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For Reggie.

Thank you for modeling Christ’s love.

Until we meet again . . .





Foreword

Carol Kent


THE PHONE RANG IN the middle of the night. I saw shock and horror on my husband’s face as he looked in my direction and said, “Jason has just been arrested for the murder of his wife’s first husband.”

Our only child, a US Naval Academy graduate who had never been in trouble with the law, had pulled a trigger in a public parking lot, and a man died. Fearing that the biological father of his two young stepdaughters was about to get unsupervised visitation with a man he believed to be abusive, our son did the unthinkable.

Nausea swept over me. My legs wouldn’t hold my weight. I found myself saying, “Breathe. Do the next thing.” I was used to multitasking, but suddenly I was unable to function. The emotional pain was unbearable. I wondered if anyone had ever died of a broken heart.
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There are moments in our lives that defy description. Something happens that forever changes the future. Our carefully made plans and expectations of our next steps are turned upside down by a life-changing experience. It might be the death of a spouse or a close friend or relative. It could be an accident that causes a severe disability in you or someone you love. Or the person who promised to love you forever leaves you for someone else. The list is endless. We enter “the dark night of the soul”—the most painful period we’ve ever encountered.

Dawn Sanders has experienced what felt like the ending of her own life when her husband of only two years abruptly died. They were still in the beginning years of the marriage she always dreamed of, and they were fully engaged in a joy-filled life together and in ministry to others. Then suddenly, without warning, everything about her future changed. Nothing would ever be the same again.

From the first paragraphs of this remarkable book, you will be captivated. I found myself empathizing but also identifying with the depths of Dawn’s loss and with the impasse experienced when she didn’t know how to move forward. The writing is exquisite, and I found myself in the grip of Dawn’s story—but simultaneously led on a journey through Scripture that blew my mind and ministered to my soul. Dawn’s extraordinary knowledge of God’s Word is woven throughout this book in ways that will grip your heart and lead you to a deeper understanding of God’s mysterious ways. Then, as you continue to apply what you’re learning, you’ll find yourself surprised by joy.

Dawn Sanders is a scholar, teacher, widow, leader, writer, and a friend. She will remind you that “breathing is an invitation to live.” The journal prompts at the end of the chapters will engage your mind and invite you to be vulnerable—to write down what you’re experiencing and then to turn the heartbreak, agony, or devastation into a conversation with God.

Throughout this book you’ll be reminded that God sees you. He knows you. He loves you. You will learn how to give yourself “space to breathe.” Then step by step you will learn the creative steps God wants you to take to rebuild your life.

The beauty of When Your World Ends is that it can be read on your own—especially if you are in an impossible situation right now and feel uncomfortable around people. Or it can be experienced with a small group of others who want to move forward after loss. This is an extraordinary resource for churches, Christian counseling centers, and individuals.

This is a must-read book. It will give you fresh faith, renewed hope, and enough light for your journey as you keep putting one foot in front of the other. I highly recommend it.









Introduction


“I WAS BLESSED BY MUCH of what the panelists shared, but none of them addressed my biggest challenge. What I struggle with most is: Why? Why did my husband have to die?”

Kai, a student at an event where I was serving as a panelist sharing my grief journey, bravely expressed her anguish, her words heavy with emotion.

While my fellow panelists offered their perspectives, I felt her frustration rising. Their answers didn’t bring her solace. As a Bible teacher with a burning passion for serving those who’ve reached joy and deep satisfaction in certain aspects of their lives, only now to be shattered by pain and deep dissatisfaction in that very same area, I’ve encountered women like her time and time again. Kai’s marriage once provided profound fulfillment, but with that now gone, her life was marked by an enduring agony and deep sense of discontent.

As I listened to her words, I couldn’t help but empathize. A widow myself, I know the feeling of helplessness that accompanies the loss of a loved one. It’s a devastating blow that leaves us searching for answers, desperately pleading with God to make sense of the nonsensical. Observing Kai’s mounting frustration transported me back to the days of my grief and confusion following the unexpected and inexplicable passing of my husband in 2011. Despite the limited time remaining in the event, I felt compelled to offer her my perspective.

“Kai, I agree with everything my fellow panelists shared. Their theological perspectives are sound, but I’d like to propose a different approach. Rather than try to draw you away from your pain, I’m going to ask you to lean into it.

“You’re seeking answers to the question of why your husband had to die. I get it. I grappled with the same question.

“But as I poured out my heart to God, seeking an answer, I realized I already had answers. Through the people all around me, God had given me answers,” I explained. “Some people told me God would use this experience—and indeed he has. Others told me God had a plan—and indeed he does. All of these answers, like the ones you’ve heard tonight—because we gave you answers—were good answers. They just weren’t satisfying answers.”

The moderator nodded, so I continued: “So, I’m asking you to lean in because I think you’re suffering from the same situation. You keep asking why, not because you don’t have answers or even good answers. No, you keep asking why because you haven’t received satisfactory answers. None of the answers you’ve heard so far leave you satisfied.

“I wonder . . . what answer would satisfy you?”

Kai tilted her head and nodded slightly. These words seemed to resonate, so I continued sharing my experience.

“For me, satisfaction came through a different question. The morning after my husband’s death, I asked the Lord, ‘What now?’ I immediately sensed God tell me, ‘You honored your husband in life; now honor him in death.’”

Kai leaned forward. So did I, wanting to connect with this woman and encourage her in her time of grief, loss, pain, and confusion.

“As I pondered that answer,” I said, “I came to understand that my grief was a testament to the deep love I had for my husband. If my love for him hadn’t been so profound, my pain wouldn’t have been so intense. Since my grief was an expression of our love, not a sign of weakness or the end, it became a way for me to pay tribute to him. In essence, if I downplayed my grief, I’d be diminishing our love and failing to honor him.”

Kai looked down at her lap. I hoped she was processing this, reframing her grief, but I wasn’t sure.

“I don’t know about you, but I wasn’t willing to do that,” I admitted, taking a deep breath as I acknowledged the gravity of the situation. “Instead, I endured the pain, and eventually, I got through it. I healed.”

I hope I offered Kai some solace that day, as I hope for all the heartbroken people with whom I share my journey. What I’ve come to realize—and what I invite them to discover—is that minimizing my grief after my husband’s death would’ve diminished our love. Recognizing that was pivotal for me. That’s what I needed to let go of my why questions. As you can gather from this personal account, my healing was a gradual process. And I’m not the only one.

In my years as a licensed minister at First Baptist Church of Glenarden International in Glenarden, Maryland, I’ve heard hundreds of stories of heartache, loss, and disappointment. These are real issues that affect real people every day. Every single one of them has needed strategies to navigate their sorrow and rebuild their lives once the grieving process subsided.

For years I provided spiritual support to others, but something was missing: a reliable process. Then one day, while I was studying the book of Genesis, it struck me that everything I needed—the strategy I’d been searching for—was already there. It was there all along, right from the beginning, woven into the very fabric of creation.

Yes, there in the creation story, the biblical account where God first created life, I discovered his strategy—God’s creative process for rebuilding a life. Applying this process to my own life brought about a profound and lasting transformation.

As I began sharing this strategy that had so profoundly impacted my journey, I quickly realized its universal relevance. Its application extended far beyond the realm of widowhood. It offered a pathway to healing, purpose, and fulfillment for anyone grappling with chaos and despair.

Since then I’ve had the privilege of imparting this strategy to numerous individuals through my ministry and workshops, witnessing firsthand its power to bring healing and renewal to those in need. It’s a guiding light that leads us through the darkest of times, illuminating the path to a place of peace and restoration. The concepts we’re about to explore—emerging from grief, reimagining one’s life after a catastrophic event, and embarking on a transformative journey—are captured in this book.

Now I extend this knowledge to you. At the heart of every why question beats a desire for healing and rebuilding—a yearning to find purpose and fulfillment once again. And that’s precisely what God’s creative process for rebuilding a life provides.

Whether you’re navigating the depths of grief, facing a shattered relationship, enduring a devastating career setback, or dealing with the loss of a cherished dream, I invite you to join me on this journey. Together, guided by God’s unwavering love and wisdom, we’ll traverse the complexities of rebuilding.

Throughout these pages, we’ll delve deeper into the practical steps and profound insights of God’s process found in Scripture. It’s not just a mere collection of words; it’s a roadmap to uncovering hope, purpose, and renewal. It’s a guide for those who feel helpless and lost and who long for a way forward.

So, dear reader, let’s dive into the creation story together and discover the path to healing and restoration. Let’s tap into the power within God’s creative process to heal, rebuild, and find fulfillment. The answers we seek may not always come easily, but with faith and perseverance, we can create a life brimming with joy, peace, and purpose.

Are you ready? Let’s begin.
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1

It’s About the Invitation


WHAT WAS THE LAST INVITATION you received? If you can’t remember off the top of your head, consider these: an advertisement is an invitation to buy something; a phone call is an invitation to talk, listen, or both; hunger is an invitation to eat, possibly to savor; and breathing? Well, breathing is an invitation to live.

Basically, our lives are sequences of invitations and our responses to them.

But not all invitations are desired or pleasurable. A sink full of dirty dishes is an invitation to clean. A long line is an invitation to wait. A yard covered in dead leaves is an invitation to rake. Those are mild examples of less desirable biddings. Invitations can get much worse.


LIVING THROUGH THE END OF THE WORLD AS I KNEW IT

On June 10, 2011, God woke me up the morning after my husband Reggie’s death. To say his death wasn’t a desired or pleasurable invitation is the understatement of my life. The loss of my husband equated to the end of the world as I knew it. The last thing I wanted to do that morning was to live in a world without him in it. In the words of Michelle Obama, “It hurts to live after someone has died.”1

When God woke me up that morning, he invited me into what felt like an impossible situation. As far as I was concerned, it simply couldn’t be done. I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to do it.

My husband had just died and I was powerless to change it.

Yet in moments of despair, invitations hold immense power. They have the ability to transform lives and shape destinies. How we respond to these invitations determines the course of our journey. They can create the possible and the impossible. That morning, amid my grief, God invited me into the impossible.

For the next several nights, I’d drift to sleep begging God to allow me to wake up the next morning and realize my husband’s death was a terrible dream. I even implored God to take me too. Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t suicidal. I didn’t want to die, nor did I do anything other than pray to end my time here on earth.

You see, as a Christian, I believe and fully embrace that I have everlasting life; therefore, I’ll see my husband again in heaven. Why stay here when my partner in this life—the person I valued most and who gave me a reason to get up in the morning—wasn’t here? I was simply letting God know I was ready to join my husband whenever he was ready to let me. In other words, I didn’t want to wait for our reunion if I didn’t have to. I prayed because the events unfolding in my life were beyond my control. If they’d been within my power, my husband wouldn’t have died in the first place.




JONAH DID IT HIS WAY

I believe Jonah made a similar decision in response to God’s invitation to go to Nineveh (Jonah 1). Let me set the stage. In an attempt to flee from God and his will, Jonah boarded a ship from Joppa (in today’s Israel) bound for Tarshish (in today’s Spain). After the ship set sail, God sent a mighty wind and storm that threatened to tear the vessel apart. Despite the mariners’ fervent prayers, the storm persisted. In an effort to identify the cause of God’s wrath, they cast lots.

At that point, Jonah confessed he was the culprit and directed the mariners to hurl him into the sea. Initially, the sailors attempted to row back to shore, but when their efforts proved futile, they followed Jonah’s instructions and threw him overboard.

The ship was in the middle of the Mediterranean at this point. It had been at sea one day, so the crew was probably closer to Israel and Nineveh than they were to Tarshish, making the closest shore more in line with God’s will for Jonah, especially since God was using the storm to encourage him to go to Nineveh. Furthermore, they were so far out I think Jonah fully expected to drown.

But I don’t think Jonah was suicidal. If he truly desired to end his life, Jonah didn’t need to get on a ship bound for Tarshish to kill himself. Besides, he could’ve simply jumped overboard. He didn’t need to involve the mariners, whom he seemed inclined to protect. No, Jonah wasn’t suicidal. Nor did God invite Jonah to kill himself. Jonah just didn’t want to go to Nineveh.

God had extended an invitation to Jonah, and Jonah stubbornly refused to accept it. That doesn’t make sense, does it? Logically, responding to God’s invitation with a “No” seems nonsensical. Yet at times our emotions override logic.

Jonah was obviously a God-fearing man. Otherwise why would he flee from God’s presence? And why didn’t he pray for safety? He didn’t pray even when urged to do so by the ship’s captain. While the sailors fervently prayed to their pagan gods, Jonah didn’t pray until after they threw him into the sea, according to Scripture.

This leads me to believe that not only did Jonah expect to die, but given the choice of going to Nineveh or dying, Jonah would’ve chosen death. However, Jonah didn’t have that option. Instead a great fish appointed by God swallowed him. It took three more days inside that fish’s belly before Jonah realized death wouldn’t be his means of escape. Not until Jonah chapter 2 did Jonah finally surrender to God’s will for his life. He prayed for salvation and, in response, God had the fish vomit Jonah out onto the dry land, a shore closer to Nineveh.

Some scholars speculate that after three days in that fish’s belly, its stomach acid would’ve irreparably damaged Jonah’s skin, assuming he still had any skin on his body when he exited the fish. I mention this because you may think Jonah could’ve attempted more directly to hurt or kill himself. You may be in the midst of a trying time, dreaming up ways to harm or kill yourself. I sincerely hope and pray you won’t. I’ll add, though, that if you try to kill yourself and survive, you could cause yourself serious damage and potentially wind up in worse condition than before you began. It’s better both spiritually and practically not to try to end your life. My situation was bad enough—my ache too intense. I wasn’t trying to make it worse.




JESUS IN THE GARDEN

Praying when presented with an undesirable invitation is exactly what Jesus did in the Garden of Gethsemane. In Matthew 26 we read of Jesus’ final day on earth before he headed to the cross. Despite knowing that Judas Iscariot had agreed to betray him to the chief priests, Jesus shared a meal with his apostles, including Judas. Leading up to the Passover meal, Jesus had already forewarned his disciples of his impending suffering and crucifixion. During the meal Jesus reminded them again and instituted the Lord’s Supper to remember this moment always.

After spending this last, precious evening with his disciples, Jesus withdrew to the Garden of Gethsemane to pray as he awaited Judas’s betrayal and his subsequent arrest. In this moment Jesus was acutely aware of his impending suffering and confided in Peter, James, and John that he was “sorrowful and deeply distressed” (Matthew 26:37).

Like any of us when facing a circumstance we know will be difficult and distressing, Jesus expressed emotions leaning toward his preference to escape this part of his future. Given the choice, Jesus preferred not to suffer. That is why he beseeched God to spare him the agony of his impending arrest, torture, and crucifixion. Jesus prayed three times, clearly communicating this preference to God.

Jesus had the power to alter his circumstances, yet the Prince of Peace chose to pray. This is evidenced by the fact that what happened next was his arrest and betrayal. When Jesus’ will differed from God’s, he willingly surrendered and aligned himself with his Father’s plan.

In light of this, when presented with my own set of painful circumstances, I followed Jesus’ example. I made the request—I implored God to take me. When he didn’t, I eventually accepted his will for my life. In waking each morning, I came to understand that God was telling me he wanted me to live through this circumstance I’d labeled as the end of the world as I knew it.

Though my world had ended, the world hadn’t. My life hadn’t. I decided that if I had to be here, eventually I was going to find a way to enjoy my time here. I couldn’t go on hurting the way I was.

That meant I had to create a new life—one without my husband, Reggie. This was an invitation. God was inviting me to join him in his next creation—of me, my life, my community, my environment, and my world. Just as with Adam and Eve, God is inviting us to join him in the process of crafting our lives, our communities, our environments, and our worlds.

Whether it’s rebuilding a community ravaged by a devastating hurricane, finding purpose after the loss of a job, or healing from the trauma of a personal tragedy, we needn’t remain stuck in our pain. We aren’t helpless. There’s something we can do. We can join God in creating something else—something new and, as you’ll see, something good.











2

It’s Just the Beginning


STARTING IS THE MOST DAUNTING PART of anything I do, especially after a catastrophic event. Haunting memories about the part of my life that just ended consume my thoughts, while destruction, devastation, and desolation threaten to overwhelm and paralyze me.

It was in this paralyzed state that I realized God was extending an invitation, beckoning me to join him in the creation of a new life—one without my husband, Reggie. I hesitated, paralyzed by the thought of leaving behind everything we’d built together.

You see, Reggie and I found each other later in life. We were both nearing the age of forty. Our paths crossed during a church doctrine class at our place of worship. Having endured our fair share of painful and unproductive relationships, we found joy and hope in each other’s presence.

The connection we forged was a testament to our deep desire for a healthy and loving partnership—the kind we’d always dreamed of. We envisioned growing old together, supporting and cherishing each other every step of the way. But sometimes life takes unexpected turns, and God’s plans don’t align with our own.

Merely two years after we exchanged vows everything changed, unexpectedly altering the trajectory of my life forever. As I grappled with the abrupt end of my marriage, I couldn’t help but wonder what God’s invitation meant. Should I move on and start anew? How could I when everything around me reminded me of Reggie? Wouldn’t it be disrespectful to his memory? How could I possibly fulfill this divine call while remaining true to my promise to stand by his side always? These were just some of the questions that occupied my thoughts as I struggled to make sense of the invitation before me.

But the promise between Reggie and me wasn’t for always, was it? The vow was “until death do us part.” Now, parted by death, God was challenging me to turn away from my past and separate from the glorious gift he’d given me—the love of my life. God was nudging me to turn to the future.

I sensed God’s call, yet when I looked to the future, all I could see were the broken remnants of my current situation. I couldn’t see the path, so I didn’t know which way to go.

Even as I began to dream again, I didn’t understand what to do with the picture forming in my mind. In my mind’s eye, I imagined where I wanted to be juxtaposed with where I was. I saw the barren wasteland I was in next to my new harvest, but I couldn’t see how to get from here to there. Whenever I tried to chart a path forward, I’d trip over the shattered pieces of my life.

How was I going to cultivate a bountiful harvest from this empty field? How could I piece together a brand-new life from these shards of my former self? My life with Reggie seemed a lifetime away. I was irritated I even had to try. Despite this hopeful vision, the confusion of contradictions—wasteland and harvest—left me retreating to the safety of inaction.

When Reggie had been alive, my heart was full. My life had meaning. I had hopes and dreams. Now in their place was a great big hunk of nothing. A vacuum had replaced the fullness; insignificance, the meaning; apathy, the hope; and nightmares, the dreams. And worst of all, I felt utterly helpless to do anything about it.

I had nothing.

Nothing but an invitation.

As that thought crossed my mind, another chased it away—a memory of something I heard Joyce Meyer once say: “Poor Joyce. All you have is God.” That’s exactly how I felt. “Poor Dawn. All you have is God.”

Writing that down shows me just how unbalanced I’d become. I was saying, “God, you’re not enough.”

An honest observance shows us that’s how we feel sometimes, isn’t it? Because we’ve lost so much, we ache with an ache so intense we miss recognizing what we have.

We have God . . .

. . . the most powerful force in the universe.

God . . .

. . . who’s in the habit of creating something out of nothing.

God . . .

. . . who’s had this habit from the beginning.


NO WAY, SHAPE, FORM, OR FASHION

In the Bible, the creation story starts—you guessed it—at the beginning. Ironically, though, the beginning didn’t start with God immediately creating something. Neither Genesis 1:1 nor 1:2 says, “Then God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light.” No, that doesn’t happen until verse 3. Here’s how the Bible begins:


In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form, and void; and darkness was on the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters. (Genesis 1:1-2)



Unproductive and purposeless. The Bible introduces us to God as our Creator by declaring he created the heavens and the earth, then it proceeds to describe the state of the world before creation. God wants us to know what the world was like before he started to create.

The description opens by revealing that the earth was without form. The Hebrew word used here is tohu, and to the ancient Israelite audience, it meant something more than just shapeless. It meant “unproductive.”1 Think about it. Before God’s creative touch, the earth wasn’t producing anything or serving any purpose.

For the Israelites hearing this story, the word tohu would’ve really hit home. They’d just left Egypt, their home for over four centuries, traveled through the wilderness, and encamped at Mount Sinai, God’s holy mountain, while God communed with Moses.

During those days of awaiting Moses’ return, confusion and aimlessness consumed them. As they surveyed their surroundings, it became painfully clear that they were far from the Promised Land flowing with milk and honey that Moses had described. Back in Egypt they’d cried out to God for deliverance and Moses led them into the wilderness. The wilderness! Interestingly, some scholars even say tohu refers to a “wilderness”—a wild, untamed wasteland with absolutely no order where one can easily get lost. I can relate.2

Six months before Reggie passed, I quit my corporate job to work full-time for our ministry, A Cord of Blue. Our ministry served couples considering the transition from singleness to marriage. Reggie and I were a team, partners working together to support these couples, and now, with Reggie gone, I found myself questioning the future of A Cord of Blue. Even though I was in familiar surroundings—our home—I felt adrift. I’d lost my sense of purpose and motivation, my will to go on. How could I continue without him? It was like my life turned into one big wild, unproductive mess. Total tohu.

Historical parallels: Reconstruction. When living through the end of the world as you know it, you may feel unproductive and lost. Take the South after the Civil War. Remember your high school US history: General Sherman had plowed through the region burning everything in his path, leaving dust, ashes, and countless people homeless in his wake.

After the war, the South looked a lot like a wasteland. Everything familiar had changed or disappeared altogether. Those who owned property and plantations were threatened with the loss of their labor force due to the slaves’ freedom. The previously enslaved, though now free, faced the loss of their homes and livelihood, and they were food-insecure. Many people felt just as I did after Reggie’s death—lost, purposeless, and unproductive. Once again, tohu.

Historians don’t call that time period “Reconstruction” for nothing. And it wasn’t just about reconstructing buildings and roads. It was also about rebuilding lives and communities—finding a way to move forward from the rubble.

Now, if you’ve never experienced the depths of soul-crushing loss, it may be challenging to truly comprehend a life without purpose or productivity. However, for those of us caught in the clutches of such heartache, the struggle resonates deeply. Every day becomes a battle to find meaning, a quest for a reason to keep going. Our world undergoes a profound transformation, losing its familiar shape and morphing into an unrecognizable, unwelcome form. It feels desolate, as if nothing good can come from it.

Whether you’re stuck in a monotonous job that drains your energy and stifles your innovation or caught in an unfulfilling relationship that leaves you feeling stagnant and unappreciated, these unproductive situations can make you question the purpose of it all.

Or maybe you’ve had a creative project that initially showed promise, only to hit a wall of setbacks and obstacles that makes progress seem impossible. It’s like being trapped in quicksand, desperately trying to move forward but sinking deeper with each attempt.

And let’s not forget the unproductive moments when self-doubt creeps in, paralyzing your ability to make decisions and take action. You find yourself caught in a loop of indecision, unable to break free. Every day feels like the movie Groundhog Day, with no signs of growth or fulfillment.

If you’re like me, unproductive situations can feel like the end of the world. It’s as though they’ve stripped away our purpose and potential, leaving us feeling lost and alone. But here’s the thing—just as the wilderness was but a pit stop, a refueling station on Israel’s journey to the Promised Land, our unproductive situations are only temporary.

God brought order and creation out of chaos in the beginning and at Mount Sinai, and he can do the same in our lives. It’s akin to watching a master artist skillfully molding clay into a breathtaking sculpture. God can take our unproductive situations and use them to shape us into something magnificent.

So don’t lose hope. As with the creation story, these moments of unproductivity might be the start of something incredible. Keep in mind, the story doesn’t end here. In fact, the absence of productivity you feel is a sign it’s just the beginning.




ENTERING THE VOID

The Bible doesn’t stop at describing the pre-creation world as unproductive. Genesis 1:2 goes a step further and depicts the earth as void. The Hebrew term translated “void” in this passage is bohu. Yes, the two words rhyme, and bohu is typically paired with tohu. “Without form” is tohu; “void” is bohu, which means “emptiness.”3 Basically, there was no outside or inside.

Together these words emphasize the absolute nothingness that existed before God began to create. And when appearing with tohu, bohu signifies emptiness where life is absent. Some translations even render it as “barren,”4 indicating this absence of life.

When your world ends, emptiness takes on a whole new meaning. It’s not just a fleeting feeling; it’s a hollow ache that comes from missing someone or something dear.

My longing for my husband was so intense that it disrupted my sleep. Every time I rolled over or reached out into the empty space where he used to lie and didn’t feel his presence, the reality of his absence jolted me awake. Falling back asleep became an arduous struggle. I resorted to placing pillows beside me, desperately trying to fill that empty space in the bed just to get a few hours of sleep.

My husband’s absence wasn’t the sole loss I endured during that time. In the eight months before his passing I experienced the heartache of two miscarriages. Just six weeks after the second, I lost my husband. These heartbreaking experiences intensified the emptiness I felt. I didn’t just lose my husband and my children—layers of loss followed. Needless to say when the word barren crossed my path, it struck a deep chord within me, reigniting memories of the pain and grief entwined in those losses.

You see, when someone close dies, you don’t just lose that person. You also lose the hopes and dreams connected to him. So for me, the loss extended beyond my heart and womb. I felt like my future vanished too.

Kenneth Boa, in a book I read in seminary, says there are some responses only certain people in your life can evoke.5 Consequently, when those people leave you, they take with them the part of you that only they create. When they die, a part of you dies with them. Therefore, the void they leave can stretch wide, run deep, hit hard, and last a lifetime.

Historical parallels: Slavery and abductions. Absence of life can take many forms, each leaving behind its own distinct emptiness. Death, miscarriage, divorce, and breakups are four examples that inflict profound grief on those who remain. Another form of absence occurs when a person is missing; the agonizing uncertainty of not knowing what happened or where a loved one is creates a different type of void. It’s an unbearable vacuum, challenging families in their struggle for closure and healing amid the engulfing emptiness.

Many missing persons have fallen victim to human trafficking and modern slavery. According to the International Labor Organization, 49.6 million people were trapped in modern slavery in 2021, forced to work against their will or in coerced marriages.6 These staggering numbers reflect countless voids in the lives of their loved ones.

The Israelites were intimately acquainted with the profound sense of desolation that accompanies slavery. For more than four hundred years they endured the agony of enslavement in Egypt. The tragic sequence of events that culminated in their plight was set in motion when their ancestor Joseph was betrayed and sold into slavery by his own brothers. His absence was a source of pain and confusion for his father, Jacob, leaving him lost and without answers for years.

Perhaps you can relate to the experience of losing or missing loved ones. Or maybe you’re living through your own version of emptiness right now. When we find ourselves in these situations, it’s easy to get lost in feelings of hopelessness and despair.

Yet whether it’s the emptiness that comes from a loss of life, missing loved ones, or even slavery, there’s always hope. Hope for healing, hope for restoration, and hope that one day all voids will be filled. The evidence is in the Bible where God took the barren and empty situations in Joseph’s story, the Israelites’ story, and the creation story and turned them into something beautiful. As we journey through our own moments of emptiness, let’s hold on to that hope and trust that God will fill the voids in our lives too—because the void you feel is another sign it’s just the beginning.




DARK MATTER

That brings us to darkness. In the beginning the earth was without form and void. And it was dark. The Hebrew word for “darkness” used here, khoshek, “means literally the opposite of light.”7 It’s interesting to note that when darkness plagued Egypt in Exodus 10:21-29, the Israelites didn’t understand this darkness “as simply the absence of light, but as something created by God.”8

The darkness that engulfed Egypt during the plague wasn’t the gradual dimming we experience when the sun sets. It descended suddenly, overwhelmingly, and completely. “Moses stretched out his hand toward heaven, and there was thick darkness in all the land” (Exodus 10:22). Some translations describe the darkness as “total,” “deep,” “intense,” “pitch,” or “absolute.” According to the text, it was so impenetrable that the Egyptians couldn’t even see one another. They were forced to navigate their surroundings by touch.9

This kind of darkness reminds me of what my mother’s people down in Georgia call “country dark,” or those moonless nights when you can’t even see your own hand in front of your face. In effect, it was blinding. It’s no wonder that in ancient times, darkness was often associated with chaos, confusion, and destruction.

The chaos of confusion. Being confused is like wandering through a dense fog, where every step forward feels uncertain and disorienting. It’s as if the world around you becomes a blur and you struggle to make sense of what’s happening. The feeling of not being able to see or understand can be frustrating and overwhelming. It’s like trying to solve a puzzle with pieces missing, where the answers remain elusive. In such moments, clarity seems distant and the path forward becomes obscured.

I experienced a similar blindness, an absence of sight due to an absence of light, after Reggie’s passing. Reggie died of a heart attack while out jogging. Prior to that moment, my path—my understanding of God’s will for my life—was clear. Afterward, in the blink of an eye, everything was concealed. I didn’t even recognize myself anymore. Before, I was Reggie’s wife. After, I was Reggie’s widow. But that word—that woman—seemed foreign to me. I didn’t know her and, quite frankly, I didn’t want to be her.

Losing my sense of self made it difficult if not impossible to discern what lay ahead. The comfort and safety of the familiar had vanished, and the excitement and anticipation of the new had yet to arrive. I was trapped in the uncertainty of the in-between, in limbo, which left me feeling unsettled and out of control—helpless. I wasn’t the person I used to be, yet I wasn’t the person I would become either.

I struggled not only with living in limbo but also with being in the dark. People who know me can vouch for the fact that I’m much more comfortable in the spotlight than behind the scenes. In fact, the foundational Scripture for my life is Matthew 5:14-16:


You are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor do they light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a lampstand, and it gives light to all who are in the house. Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven.



I’m always ready to shine. Reggie often described me as glowing. Yet in the months after his passing, I remember telling people, “I didn’t know it could get this dark after having been in the light.” The light of Jesus radiated so brightly in my life before Reggie’s passing that I couldn’t conceive of it getting dark at all, let alone as dark as I felt. But it did.

Historical parallels: Wildfires. The western United States in the summer of 2020 was in a kind of shadowy darkness. That summer’s wildfires produced a thick blanket of smoke, obscuring the sun and casting an eerie burnt orange hue across the western sky. Talk about living in darkness! Many who witnessed this spectacle felt like it was the end of the world as they knew it. And those in the vicinity of the wildfires were powerless to do anything about it.

In that year alone, over fifty-five thousand wildfires raged across California, Oregon, Washington state, and Colorado, resulting in over 4.6 million acres of devastation.10 Like General Sherman during the Civil War, these wildfires destroyed everything in their path, leaving dust, ashes, and thousands displaced and homeless in the middle of a pandemic. So much for stay-at-home orders.

It was reminiscent of the biblical concept of tohu and bohu—a barren wasteland. Looking at the aftermath of the wildfires through photographs, one could see a dark and desolate landscape.

The darkness cast by the wildfires affected not just individuals but entire communities and regions. In the Bible, Egypt experienced the plague of darkness, and in modern times, countries like Canada, Australia, and the island of Maui in Hawaii have also experienced a wildfire’s darkness. Dark times befall us all. It’s a universal experience, and yet it’s not the end.

Whether it’s the confusion of an uncertain future or a wildfire destroying your home along with everything in its path, darkness can engulf our lives and leave us feeling helpless and alone. Perhaps your life has dimmed under the oppressive weight of depression that steals your joy and clouds your mind, or financial difficulties and constant insecurity have draped a shadow over your life, making it hard to see a clear path forward.

But like the dawn that follows every night, there’s hope on the horizon. We weren’t meant to live in darkness forever. In fact, just as light eventually pierced the darkness in Egypt and new life emerged from the barren wasteland of the 2020 wildfires, we too can find light and life amid our darkest moments. It may not come in the way we expect or on our preferred timeline, but it’ll come. And when it does, the darkness that once consumed us will be dispelled and clarity will return. Through this revelation we’ll realize that the darkness we felt was merely another sign that it’s just the beginning.




A BREATH OF FRESH AIR

In our quest to better understand God’s creative process and enhance our own abilities as creators, we’ve delved into the state of the world before God began to create. Another aspect of creation to explore is the presence of God himself. As we read in Genesis 1:2, “The Spirit of God was hovering.”

The Hebrew term used here for “Spirit” is ruakh, which translates to “breath” or “wind.”11 Because the core of Israel’s theology was the one true God, “they understood the spirit of the Lord not as a separate entity, but as an extension of Yahweh’s power and authority . . . like his hand or his breath.”12

The Israelites had witnessed the power of God through the ten plagues brought on Egypt. So when they encountered the term Spirit in this context, they understood its significance. It represented the presence and power of God. Having experienced the awe-inspiring presence of God’s power, when they heard about the Spirit hovering over the tohu, bohu, and khoshek, the Israelites surely would’ve been filled with anticipation, like when we watch a movie trailer that primes us for what’s to come. In my mind’s eye I picture them sitting back, popcorn in hand if they had it, eagerly waiting to hear more of the divine display.

Three aspects of life. The significance was related not only to God’s power but also to his undertaking—the creation of humanity and all that entailed. Remember, tohu represents a loss of motivation caused by a lack of purpose and productivity, bohu symbolizes the emptiness that arises from a lack of life and connection, and khoshek signifies the confusion that results from a lack of light and understanding. These three aspects collectively define life as we know it: the will, emotions, and mind, respectively.

From the description in Scripture, we learn that in the beginning none of these vital elements existed—the very things that make life worth living. However, as the creative power of God unfolded, each of these aspects was brought into existence. The people of Israel didn’t just learn this through hearing the creation story; they experienced it firsthand in their own story.

In Egypt, all three elements of life were a struggle for Israel. They called out to God and God responded in a mighty way. What they couldn’t do on their own God’s power accomplished with ease. They couldn’t give themselves purpose, so God made them his people. They couldn’t connect with him, so he provided the tabernacle. They couldn’t see their way, so God gave them a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. And as they beheld God’s majestic power leading them through the wilderness, they couldn’t help but see themselves in a new light—as creations of a powerful and loving God.

The presence of God’s breath. Israel could see itself differently because of the extraordinary presence of God as denoted by his breath. Breath and the ability to breathe are signs of life. Now, I’m not a doctor, nor do I play one on TV, but according to Dr. Google and Dr. Dictionary, there are four signs of life commonly referred to as vital signs, or “vitals”: body temperature, blood pressure, pulse (or heart rate), and breathing (or respiratory) rate.

Since this passage of Scripture refers to the Spirit of God and his breath specifically, it’s important to note that he doesn’t have a physical body. If he doesn’t have a physical body, it stands to reason that he doesn’t have a physical heart or blood, either. His presence can be detected only from his breath: a sign to us that he was there.

That’s noteworthy because we weren’t there “in the beginning.” Shoot, the earth wasn’t even there. Remember? Genesis 1:2 states the earth was formless and empty. Even if God had a physical body as he hovered, no one could’ve seen him because it was dark. Being Spirit, he had no body, yet he still breathed. The only way anyone could’ve known he was there was his breath. Had we been there, we could’ve sensed God’s presence from his breathing. We could’ve heard him and felt his breath, just as Adam and Eve did after they were created.

It’s critical to know he was there in the beginning, because if God was there in that unproductive, barren, and dark situation, even though we couldn’t have seen him, we can know he remains present in our unproductive, barren, and dark situations today, even though we can’t see him.

He’s present with us in the midst of our situations. Before we begin to create our new lives, he’s with us and we know he’s alive. Remember, breath is a sign of life. That’s precisely why new parents eagerly wait to hear their child’s first cry. In the same way, we know God was alive at creation because he was breathing. God is and always has been alive. He’s the living God who breathed life into Adam. Genesis 2:7 attests to this truth: “And the LORD God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living being.”

It’s God’s breath passed down throughout generations from Adam that gives us life. Formless, lifeless, and lightless situations, each in their own way, seek to choke the breath of life out of us, rendering us nonexistent and powerless to reach our potential. But God extends an invitation to us: the opportunity to join forces with him in shaping our lives and the world around us. Just as God’s breath brought life into being, it has the power to breathe new life into our own existence.

When we feel stuck in our own tohu, bohu, and khoshek experiences, we can look to the beginning of creation and remember that even in those shadowy moments, God’s breath was there, sustaining and giving humanity the ability to overcome. We’re not alone or powerless; instead, we have the opportunity to tap into the same creative power that brought the universe into existence.

As we remain on our journey of creating a purposeful and meaningful life, we can trust that God’s breath will continue to guide us and give us the motivation to keep going. So let’s take a deep breath in, exhale with confidence, and remember that the unproductive, barren, and dark moments we experience are signs to begin again, knowing that God is with us every step of the way. Keep building. Keep breathing. That’s what it means to truly live.

And that’s the most powerful sign that we’re not at the end. It’s just the beginning.
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