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For Jewels—the love of my life.





  
    There are two kinds of Christians: list makers and storytellers. Answering one question reveals the difference, “What does it take to be a Christian?”

    List makers will talk about doctrines you must believe or commandments you must keep. As long as you believe the right things or do the right things, that’s what makes you a Christian.

    Storytellers, on the other hand, will say: “Let me tell you about my grandmother . . .” That’s when I lean in, because I find the art of Christian living far more compelling than a theological argument.

    It didn’t used to be that way, though. When I was a young man, I relished the opportunity to jump into the middle of doctrinal scrums over Christian beliefs. But these days, I’d rather hear about an embodied faith—a story that must be imagined to be believed.

    RODNEY REEVES
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    SPINNING

    ESCAPING AND EXPERIENCING

    GOD’S EMBRACE


  
    
      There are parts of life that can’t be gotten out of, and I have had to learn, here, that we are all, at the end, held somehow.

      TA-NEHISI COATES

    

  



  
    A bitter cold Sunday morning and the seven Cusicks, including my four-year-old self, are crammed into our maroon Pontiac station wagon for the long ride to Carmel of the Holy Family, a Roman Catholic convent. My father’s sister is a cloistered Carmelite nun. In the unspoken pecking order of Catholic religious vocations, life as a Carmelite is the military equivalent of becoming a Navy SEAL. Not for the faint of heart.

    The Carmelites go all the way back to the fourteen hundreds. Like Saint Teresa of Ávila, Saint Thérèse of Lisieux, and Saint John of the Cross, they make vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience while choosing to withdraw from the world into a community devoted to contemplating the love and mystery of Christ.

    Family visits to Carmel felt like Christmas morning—and Halloween, wrapped together and placed under the tree. There were smiles and laughter. But it also felt a little spooky because once inside the convent the nuns were restricted to greeting visitors from behind the grille–a metal grid of bars preventing the nuns from having physical contact with the outside world. So when you’re four years old, no matter how much your parents explain about monastic vows and devotion to God, and you visit your aunt and a group of nuns behind bars, it still seems like you’re visiting a prison full of women dressed like penguins.

    After the initial excitement we kids would get bored and play in another part of the visitation room. As my parents would visit with my aunt, Sister Anne, the other twenty or so nuns would wander in and out to say hello. More joy and laughter, but no matter what, the greetings were limited to a hand reaching through the bars of the grille.

    My sister Colleen and I would sit cross-legged, rolling a ball back and forth between us, while my brother Jimmy hovered in the corner near the grille playing with his Hot Wheels collection. When my sister and I got bored, we would wander over to the corner and begin to play with Jimmy’s cars.

    In the corner of the parlor was a cabinet mounted on the wall and level with a counter. My parents and all of us kids sat in the room on one side of the counter. On the other side of the grille the nuns had a counter of their own and would pull up chairs throughout the visit. Inside the cabinet was a metal cylinder that looked like a giant can of Campbell’s soup. The cylinder was set up on a lazy Susan allowing it to spin around so that visitors and nuns could pass food or gifts or other items back and forth.

    I don’t remember what prompted my brother to do what he did that day. Jimmy was about ten then, six years older than me. I naturally looked to him for guidance and usually followed along with whatever crazy ideas he might present. So with the adults preoccupied in grown-up conversation, Jimmy lifted me up into the cabinet, set me on the lazy Susan, and closed the cabinet door. The next thing I remember was spinning around and around and around.

    Immediately, I felt pulled between sheer childlike glee and unadulterated terror. Was this a game where I should be enjoying myself? Or was I too being sent behind bars for some heinous deed I didn’t remember committing?

    The spinning inside that cabinet seemed to last forever. Being spun around had always made me dizzy and nauseous, so I wanted Jimmy to stop me but couldn’t mouth any words. Just when I hoped he had read my mind, the spinning stopped. I exhaled with a sense of relief as all three feet of me stood helpless in the dark.

    Just then the doors opened. But instead of seeing Jimmy’s face, Sister Anne leaned in and wrapped her arms around me. She wasn’t anxious or alarmed, so neither was I.

    Picture this: a group of women who will never bear their own children, who have extremely limited contact with outsiders, who have been set apart from their own relatives and siblings except for the infrequent touch of family and friends from behind the grille. Breaches in this protocol were not simply infrequent—I suspect they were unprecedented.

    And by all accounts, unacceptable. After all, these nuns had taken vows to withdraw from the world. Here I was, a four-year-old kid in my devout Catholic family, and I was on the wrong side of the grille. Behind bars with a dozen cloistered nuns.

    Even today as I recall this moment, I imagine bishops or cardinals or even the pope himself breaking into the room and catching me trespassing. In my mind their glasses are down on the tips of their noses like curmudgeonly English schoolmasters straight out of a Dickens novel.

    It would take me many years to realize that my fear and anxiety about being on the wrong side and scrutinized by the religious authorities was a template for my understanding of God. If I crossed the line, God was like that displeased religious figure. If I broke the rules, God would surely break me.

    But all of that fear washed away when I became aware of the joy and sense of welcome that surrounded me there. If we ambushed each other, it was an ambush of love. Sister Anne held me and ran her fingers through my hair and kissed my cheeks. This wasn’t some grandmotherly cheek pinching in that patronizing kind of way. She simply took delight in who I was.

    Next came Sister Jean Marie, my aunt’s best friend and soulmate in the convent. Other nuns gathered around and hugged me. Sister Bernadette, born and raised in Slovakia, and who spoke with a lingering Slovakian accent, had a permanent smile on her face. Her hugs were so solid and strong, just one step short of crushing the wind out of me, but I felt so safe in her embrace, her maternal tenderness a welcome place for me to be four years old.

    I don’t recall which of the nuns suggested that we dance. A few small tables were pushed to the side, the nuns circled up, maybe four or five of them, and we began to sway. It started with “Ring around the Rosie” before progressing into another familiar favorite.

    I still question whether we actually sang and did the hokey pokey, but the image of my preschool self dancing with a group of cloistered nuns makes me smile. Together we put our left hand in, and we put our left hand out. We put our right hand in and our right hand out. You know the rest of it: You put your whole self in, and you put your whole self out. You do the hokey pokey, and you turn yourself around.

    And so, the reason my life changed that day is that from the moment of being placed into the cabinet in the container that would spin me around to the surprise of being welcomed into the arms of the nuns on the wrong side of the bars, I learned that’s what it’s all about.

    What it’s all about is an invitation to be held in loving connection. To participate in a dance where we are seen, soothed, safe, and secure. Seen as little children in our smallness and innocence. Soothed by being held in the arms of someone stronger whose only concern is our well-being. Safe, even when we find ourselves in a container that feels disorienting and dangerous. In those moments of being seen, soothed, and safe, we also find an unexpected gift of being secure.

    Looking back, I can interpret my life through that Carmel moment. That experience at the convent foreshadowed various movements of my life. The first movement, taking me into adulthood, involved that same sense of apprehension and hiding my shame. Next, I learned that life is like spinning in that cabinet, disorienting and uncertain, often confusing and unfamiliar. Finally, in recent years I have experienced the surprise of love, an awareness that when we are held and embraced securely, we somehow have everything we need no matter where we land. I realized that God delights in doing the unprecedented in order to bring us to childlike trust so that he can heal our hearts and restore our souls.

    In the midst of these movements, however, I rarely saw their impact clearly.

    
      LOVE HAS YOU

      Before I was dropped into that cabinet, I was placed into another kind of container—my family of origin. In my case this was shaped by alcoholism, emotional and sexual abuse, generations of mental illness, and shame. You see, that same year of spinning was also when my father stopped drinking for the first time. The same year my uncle began touching me inappropriately. This inauspicious legacy often limited my ability to trust and to receive love. The raw, unrelenting pain in my heart left my soul numb and kept my mind looking for answers.

      You likely inherited your own generational and familial challenges. Perhaps your family maintained an image of unity and bliss to those around you but fractured into anger and abuse behind closed doors. Your parents or caregivers may have struggled with issues and addictions that hindered or incapacitated their ability to provide your basic needs, including those for attention, safety, and affirmation. You may have been forced to carry adult burdens rather than enjoy a carefree childhood.

      Or perhaps your family loved and supported you well. You not only had all your basic necessities provided, but you also received emotional nourishment and parental security. And yet your story still took some turns—perhaps from choices you made or from choices others made—that now leave you confused, angry, hurt, anxious, fearful, or lonely. Regardless of your background and how you have gotten to this point, you know you want more than life has delivered so far.

      So perhaps your fundamental question is similar to my own. For the last thirty years, the straightforward yet complex question shaping my life and work has remained more or less constant: How do human beings grow spiritually, emotionally, and psychologically? Basically, I want to know if people can change—if I can change—without compromising the deepest, truest part of ourselves.

      Although the process is mysterious, I’ve concluded that, yes, we can be transformed. It’s like knowing how a sailboat moves forward when wind fills the sails without knowing much about the wind. Or said another way, this transformation synchronizes with a rhythm deep within us, a rhythm I like to call God’s own heartbeat.

      Many people are often surprised to discover this rhythm deep within. The problem is that life itself can distract us from recognizing it. We cannot hear heaven’s rhythm due to the whir of daily life. We struggle to escape from our default addictions and pain-management systems, trying to make ourselves good enough to experience God’s embrace.

      But what if I told you that you could experience that rhythm? Learn that rhythm? Live to that rhythm? And what if I told you that the rhythm is the same rhythm I discovered that day in the cabinet when I was only four years old?

      That moment when the cabinet doors opened, I was brought into a welcoming circle of laughter, joy, and celebration. A circle of holiness. A circle of something wholly other, different from what I had ever known.

      Love had me then, just as it has me now.

      But how we get to this place is often a confusing and painful process. I recall the many clients, colleagues, friends, and acquaintances who have described their frustration, uncertainty, anger, fear, doubt, and ambivalence about spirituality, about having a personal faith.

      Eileen, a campus minister at a major state university, was secretly exhausted by upholding her reputation for being “100 percent sold out for God.” Beneath the surface of her public role, she was deeply disappointed with singleness. Nobody knew she took antidepressants because she was too afraid of being judged for a lack of faith. And though she never brought it up with her male superiors, Eileen felt diminished and bound by her organization’s position on women in leadership.

      Aaron was a Black believer who felt betrayed by the indifference his church showed in response to his experiences of racism and oppression. When he asked his pastor about starting a social justice task force to explore issues of race, Aaron was told that “a focus on social justice would minimize the proclamation of the gospel.” His pastor then suggested that Aaron consider joining the choir or volunteering to work with the youth.

      In seventh grade, Devin, who grew up as a missionary kid in South America, was sent off to boarding school, where he was exposed to pornography and developed a pattern of compulsive masturbation, which resulted in him becoming sexually active at a young age and at every opportunity. Growing up in a rules-based purity culture that set standards but gave little means of freedom, Devin loathed himself for his sexual sin and believed God loathed him even more.

      Angelina lost her job at a prominent Christian high school in the South where she had been head of the science department. When a wealthy board member took issue with her teaching evolution, a coalition was formed to push her out for teaching “anti-biblical” views. She experienced the same kind of rejection as another client, Marco. After graduating from an evangelical seminary, he came out as gay. Suddenly he was ostracized from the faith community he had been a part of for years.

      Each of these people found themselves in an unfamiliar place best described by my friend Maggie, who went through a parallel experience. “Just after graduating from a Christian college, I came to a fork in the road. I was either going to play the religious game I had known my whole life, or I was going to walk away from all that and see if my faith survived.”

      Maybe you have stood at a similar crossroads.

      Perhaps you’re there now.

      Maybe you’ve broken the rules.

      You can’t play the game any longer.

      You’re dizzy from spinning but not sure where or if you will land.

      You only know you long for a new direction.

      If you have been on a similar merry-go-round of doubting, fearing, wondering, and worrying, it’s time for you to discover that your faith is more than what you believe. It’s meant to be a living, vibrant experience, just as real as my dance with the nuns. Come with me as we imagine together a way of being connected to ourselves—our bodies and our truest selves—as well as to God and to others. Let’s explore a story that has to be imagined to be believed.

      So think of this book as a compass for walking forward on your spiritual path. Together, we will explore what I’ve learned along the way as a licensed psychotherapist, as an ordained minister and spiritual director, and as a former professor. But mostly my guidance stems from my own struggle for a real-life relationship with God. I hope to give you a lens to see clearly, a language to engage with your own story and the stories of others, and practices for your continued passage.

      There is another way of living out your faith.

      There is another way of seeing the world.

      There is another way that touches the deep hunger in you, honors your integrity, and ultimately gives you life from the inside out. Your heart and soul hunger for a God and a spirituality that is far better than what you’ve been told or experienced. And they won’t let you settle for anything less.

      
        BLESSING

        
        May you open yourself to the child within.

        May you let go of the shame that haunts you.

        May you embrace your whole self—
body, mind, emotions, will, and spirit.

        May you open your heart to the reality of being held
in a divine embrace.
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    DELTA

    CLOSING THE GAP BETWEEN

    BELIEVING AND KNOWING


  
    
      Most Christians are caught between brokenness and ceaseless striving. Is there another way?

      DALLAS WILLARD

    

  



  
    “I’m here to make a confession.”

    In my work as a psychotherapist and spiritual director, hearing someone confess is not at all unusual. For years I’ve boasted that I’ve heard it all and nothing surprises me anymore. But if this client had just confessed to leading an al-Qaeda plot to blow up the Washington Monument, I couldn’t have been more surprised.

    As the founding pastor of a well-known church and author of a book on church leadership, he had climbed to the top of the Christian vocational mountain, reached the peak of an exemplary ministerial career.

    Impressed that he wanted to forgo preliminary chitchat and dive right in, I let him know that he had my full attention, but I wanted us to pause briefly and take three deep breaths together. We locked eyes and I waited to hear the secret burdening this man enough to visit my office.

    “I believe in God . . . but I have no idea who he is.”

    His tone reflected the kind of guilt accompanying an admission of murder.

    “Do you think this is something we can talk about?”

    “Of course,” I assured him. “Yes, absolutely.”

    Over the next several sessions I had the privilege of learning Bruce’s story. He was born in the Bible Belt and from an early age was raised by his grandmother, whom he described as cold and distant, who wanted nothing more than for her grandson to be a preacher. So he did everything he thought he was supposed to do. He did everything he thought would win his grandmother’s approval and affection.

    “I’ve lived a faithful Christian life. But you know that U2 song ‘I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For’? That’s me. And you know how Jesus talked about the abundant life? I don’t have a clue about that.”

    Bruce had baptized children and adults, preached the Bible, and led evangelistic services to share the good news of the gospel to countless people. But the good news he preached to others never landed deep in the places he needed it most—within his own heart.

    “If God were to walk into the room, I don’t know if I’d recognize him. I believe God loves me, but I’ve certainly never experienced it.”

    Bruce grew up in a world where conformity was valued more than relationships, where “trusting and obeying” was the currency of the faith economy defined by how God used you to bring glory to his name. He was left feeling like a successful appliance salesman. The kind that extolled the virtues of the latest and greatest appliances but whose own kitchen featured a cheap camp stove and a Styrofoam cooler from the gas station. I could relate to his struggle of not experiencing Christianity according to what I had been promised. If you’re reading this book, I suspect you can relate as well.

    

      DELTA VARIABLE

      As I sat with Bruce, I knew something of the loneliness, emptiness, and shame of his struggle. I knew how courageous it was for him to speak out loud the reality of the war within. While it has been twenty years since my double life was exposed and my world imploded, I still experience the impact of that disclosure.

      Until that dismantling, my life looked together on the outside, but inside I was crippled with anxiety, depression, addiction, and doubt. I was a poster child for a successful Christian, but no one knew the real me. Nobody knew about my private addictions, the self-hatred, and my history of sexual abuse.

      Looking back, I can see that the harder I tried to know God and shore up my faith by praying, serving, reading theology, and studying Scripture, the more I struggled with pornography, prostitutes, and the requisite deception to compartmentalize my transgressions. My inner turmoil and unrelenting shame remained gripped by a riptide always threatening to pull me under no matter how calmly I appeared to swim across the surface of life.

      While details of our stories differed, the main themes and dynamics of my experience reflected what Bruce confided. And I know he and I are far from being the only ones. I’ve had the privilege of having conversations with countless souls who are struck between brokenness and ceaseless striving.

      Why is there such a gap between the promises of the gospel and the reality of our lives? Why has Christianity grown so distasteful to unbelievers and irrelevant to so many believers that they are walking away from the church or from faith altogether? Why do so many believers live with a secret sense of disappointment with their experience of the Christian faith?

      Regardless of the set of issues or contextual convictions in individual lives, the common denominator is a disconnect between what they believe (or once believed) and what they experience. This gap fascinates me, and I continue to wonder if it can be closed, or at least reduced, and if so, how.

      In science, the Greek letter delta is used to represent the change between a starting point and an outcome, which is why I’ve labeled this gap by the same name. Many of us know where we are, and we think we know what our desired outcome is. But we don’t know how to get there. And we wonder if it’s even possible.

      My suspicion is that for a large percentage of believers who are wrestling with whether Christianity is true, the primary concern is not the veracity of their Christian belief; it’s the reality of their Christian experience. The story of the gap is a source of confusion, disappointment, frustration, and pain. And far more common than we tend to realize.

      The trick in life we’re all trying to learn is how to live in the space between what is and what may be, what we hoped and longed for and what we’ve gotten, what we’re meant to be and what keeps us from being all that, what we believe and what we experience. This is the gap—the delta variable.

      If you are wrestling with whether Christianity is true, this book will likely leave you disappointed. I’m not writing to address the truthfulness of the Christian faith. Likewise, if you want seven easy steps to overcome the brokenness in your life, you’re likely to be equally as frustrated. If you’re looking for inspirational stories of triumphal faith and heroic commitment to God—well, you may want to consider a refund. But if you’ve already explored resources addressing these needs and found them lacking, then keep reading. You’ve found your tribe.

    

    
    
      MIND THE GAP

      Bruce and the others I’ve described stuck in the gap seem to have three things in common. See if you can relate. First, there is something missing in your experience. You were promised joy, peace, freedom, purpose, and a thousand other blessings. What you experienced was shame, emptiness, weariness, pressure, and resentment.

      You may often wonder how you missed what the Bible seemingly offers. Where is the abundant life to the full, the one Jesus said he came to bring? Where are the streams of living water? How can Jesus say I’ll never go hungry when my heart is so ravenous? You have lost faith in a way of believing and living that seems to have overpromised but underdelivered. So you’ve concluded that this “too good to be true” faith is not as good as you once believed it to be.

      In addition to struggling with unmet longings and expectations, those in the gap also often struggle with something unwelcome. You have been hurt, betrayed, abandoned, used, manipulated, diminished, and deceived. You may be struggling with relational brokenness, sexuality, pornography, mental health, and addiction. You’re disenchanted with the system of faith you were taught. You’re no longer willing to wear religious masks or pretend you’re doing better than you actually are. Instead of helping, your experiences with Christian faith have caused harm and pain.

      Consequently, like most people along the spectrum of the delta gap, you are left with toxic or unhealthy beliefs about God. Accepting these toxic beliefs as variables, we’ve then applied the laws of geometry to the ways of spirituality, and nothing could be more problematic. We want logical equations to explain, contain, and sustain our faith and our life experience.

      I refer to such attempts as dysbelief because of this dysfunction, distinct from disbelief, which usually defines outright rejection of faith in God. These dysfunctional approaches attempt to find the key that will unlock the door into the room of abundant life. Most are flawed belief systems that pivot on causal relationships between what we do and what we should then expect to experience.

      Some of the big dysbeliefs include moralism, always behaving and obeying and doing the right thing, and theologism, having the “right” theology. There’s also supernaturalism, focused on preoccupation with signs, wonders, and miracles; and emotionalism, manipulating feelings to reflect what good believers should feel—namely, joy, peace, patience, and related spiritually fruity feelings. Church helpism, focused on ceaseless serving, can also fall into dysbelief.

      None of these -isms are the problem in and of themselves. It’s our human attempt to use them to force God into our geometric box. It’s forcing a straight line instead of allowing for the winding road full of twists and turns and unexpected crossroads, detours, and obstacles.

      It’s assuming we can apply natural logic to supernatural relationship.

    

    
    
      HONOR WITH HONESTY

      Just think about your own gap for a moment, the distance between what you think you should believe about God—how to know and relate to him—and your actual life experience. Most likely, you’ve had to wrestle with toxic and shame-based views of yourself. You’ve begun to see that the faith you once knew has required (and encouraged) you to be less human—less passionate, less honest, less curious, less engaged with reality.

      You wonder if Christianity can bear the weight of your humanity and the ones you love. You’re haunted by questions: Is there a place for me if I’m doubting? If I’m abused? If I’m queer? And why does it seem that in order to be more spiritual I must somehow become less than fully human? Can I ever be allowed to bring all parts of who I am?

      You feel stuck in an in-between space. You can no longer accept what you inherited, but you don’t have a coherent way to move forward. You’re searching for an escape hatch, a treasure map, or a key to unlock the fullness of what your heart truly desires.

      You need a language, a lens, some kind of new paradigm.

      You’re not alone. Some have already walked away from the faith and claim it’s basically incompatible with who they are. Others remain in the faith but struggle to identify with the evangelical system in which they were raised. And some are in the faith but carrying brokenness that could never be addressed by their churches, pastors, and religious communities.

      Increasingly, voices within the church are no longer willing to silence their own cries. They refuse to airbrush reality. They are no longer willing to pretend that their lives are better than they actually are.

      They are calling BS on power-hungry leaders. They are holding church pastors accountable for emotional, spiritual, psychological, or sexual abuse. They are throwing out purity culture. They are demanding that church institutions examine how they’ve contributed to abuse, oppression, and racism. They are interrogating the assumptions on which their faith was founded. They are questioning the idea of Christian celebrities, whose gifting and platform overshadow their immaturity, narcissism, and emotional baggage. They are challenging traditional roles of men and women, looking at cultural and historical influences. They are questioning patriarchy and empowering women. They are insisting that the church include LGBTQ+ persons and treat them with compassion. Some are questioning the authority of Scripture.

      With so much baggage, is it any wonder so few of us are deeply satisfied? So many of us are parched but still trying to slake our thirst with buying more stuff, eating more food, having more highly curated experiences, or looking at porn.

      To you, and to all of us, I say: There’s another way. There’s a way of seeing the world, a way of being in the world, that touches the deep hunger in your soul and honors the grappling that life requires. That allows your soul to rest. That allows you to repair what’s wrong in the world and champion justice. That allows you to bring all of your parts and pieces, no matter how broken or unwieldy. That honors faith in God with honesty about what you experience.

      There is a way forward based on the best of ancient spiritual practices alongside emerging knowledge and best practices from neuroscience, psychology, attachment theory, and human development. A way forward that not only closes the gap but brings together the truth of our experience and faith.

      A different kind of delta.

    

    
    
      RIVER TO THE SEA

      Delta has another meaning outside of science. The delta of a river is a point where one source flows into another—a river into the sea—and the two seamlessly become one. For instance, the Mississippi River Delta is where this mighty river merges into the Gulf of Mexico.

      So delta can be the gap—the distance between belief and experience. Or it can be the coming together of two separate realities, the confluence of two entities. To experience the second delta, we must name the first—a diagnosis before a treatment, if you will.

      This is the journey we will explore together, from delta as distance to delta as union.

      Our brokenness not as a barrier but as the bridge.

      Perhaps you’re skeptical or at least curious. You have questions.

      You wonder, is it asking too much to experience God’s loving presence in the struggles of my life? Is it unrealistic to want to be able to tell the truth about my own stories and struggles? Is it really possible to close the gap, to bridge the first delta in order to arrive at the second?

      I assure you, we can close the gap and truly experience God’s presence. I’ve walked the path myself and have witnessed the transformation in hundreds of people—friends, family, and clients. My own delta experience began when I refused to continue medicating myself with sex, alcohol, and pornography. I can also assure you that after forty years of sitting with people in the gap, you can close the delta and align the truth of your experience with what you actually believe. What seems like a contradiction is what I like to call Jesus-shaped spirituality.

      You can close the delta and discover something life-giving as you cultivate Jesus-shaped spirituality deep in your body and soul. You will discover that you are already one with God, and as Martin Laird has explained, “Oneness with God is never anything we have to attain or acquire.” Expounding on this idea, Laird describes how “most of us are like a person fishing for minnows while standing on the back of a whale.”

      You can have oneness with God in a way that honors the person you are along with your real-life struggles. You can shift from ceaseless striving and mustering faith to unforced rhythms of grace. You can bring your doubts. Your cynicism. Your questions. Your struggles. Your aversion. Your pain. Your anger. Your weariness.

      You are invited to bring it.

      Everything.

      
        BLESSING

        May you offer yourself kindness as you attend to the gap
between what you believe and what you experience.

        May you have clarity about the other way beyond ceaseless
striving and brokenness.

        May you sense God’s invitation to explore the
contradictions within.
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      ATTACHED

      BEING HELD AND BEHELD


    
      
        We all are born into the world looking for someone looking for us, and that we remain in this mode of searching for the rest of our lives.

        CURT THOMPSON

      

    

  

  
    Like most new parents, I couldn’t wait to hold my infant daughter.

    Because my wife and I adopted her from China, because of all the hurry-up waiting we had endured, because of how quickly the tempo can change in the administrative and bureaucratic dance, my tentative anticipation only shifted to confident expectation when I landed in Beijing. Finally, all the requisite forms were completed, interviews conducted, and details concluded so I could now bring her home.

    Even after I landed and began absorbing the reality that I was crossing the finish line of this patience-stretching process, I was still holding my breath, figuratively and often literally. Nothing could now overcome my determination to hold my daughter, Lily, and welcome her into our family. When that moment finally came, however, I was nonetheless unprepared for the overwhelming power of our connection.

    One of our adoption counselors had emphasized the vital importance of not only holding my daughter closely and carefully, but allowing her to experience skin-on-skin contact, to hear my heart beating just as she had heard her mother’s in utero. So I wanted to begin my role as a father to Lily with extra intentional care. To let go of all the challenges of the process and to embrace my baby daughter.

    She looked so innocent, so beautifully dependent on me and her new mom. Cradling her in my arms, gently swaying to rock her to sleep, I sensed a visceral power rising within me, a primal urge to protect her, nurture her, and defend her with my life if needed. Seeing how helpless she was, surely this was what any parent would feel.

    Shortly after her arrival, however, I began to experience something completely unexpected at the opposite end of the emotional spectrum. Previously buried memories of my childhood sexual abuse surfaced and caused panic attacks as a result of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). While I had already remembered more than enough of the unbearable incidents of abuse I suffered, these new memories felt exponentially worse. Memories of my uncle taking me to a smoke-filled, seedy hotel room in the city where we lived and allowing other men to use me in exchange for cash.

    While the two concurrent emotional experiences—welcoming and holding our daughter as well as remembering and reacting to new horrific memories of my childhood—seemed coincidental, I eventually realized what they had in common. They both revolved around attachment.

    
      SEEN, SOOTHED, SAFE, SECURE

      While I was aware of being abused by my uncle, I had never consciously remembered being trafficked in a rundown hotel room. Yet my body remembered even before my mind could catch up. Then as I remembered and began processing the specifics of suppressed trauma, I felt intensely vulnerable, childlike, fearful, anxious, and needy.

      And what I longed for and needed as I absorbed the impact of such horrendous memories were the same four things my new baby daughter needed—to be seen, soothed, safe, and secure. My understanding of these four basic human needs has been greatly impacted by the work of Dr. Curt Thompson, a psychiatrist and author who focuses on the intersection of Christian spirituality and interpersonal neurobiology (IPNF), who credits Dan Siegel, a child psychiatrist and professor of psychiatry at the UCLA School of Medicine.

      Based on their work over the past twenty-plus years, I’ve further developed the model of what I call the Four Ss (seen, soothed, safe, secure) as a way of understanding who we are and how we move through the world. I’ve found ways to describe the human needs we all experience—from cradle to grave. I’m convinced most problems disrupting our lives and impeding healthy psychological function are the direct result of how we have been seen, soothed, safe, and secure. Or, as is often the case, how those needs have gone unmet in our lives.

      These four S-words summarize the fundamental human needs each of us experiences as newborns, as children, as adolescents, and as adults.

      These needs are wired into our DNA to ensure our survival and ability to thrive in the world. We must rely on relationships with others around us in order for these needs to be met. The method and degree to which they were met when we were infants and children also determines how we learn to relate to the world around us. Or as we counselors like to say, these needs shape our ability to attach and form healthy, securely attached relationships—or not.

      
      
        THE FOUR Ss

        How being seen, soothed, safe, and secure fosters healthy attachment

        
          1 SEEN—Parent or caregiver communicates, I get you.

          
            	
              You sensed they were engaged and attuned to you and your needs.

            

            	
              You sensed you were accepted and known for who you are—and felt understood—regardless of your behavior.

            

            	
              You experienced the delight of caregivers—and felt loved.

            

            	
              You were given time and attention—and felt valued.

            

            	
              Your thoughts, feelings, and struggles mattered—and felt welcome.

              Being seen lays a foundation to experience soothing.

            

          

          2 SOOTHED—Parent or caregiver communicates, I’ve got you.

          
            	
              You sensed they were available and responsive.

            

            	
              You experienced comfort and care when distressed, ill, or in pain.

            

            	
              Your vulnerability and dependence were welcomed.

            

            	
              You experienced physical and emotional affection.

              Being soothed promotes healthy selfsoothing and experiencing safety.

            

          

          3 SAFE—Parent or caregiver communicates, I’ve got this.

          
            	
              You were protected from physical and emotional danger and harm.

            

            	
              You experienced repair after relational conflict or disruption.

            

            	
              You had appropriate, defined boundaries (neither rigid nor unpredictable).

            

            	
              You were empowered to explore, discover, and move into your world.

            

            	
              You were present, connected, and confident in your body.
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