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To Ben,

for the many miles we have walked together
and all that are yet to come.





Foreword

Lore Ferguson Wilbert


The psychiatrist Curt Thompson once wrote, “We are all born into the world looking for someone looking for us.”1 If that is true, I sense most of us are still looking in one way or another. No earthly human, no organized institution, no group or family offers what we all long for in one way or another: complete, total, and more than anything, unconditional belonging.

Our belonging is contingent on our behavior or our identity or our beliefs or our ability to bear with differences. It seems contingent on whether we will go along to get along or if we view ourselves as a black sheep, content to stand apart. Our belonging is dependent on the ways we dress or don’t dress, the foods we eat, the medicine we accept as good or bad, the doctors we choose, the church we attend, the friends we want, and the friends we definitely don’t want. There is almost nothing in our lives that isn’t touched by a sense of belonging or unbelonging. We read the books our groups read and hate the books other groups love. We watch the news that makes us feel safe and comforted, seen and valued, and we despise the news that does the same for others. We seek belonging in marriage, in children, in our parents, in our siblings, friends, pastors, leaders, neighbors, the mothers of other children, and the coworkers we work among.

And yet, amid this life of searching for belonging, most of us feel, even just on the margins of our souls, a sense of something missing. Always missing. A sense that somewhere along the way we took the wrong fork in the road or we missed our moment or someone else stole what was ours or somehow, someway, something went wrong and we will always be looking for those who are not looking for us too.

In this book, Sarah Westfall travels the roads of belonging, all the forks where the way of belonging may be found or has been lost. She illuminates her own stories of marginalization or being marginalized herself. She writes with candid care about the ways that we all face exclusion or ousting from others, and sometimes even from our own selves.

Sarah has been there before, and she’s learned (and confesses she’s still learning) the way through. This beautiful book can be like a companion for your own journey of belonging: a friend on the path with you, an arm linked with yours, a face that is looking for you to belong too. I hope you find in it a better belonging than you could have imagined.









  

  Part I

  Who We Are

  
    
      To surrender to Divine love is to find our soul’s home—

      the place and identity for which we
yearn in every cell of our being.

      DAVID G. BENNER


    

    
      We love because he first loved us.

      1 JOHN 4:19
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  Out of Place

  
    
      I was born homesick. Maybe we all were.

      Andrew Peterson

    

  

  
    I could see her out the corner of my eye. A woman from church who I did not know well lingered just off stage, clutching a notebook to her chest. She was clearly waiting for me, but I paused to give myself a moment. Tiredness had settled deep in my body, and my introverted tendencies were in full force. All I wanted was to be home in my sweatpants, but I knew I could not slip silently out the back door. At a conference I helped plan. About community. (Listen, the irony was not lost on me.)

    I stepped off stage, and the woman inched closer.

    Her face was familiar from passing each other on Sunday mornings, but we had never been formally introduced. She extended her hand, “Hi. I’m Jolene. I’m the one who asked the question about doing all the right things . . .”

    A knot formed at the base of my stomach. I knew exactly what question she meant. During the last session of the conference, we had opened the floor for attendees to submit questions anonymously. Many submissions were expected: What opportunities does the church have for connection? What if I cannot attend a small group? You get the picture. But one question left me and the other speakers feeling like raccoons, wide eyes caught in stage lights with nowhere to run. In the moment, I had done my best to empathize with the struggle, but the truth was that I did not have an answer, at least not one that satisfied my soul. And with Jolene standing in front of me, it appeared the response had not satisfied her either.

    We stood there, and Jolene softly repeated her question, “I have done all the things you guys talked about—showing up, inviting people over.” Her voice wavered. “So why do I still feel like I don’t belong?”

    A moment of silence passed. Then another. And another. Part of me wanted to throw a blanket of “Oh, well just keep doing what you’re doing . . .” over her pain so we could both go home, but as I stood there, my gut turning and twisting, I realized I had no idea what to tell her. Outside the regular community mantras of “be vulnerable, show up, be intentional,” I did not know how to soothe her ache. I offered to meet her for coffee, but even as the words came out, the response seemed cheap in relation to the question with which she was entrusting me. Coffee and communion are far from the same.

    How desperately I wanted to have a neat and tidy answer for her (and if I was being especially transparent, a neat and tidy answer for myself), but I knew Jolene was right. Belonging cannot be manufactured. It is not an idyllic destination “out there” waiting for us to arrive or a recipe we can cobble together in our kitchens (although a kitchen often seems a more likely place to find it than the round tables and hard chairs at church). There is no secret formula or five-step program that guarantees the connection we crave. We can do all the right things and still feel so dreadfully out of place.

    I know this reality well, because despite all I have learned, practiced, and even taught about cultivating connection at church, on college campuses, and in our home, I am the one who often feels more outside than in.

    I am the one who makes dinner plans but considers faking a fever right up until the moment I have to leave.

    I am the one who cringes when conversation stalls at small talk.

    I am the one who walks into a room and makes my way to the food, just to have something to do with my hands.

    More often than not, the thing that gets me out of bed and occupies most of my thoughts and conversations is also the thing that tucks me into bed at night full of questions. And while I could do without the perpetual self-doubt, I am exceedingly grateful for those questions, because I know I am not the only one asking them.

    I am not the only one who wants more than surface relationships but struggles to know how much to share.

    I am not the only one who wants to show up fully myself but often shrinks back in fear.

    I am not the only one who has felt the sting of loneliness and wondered, What does it really look like to belong?

    That day, Jolene and I said an awkward and inadequate goodbye. We never did meet for coffee, a regret that still causes twinges of guilt from time to time. But as I walked away, I knew I needed a better answer to the question we were both asking, because if belonging is not finding the right place or the right people, then what is it?

    
      Back to the Beginning

      For as long as I can remember, belonging is a desire I have carried. Some people are born with birthmarks or unusually loud laughs, but I was born with a want for connection wedged into the deepest parts of my body. As a child, I pursued connection with curiosity and nothing less. Unhindered by expectations, the yearning flowed freely as I ran across the backyard, over the short fence, to ask whether my friend Emily could come out to play. I did not wonder whether Emily wanted to come over, what we would talk about, or how my disheveled hair cascaded wildly down my back. I had not yet learned how fragile relationships could be or the ways we tend to lose ourselves trying to fit in. I had not yet felt the sting of being on the outside. All I had was unfettered joy as I ran barefoot across the grass.

      I often wonder if that’s what Adam and Eve experienced in the Garden. Prior to experiencing the pain of separation, was belonging simply part of their daily existence, as natural as the air that moved in and out of their newly formed lungs? Without shame in nearness or nakedness, did they run through the grass with arms extended toward God and each other? At night, as wind whistled through the trees and the rivers sang their lullabies, did man and woman close their eyes without fear or hesitation, knowing they were already home?

      Even now as I imagine that kind of communion, I take a deep breath, a familiar wanting rising in my chest. Perhaps we are all just trying to get back to where we started, back to the place where we did not hesitate to run across the yard and find a friend. My pulse quickens at the thought of such safety and unbridled pursuit. Such purity of presence. What might it be like to return to our beginnings?

      From the moment we come into the world, we are reaching. Our infant lips and limbs search for our mothers, craving attachment of body and soul. Without shame, we make known our need for the warmth and nearness of another person, tipping back our heads with primal yells and letting tears fall freely until we are safe and soothed. No hesitation. No second-guessing. All we know is that we want to be held.

      As children, we looked for friends on playgrounds or down the street, because the desire for connection did not fill us with shame but moved us toward each other. If you were lonely, you simply asked to join the closest game of tag or knocked on a neighbor’s door or climbed onto a parent’s lap. Just last week my husband took our four boys to the park and our youngest son came home sweaty and eyes alight with excitement about a boy he met named Michael. They had played together only five minutes, but it was enough to call Michael a friend.

      It is as if God’s words “it is not good . . . to be alone” are molded into our marrow, wrapped around who we are like a double helix—unseen but always with us (Genesis 2:18). Belonging is central to who we are and how we interact, and unfettered, this desire moves us toward one another. But somewhere between that first breath and adulthood, we stop being so bold and outspoken about our need for one another. We stop knocking on doors and crying out quite as often. We get hurt and insecure and pull back, convincing ourselves that independence and individuality are good substitutes. As a result, we learn to swallow our loneliness, busying ourselves before we taste its bitterness on our tongues. We choose distraction in all its forms rather than let ourselves imagine that maybe this desire to belong is not some aimless pursuit, some flighty insecurity, but the truest truth about ourselves. Because if we really stopped and paid attention, we would see that the desire for with-ness has always been a part of who we are.

    

    
    
      Learning to Hide

      Until I was eleven, we lived on a slow street in the middle of town, the kind of street where kids were always popping in and out of alleys on bikes or playing with Skip-Its up and down the sidewalks. Every backyard was an extension of the others, and we would run from house to house until the sun grew lazy and parents called us home. In the days leading up to my sixth birthday party, I invited every kid on our little city block to join us (and then some). The decision was generous on my part, no doubt. The problem was that I forgot to inform my parents of the expanded guest list.

      The day of the party arrived—and so did the kids. In fact, so many kids kept showing up that Mom and Dad had to drag three picnic tables together end to end just to make room, and even then, the adults still stood. That day, I imagine Mom crossed her fingers and prayed that Jesus would multiply our homemade cake like he had the loaves and fishes.

      I do not remember much about that party beyond our family’s retelling and a few pictures, but I love that story. There’s one photograph in particular where I’m in the middle of all those kids standing on the picnic table bench, hands thrown over my head, red Popsicle dripping down my fingers, with a wide smile across my face. I marvel at that little girl, the one who did not hesitate to overextend an invitation. I wonder at her sense of safety to bring so many to the birthday table, to gather without expectation. Belonging was simple then, and all were welcomed. A little flurry of promise runs through me at the idea of being so openhanded and free. But I also have to ask: What happened to that little girl? When did I make the switch from gathering people to grasping for recognition? When did I begin to feel more outside than in?

      For most of us, somewhere between those days of knocking on neighbors’ doors and full-fledged adulthood, friendship gets complicated. The prerequisites seem to morph from proximity to acceptance, and any inherent sense of belonging fades beneath the desire to fit in. We begin to hesitate before walking into a room or choose isolation instead of sending the invitation. For me, the subtle shift began in kindergarten, just months after that summer birthday, and while the change was not caused by one person or isolated event, we all have moments that tend to collect and resurface from time to time, giving us glimpses into how we lost our way.

      We had just come in from recess, faces red and eager for a turn at the drinking fountain. Securing a spot near the front of the line, I stepped forward. The white porcelain pressed against my small fingers as I balanced on tiptoes to take a sip. Stray water droplets trickled down my chin, and I was careful to catch them, not wanting a single dribble to fall onto the dress I had carefully picked out that morning.

      To this day, I cannot remember the exact dress. In my mind the fabric was a soft blue cotton with puffed sleeves, because as a kindergarten girl in the 1990s, puffed sleeves were everything (thank you, Anne of Green Gables). What I do recall was how that dress made me feel. My shoulders squared proudly as I walked the halls of my small school. I loved who I was in that dress, and I was keenly aware that I did not want to ruin the fabric with a few drops of water.

      Wiping my chin with the back of my hand, I finished my time at the fountain and turned toward one of my closest friends, Olivia. A slight frown spread across her face as she looked back at me and said, “That dress makes you look fat.” The sentence was declarative, as if she were simply restating what she had for lunch or that the sky was blue. But this fact was news to me.

      As Olivia moved past to get her drink, my body slumped. Hurt welled in my chest, threatening to spill down the face I had just wiped clean. I arrived at school that day alive, free, and confident in the girl I saw in the mirror. Six words was all it took to replace that sense of security with the sinking feeling I did not fit in. Even my best dress was not good enough. My body was not good enough. I turned away before Olivia finished her drink and saw tears pooling in my eyes.

      I do not blame Olivia. One comment did not diminish all the hours we spent playing Barbies or the summers spent floating in her parents’ in-ground pool, the smell of lemon juice wafting from our hair while Mariah Carey serenaded us from the boombox. Olivia was a dear friend, a steadfast companion, and I am certain I too uttered my fair share of careless words over the years. Because that’s what happens when you spend enough time with someone. Sooner or later, intended or not, our jagged edges rub up against each other.

      Therapist Ryan Kuja once told me, “To be human is to know something of trauma.”1 Seen or unseen, real or imagined, intentional or not, we collect wounds like paper cuts along the way. Some traumas leave slivers while others create gaping holes in our sense of connection. Differences morph into divisions, and instead of throwing our hands wide and running across the grass toward each other, we just start running. Like Adam and Eve after that first bite of fruit, we hide. We cover parts of ourselves from God and each other, too afraid to bare what is tender and too hurt to move toward healing.

      And that’s how our original belonging begins to fade. What began in the Garden becomes a distant memory as we bury loneliness beneath the belief I am the one who is out of place. The odd one out. The one who can’t quite get it. The one who is not wanted or the one who feels awkward entering the room. We think we are the only ones alone on the sidewalk, watching through the window at a crowd who has it all figured out.

    

    
    
      Shifting the Question

      Not long ago, I picked up Henri Nouwen’s The Return of the Prodigal Son. I had been thinking a lot about Jesus’ parable of the lost son (from Luke 15), and I checked out Nouwen’s book hoping it would lend a little insight. But Nouwen’s story tilted everything. I had one of those experiences where it felt like the words had been written for me and me alone, as if gears once clunky, banging and clanking against one another, finally fell into place and began to move smoothly. He wrapped words around ideas that had long been swirling inside me.

      I told my friend Carla the following night at dinner that The Return of the Prodigal Son did more than solidify my solidarity with the self-righteous older brother in Jesus’ story (more on that to come). Nouwen helped me reframe the question I had long been asking, from “What does it look like to belong?” to “How can I be a place of welcome?” The shift altered my posture from me to we. Because instead of wondering how to fit in, I began to consider what it might look like if we could (in Nouwen’s words) “be home” to one another.

      The realization came like a fresh rush of freedom, as if someone had just opened a window and released a promise my soul had long been holding.

      Belonging is not something to attain but someone to become.

      It is not about finding the right place or the right people but about embracing our worth as God’s beloved and then extending the welcome.

      What I wish I could have told Jolene that day at the conference is that maybe we have been looking at belonging all wrong. Maybe the meaningful connection we seek is not “out there” waiting to be discovered. Maybe we do not need to bend ourselves into countless iterations or get sweaty in pursuit of some cosmic combination of perfect place and perfect people. Because belonging is already in us—part of who we have always been and who we are becoming. And maybe those very wounds we want to hide can help us find our way back to God and to each other.
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All Things Lost



Not everything that fades has been stolen.

James K. A. Smith






As I moved through elementary school into the upper grades, I wrapped my identity in achievement, and that little girl who gathered the neighborhood became little more than a memory. I collected labels such as “straight-A student,” “class president,” and “softball team captain” like patches sewn on a heavy backpack. Each label became a way to beautify the lack I carried inside like a secret.

I morphed from friend group to friend group like a chameleon, from the cheerleaders to the choir kids, from church youth group to the teens who wore Black Sabbath shirts and smoked out behind the Bob Evans where I worked evenings and weekends. I belonged everywhere and nowhere all at once.

Hiding has a way of creating distance, of keeping ourselves and others at arm’s length. We wrap thick layers of protection across our shoulders, hoping to be something other than human people who hurt and who feel, but in the process we do more than bury the desire for communion. We bury ourselves. We cover up who we really are, hoping who we appear to be will be welcomed. But belonging and acceptance are not the same.

By the time high school graduation rolled around, I had convinced all of us—maybe even myself—that I had performed my way into belonging. If you had been there, watching me give a class president speech beneath the fluorescent hum of the gymnasium lights, you would not have believed I felt out of place. In my pale blue robes, gold cords draped around my shoulders, I appeared confident and secure. But achievement is an easy anesthetic. Beneath the accolades was a girl who wondered whether she was wanted, not for what she produced or how she presented but for the person underneath it all. I was not a prodigal, and yet, I could not shake the sense of being lost.


More Than Good

Many of us are familiar with Jesus’ story in Luke 15, a tale we often refer to as the parable of the prodigal son. We talk about this story as a narrative of a rebellious, squandering youth who came to the end of himself and had nowhere to turn but home. We hear of a father squinting his eyes at the horizon, joy overtaking him as he sees his youngest son in the distance. All of this is true, but what we so often overlook is that Jesus began this particular teaching by saying, “A man had two sons” (Luke 15:11). Not one, but two.

The younger son occupied the first half of the story with his premature claim on his father’s inheritance and lifestyle that would make a weekend in Vegas blush, but the firstborn son was also there. While his backstory was quieter and less clear, we know he was the son who stayed. He was the one who remained with the father, dutifully going into the fields to work and tend his family’s land without asking for anything in return (at least, not out loud). By all appearances, he was the good son, and he wore that label with pride and expectation—that is, until his brother came home.

When the youngest returned and was welcomed, fury filled the older son. He paced a path in the dirt outside his family’s home and refused to celebrate his brother’s homecoming. Inwardly, he cursed and seethed, “I have done everything right, and he’s the one who gets the party? That fool? Why did I even try? What was the point?”

To be honest, I get a little angry for him. Why do the right thing if you still end up alone outside the party? Why become the pinnacle of good behavior and excellence when standing on a stage you still feel so dreadfully alone? Like the writer of Ecclesiastes, the imbalance causes us to question, “What do people get for all the toil and anxious striving with which they labor under the sun?” (Ecclesiastes 2:22 NIV). Why be good if “good” is not enough?

These are the questions I asked my freshman year in college when I began to wrestle with anxiety and depression, secretly wondering whether my pain was a punishment after wronging God in some unknown way. This same fury ran through my veins years later as a young mother the day I stood at our back window and watched our pregnant neighbor casually puff at her cigarette on her patio. I seethed knowing it would be her nicotine-covered hands bringing a baby home from the hospital while the unborn son I still carried in my belly would not live past birth, even after I had done everything right. Every time the world grinds against my sense of fairness or hard work ends up hollow, indignance flares within me. Like a toddler, I want to drag my feet and scream into the night sky, “Why try? What is the point?”

Bitterness makes me want to side with the older brother, to reel at the unfairness of it all. But when the fury settles and my mind stops shaking its fist, a gentle Voice inside me whispers, “There is more than one way to be lost.”

If we linger in Jesus’ story a little longer, what I think we will see is that both sons were prodigals in their own way. Both brothers placed their identities outside the love of the father. One lost himself in greed and sensual indulgence; the other buried himself in duty, diligence, and work. But both men came up lacking. Both men looked for significance, for a belonging crafted by their own hands. One simply had the desperation to make his way back home.

I struggle to identify with the wild living of the younger son, but I see my reflection clearly in the lostness of the elder. I see the way he went into the field day after day, not making waves but silently hoping his good deeds got noticed. I wonder how often he glanced up from tending his crop to see whether his father was watching. Worth and work become so easily tangled and twisted until we struggle to know who we are apart from our doing. But at the end of the day, recognition is a cheap substitute for communion, and acceptance is a temperamental friend.

We can behave our way into many circles, contorting ourselves to fit in, but when “being good” is defined by what is socially acceptable and motivated by desired outcomes rather than the common good, “being good” only gets us through the door. Entrance often comes with a cost, because acceptance asks us to minimize or mask parts of ourselves in order to look like what’s expected. Being on the inside can demand that we hide our insecurities, our family histories, our divergent opinions, and our money troubles. We might feel pressure to cover up the shade of our skin, the sound of our voice, the parts of us that seem too big or too small. In the search for acceptance, we often find ourselves hiding right out in the open, and while we might look just like everyone else, we lose ourselves in the process. Like the older brother, we do everything right but still end up alone in the field, kicking up clouds of dirt as anger turns into bitterness that burns beneath the skin.

Divorced from our own identity and distanced from the love of the Father, we end up lost. Every time. The search for acceptance takes us further from our original belonging, because no matter how hard you work, how shiny you become, what awards you collect on your shelves, the high never lasts. The spotlight fades. The trophies collect dust. The labels hide who you really are. As the sun sets and silence rises, you lay your head upon the pillow and sigh, “This too is meaningless, a chasing after the wind” (Ecclesiastes 2:26 NIV).




Who You Are

I do not love meeting new people. But it’s not the people. Really. It’s those first moments of trying to move from not knowing to kind-of knowing a person that amps up my awkward. Almost every time I am in a situation where I have to introduce myself to someone new, I get sweaty and turn inward, on the verge of a near-existential crisis. Who. Am. I? Do I stick out my hand and give the laundry list of roles and occupations (wife, mother, writer, daughter, firstborn . . . ), or do I respond with a more honest offering? “Hi. I am an introvert and deep feeler who often gets stuck in her head but longs for meaningful connection. Nice to meet you.” People don’t seem ready for the fuller answer, but the bullet points seem trite and thin. How are we to find an answer that encompasses all that we are, without overwhelming a stranger all at once? (No, really. Please. Tell me how.)

Identity is tricky, because while unique, we are not formed in isolation. A simple introduction is never simple, because who we are is an amalgamation of our personal wiring, the places we live, the people around us, our histories, and the values we hold. We are human potlucks, each dish and dessert making up the meal of who we are. Parts of our identity are solidified long before that first breath filled our lungs: city of origin, family lineage, the genetic coding imprinted on our DNA, the likelihood that, like my mother and grandmother, I too will have varicose veins. But we are not set-it-and-forget-it creatures. We are both static and active, set and evolving. Formation continues, and like any good Midwestern potluck, who you are becoming can be hard to contain.

But who you are matters to your belonging. The sound of your voice. The shade of your skin. The tiny mole on the tip of your pinky finger. Those details are no accident. While identity is complex, knowing yourself is part of being known. I do not think it was an accident that tacked on to Jesus’ teaching to love our neighbors he added two simple words: “as yourself” (Matthew 22:39). Those two words are not elevated above the admonitions to love God and neighbor, but they also are not absent. They are not forgotten from the equation. Because embedded within the greatest commandment is the reminder of who you are as God’s beloved. Love does not ask you to diminish or contort or hide for the sake of acceptance, but to embrace who you are and who you are becoming as a way to better love God and others.

Identity is not an end, but an avenue. It is looking in the mirror to understand the intricacies of a God whose “eyes saw me when I was formless” (Psalm 139:16). It is getting to know and love the Creator and the created through every freckle, every angle, every strand of wild and wiry gray hair. It is becoming acquainted with our own belovedness so that our love for God and each other might swell and grow from what is already in us. It is allowing the full and uncensored view of who you are to become an invitation to move closer, because the more familiar you are with your own reflection, the more you can see your shared humanity in the eyes of another. “For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror, but then face to face. Now I know in part, but then I will know fully, as I am fully known” (1 Corinthians 13:12).




Part and Whole

Several years ago, a few friends and I visited the Magnolia Market silos in Waco, Texas, and as I walked through the doors that day, displayed on one of the walls in large, metal letters was a sign that read:

The World Needs Who You Were Made To Be

At the risk of sounding melodramatic and somewhat cheesy, the truth is that I nearly ugly cried right there on the front steps. The message met me unexpectedly in a moment of intense self-doubt and despair. I stood beneath the sign, mentally repeating the words, as truth I had long buried and forgotten washed over me: to belong to God and to each other, we must also belong to ourselves.

It was not the first time since childhood I had lost sight of who I was (and it will likely not be the last). The lure of acceptance is always singing its sultry song, and we will often be tempted to hum along. But in that moment, I did not realize how lost I felt until those metal letters pointed me back home to the Father, back home to myself, back home to where our common humanity depends on being and giving from the fullness of who we are.

The strange thing about being human is that we must hold our smallness and specialness at the same time. Our flesh comes with both limitations and possibility, inherent goodness and a propensity toward sin, and it is often easier to let one win over the other. It is easier to wrap our identity around half-truths rather than navigate the nuance. But belonging invites us to bring our whole selves into the room.

The apostle Paul described this way of being so well in 1 Corinthians 12, where he talked about the people of God functioning like a body. “Imagine,” he said, “that each person is a part (an eye, a hip, a spleen), all coming together to form a greater whole. In the same moment, you are pieces of the body and individual members of it. Distinct and together. Small and essential” (paraphrase; see 1 Corinthians 12:12-27). Your individuality matters because the Spirit is alive in your specificity, and when all those tiny details come together, the sum of our humanity can become a body alight with Love, a manifestation of Christ himself. God does not ask us to shrink but to expand, to let our identity become a vessel that we offer in love for “the common good” (1 Corinthians 12:7).

Becoming more ourselves is not self-indulgence, but a way to love. A way to see God. A way to hold our complexities alongside one another. Letting go of external pressures and expectations, the love of the Father invites us to stop searching for acceptance with all its demands, all the ways we lose ourselves in an attempt to be seen, and instead step toward a belonging that comes to you and says, “You do not have to try so hard. Come home. You were lost but have been found.”
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