we’re stumbling along ourselves. But we can talk about finding God in the midst of wrestling with these questions.


  I want to have the kind of conversations in which I invite other women to truly see me and to speak into my life with truth and love, not fluff. I want my friends to see me at my very worst and still love me, and I know other women want that too. I think community and good conversations are so essential to finding God. I want people to see me, and I want to see them, in ways that somehow encourage us all to want more of Christ.


  Larry and I met Diana Calvin when we served together in Russia on a team to encourage missionaries. Of the younger ones in the group, I immediately recognized Diana as a real sharpie. Our closer contact with her came a few years ago when she attended Larry’s School of Spiritual Direction. Since then, we have kept in touch and have come to know her husband, John, and daughter, Emily, as well.


  DIANA WRITES


  When I talk with women about what is really on their hearts, I am amazed at the beauty that surfaces. There is something stunning about a woman who lets down her guard. So why are these conversations so rare? Why do we struggle, even among the closest of friends, with the temptation to pretend or dramatize or hide or push away?


  I want to explore the possibilities for what could happen when a conversation becomes real and women reveal what is truest about themselves. I think that’s where we would most clearly see the presence of Christ in us and in one another, and where our small stories could most clearly be seen in light of God’s bigger story.


  RACHAEL WRITES


  As the older woman here, I (Rachael) am interested in writing this book to show how events in our past shape our whole lives as women. I hope that others can hear our discussions and feel encouraged to tell their own stories as well. Proverbs 18:21 tells us that death and life are in the power of the tongue. I want women to see the power that words can have for good or bad as we have conversations that matter. I want us to talk about—and encourage other women to talk about—the most important thing in our lives, and that should be to bring glory to Jesus Christ.


  We’re three distinct and different voices coming together to sing in harmony and talk about what it means to be a woman of beauty. And we invite you to listen in. We hope that even as you hear voices that are a bit off-tune or out-of-sync, you’ll recognize the common melody in a song that every woman longs to sing.


  WHY LISTEN IN IS IN DIALOGUE FORM




  We want our readers to join in our conversation, and we want you to start your own conversations with your friends. We want you to relate to us as women who also struggle, and who long for your beauty to be discovered and revealed. Together, we can move toward becoming women who talk with one another in ways that help us live for kingdom purposes instead of our self-serving desires and agendas.


  We invite you to enter into the conversation and read between the lines for yourself. Ponder what is stirred in you as you hear our words. Imagine yourself as a fourth participant: What questions are you asking? What are you feeling? What do you want? Look for the movement that is there, and explore how your own conversations are either similar to or different from ours. Consider how our dialogues help you see more clearly what you want to give and to receive in a conversation.


  Are you up for the challenge? We promise it will be worth the work, the risk, the thought and the involvement required. As a result of your investment, you may find yourself and good friends moving into conversations that will profoundly impact your journey. Imagine conversations that draw you into deeper relationships that lovingly stir repentance, that open doors to experiencing more of God’s mercy and grace, and that awaken you to the thrilling awareness of the beauty his amazing grace has already placed deep in your being.


  After talking together for more hours than we can count, and asking for Larry’s input, we’ve discerned five key ingredients that, when combined, produce good conversation, conversation that matters.


  FIVE KEY INGREDIENTS


  As you listen in, look for these ingredients and use the questions to help you navigate our discussions. Then let these questions guide you in conversations of your own with close friends who share your desire to have a conversation that matters for the kingdom of God.


  Ingredient 1: Identify an intentional purpose. What do I want more than anything to result from this conversation? What might get in the way of pursuing that purpose?


  Good conversations develop when each participant is able to articulate and agree on a common goal or purpose that everyone wants to realize. The purpose of uniquely Christian conversations is to discover and cooperate with how the Spirit is working to make us fully alive as women for God’s delight, for the blessing of others and for our deepest joy.


  Ingredient 2: Tune in to present experience. What am I feeling, thinking and struggling with as I listen in to this conversation? How engaged am I in what is being said?


  Authentic relating can only happen when each participant commits herself to paying close attention to what is going on internally, “in the moment,” asking: What am I feeling right now? What am I struggling with right now? What am I thinking right now, in the immediate moment of this conversation? What am I holding back? What do I wish I had the courage to share? How am I right now being influenced by others, and how am I influencing them?


  Ingredient 3: Be curious and offer feedback. Do I genuinely want to know what this person is thinking and feeling, or am I trying to make a particular point? What words can I offer this person to let her know the hope of the gospel in redeeming her story?


  Soul-to-soul conversations happen when each participant is more eager to know what’s happening in another (sacred curiosity) than to make a point to another. No “fixing” allowed. Flow with genuine, gentle curiosity. Soul-to-soul nourishment develops when what is most alive in one person (in response to what is happening in the conversation) is warmly and wisely offered to another: “As I hear you say that, this is what stirs in me as I envision where God is leading you.”


  Ingredient 4: Explore shaping events. What painful events have defined “death” incorrectly for this person? What affirming events have defined “life” incorrectly for her? What selfish goals is she living for as a result of these wrong definitions?


  Our history shapes us. Our destiny reshapes us. Painful events (rejection, abuse and shame) in our past lead us to define death as the recurrence of similar events and associated painful emotions. Pleasant events (affirmation, success and acceptance) lead us to define life as the recurrence of similar events that trigger satisfying emotions. We therefore live for no higher purpose than to avoid death (wrongly defined) and to gain life (wrongly defined). But we most often do not see the selfish goals we’re living for. Transforming conversations include tearful, joyful discussion of what has happened in the past that is shaping how we relate and what we pursue in the present.


  Ingredient 5: Create a vision. What is visible right now in this person that reflects God’s character and beauty? What could become visible in how she relates that would reveal the life of Jesus in uniquely feminine form?


  Hopeful conversations focus on what is presently visible in another’s life that reflects God’s character and beauty, and on what could become visible in how a woman relates that would reveal the life of Jesus in uniquely feminine form. For example, “I see such tenderness coming out of you as we are talking. I feel it and enjoy it. And I get excited when I imagine how the beauty of noncontrolling tenderness could pour out of you even more.”


  1


  Hands over My Mouth


  Rachael’s Story
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    Rachael second from left.

    


  


  THE DAY I LOST MY VOICE


  Picture a two-and-a-half-year-old girl alive with excitement and fear. Her mother has been gone for an eternity in her mind and is now coming home. Wiggling and squirming with excitement and chattering to her older sisters. I want nothing more than to be seen, heard and acknowledged as Mommy’s little girl.


  Now, picture a row house with an entry vestibule, like a mudroom, and an umbrella stand in the corner. The upper half of the door is glass with no curtains. At night I never wanted to be in that entry. I was scared that everyone could see all the way into the house. A second interior door, with a sheer curtained upper half, led to the long hallway running alongside the living room. At the end of that hallway are stairs to the second floor, where mother and baby Lowell were to be carried to the nursery.


  Mother had left for the hospital two weeks before to deliver Lowell, and he was one of two newborns to survive a staph infection that took the lives of seventeen other babies. I didn’t know any of this; all I knew was that I missed my mother. And now they were coming home!


  The ambulance arrived quietly at our home, but I did not see it. I was not peering out the living room window onto the street, nor was I standing on the porch to watch my mother and baby brother arrive on a stretcher. Instead my ten- and fourteen-year-old sisters, who were making sure I was out of the way, sat waiting on the dining room table (yes, on the table) with one on either side of me.


  I heard the front door open, and I could not wait to see Mother! At first I could not see her, but as they brought her down the hallway to the stairs, she came into view. I could hardly sit still, and I yelled out, “Mother, Mother!” Immediately two hands covered my mouth, and my sisters said, “Quiet! The baby is sleeping.” It was as if they had put a pin in my party balloon.


  I wish my sisters would have held me on their laps or acknowledged that I was excited. Instead, that day they covered my mouth and silenced me. That day I lost my voice, and for years to come I stayed silent. This single event began to shape my life, my journey, and began to incorrectly define who I would become.


  STAYING ON THE SURFACE


  Thursday evening at Joanie’s ranch


  
    
      	Rachael 

      	Before we began, you, Sonya, asked how I was feeling starting this conversation about losing my voice. You noted that losing my voice was the cata­lyst to the rest of my story. That incident with my sisters that I shared with you set me up for every­thing that has affected me in a negative way, yet right now I do not have a fear of talking because I can tend to stay on the surface. My comfort zone is to tell a story about someone else in detail before sharing the depths of me. But I don’t mind being pulled back from the surface when I trust the hearts behind the questions.
    


    
      	Diana 

      	So are you uncomfortable about where we might take you?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	No, excited. I’ve known each of you for some time, in different ways. So I think I’m excited for where we’re going to go with this conversation.
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	I wonder what it is like for you to tell that story now.
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Until we started this whole process, I never even thought of this story. Writing this memory gave me the opportunity to call my sisters and ask what they recalled about the night Lowell came home. They each told the story I remembered, but added things I never remembered, like Daddy directing traffic in the hallway, moving the metal coat rack in order to get the stretcher moved up the stairs. Neither sister could recall where my older brother, Philip, was during the confusion. And they didn’t remember putting their hands over my mouth. One said, “I don’t remember doing it, but I can picture that we did.”
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	Was your dad excited about your mom coming home, and if so how did he show it?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Oh, yeah! I’m sure he was. But they were bringing home a very sick baby, and he never showed emotions. That was part of his generation.
    


    
      	Diana 

      	But you were very excited?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Yes, to see Mother! My sisters inadvertently squelched my excitement when they put their hands over my mouth. I lost my voice when they did that. Getting excited was not something I felt free to do. As I got older, whenever I got excited my daddy’s phrase was, “Don’t jump off the water tower.”
    


    
      	Diana 

      	What did “jump off the water tower” mean? Impulsive?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Yes, jumping into things without thinking.
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	Do you ever remember a time when your dad just loved that part of you?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Oh no! Oh (laughing) no. Oh my goodness no! No! No!
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	How about your mother?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Oh, she just was umm (makes a level hand motion).

    


    
      	Sonya 

      	Does that mean kind of flatlined?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Mother had few ups and downs. I really got to know my folks when they moved to Florida to be close to us. We recorded them having a Q&A with our family. The last question Larry asked each of them was their favorite Bible verse. Mother’s was from 1 Timothy 6:6, “Godliness with contentment is great gain.” Larry hit me on the knee and whispered so Mother couldn’t hear, “Now I know why your mother is so flatlined. That verse is her image of herself. That verse is her ideal.”
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	So, you must have really concerned your folks. It seems your dad thought girls should be gentle and quiet, and your mother thought contented. How did you fall on that continuum?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	I was not on the continuum.
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	How about your siblings? Were they on the continuum?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Yes, they were right on line, very studious, very accomplished.
    


    
      	Diana 

      	So, when you came along you really kind of broke the mold?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Yes, noisy, outgoing, trying desperately to be heard.
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	Today, if we said to somebody who knows you, “Early in life, Rachael lost her voice,” would most of them say, “Really?” Would they be surprised?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	The “always have something to say party waiting to happen” mask has been in place for a long time. Until a few years ago I felt, and it was reinforced to me, that I had no substance. My family called me “Sweet Petunia,” and they saw me as the helpless little posy, nice to look at but no one to know.
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	What were you thinking in your internal world?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	I didn’t know there was an internal part to offer. No one in my family ever thought about the internal world. At least not out loud.
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	Do you feel like you have substance to offer Diana and me? How about to others? Have you always felt you had substance to offer?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Yes, to you and Diana. No to always! I almost wonder if it didn’t shift with the death of my parents. Daddy passed away seventeen years ago at the age of ninety-two, and Mother “went to be with the Lord” (as I was brought up to say when a Christian died) at age ninety-seven, right before we started this project. With them gone maybe I was released to acknowledge things I couldn’t say with them here.
    


    
      	Diana 

      	I wonder how many women feel released when their parents die? That’s really a shame.
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	It really is. My parents were such good people, but like so many of us moms and dads, they never really tried to know their kids, at least not me.
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	That’s very sad, and I’ll bet very common. But can I go back a minute to something else? Who called you Sweet Petunia?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	My siblings, never my parents. My folks were very respectful; I was always Rachael. One day Daddy said something that surprised me about my name. When we lived in Boca Raton, I introduced my parents to a friend at church. The friend asked, “Which one of you does she take after?” My parents kind of looked around the room as if to blame me on someone else, but my father whipped around and said, “Uh, she’s her own person. We named her Rachael Joy because she’s the joy of our lives.” I was stunned to hear that.
    


    
      	Diana 

      	You never heard that before?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	I’d never heard that I was the joy of their lives.
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	And did he say it with delight?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	You know, it was just an interaction of sweetness that I observed, even standing off to the side. Bill (my friend) said that he thought I was a joy too.
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	So, what did you grow up believing about yourself?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	I talk too much, I am too outspoken and no one listens.
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	Maybe you felt you had to be gregarious and outspoken to be heard.
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Yes, but now I want my voice to have substance on behalf of another person.
    


    
      	Diana 

      	Giving your voice for the sake of another?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Yes, for them. And that deep shift is very difficult after age sixty, but I’m willing to change. I mentioned to you before that I’ve been with a group of women for twenty years, and they actually listen to me. When they look at me as I talk, I get so nervous I don’t know what to say, but I do recognize that I’ve got a voice to give on their behalf.
    


    
      	Sonya 

      	I have a follow-up question, Rachael, but it is late. I know I am tired and can imagine you are as well. How about we call it a night and pick this up tomorrow morning?
    


    
      	Rachael 

      	Good idea.
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