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  Dedication




  To Jesus,


  the DJ of all DJs,


  the Greatest Master of Ceremonies,


  the Ultimate Teacher of the break dance,


  You create and break my rhythm, and I'm always better for it.
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  Imagine that you have had the experience when a song


  gets stuck in your head and you just can’t get it out. You find the song popping up in your mind throughout the day. You tap the beat with a pen. You hum the tune. This isn’t necessarily a bad thing when the song is respectable. But more often than not, it seems, it happens with a song you wouldn’t normally want to be associated with.




  For me, usually the song is new, overproduced teen pop, with a chorus that has a super catchy hook to it. I’d never, ever listen to it on my own, but when I hear it suddenly on the radio, it just annoyingly sticks right in my head. Then during the day, over and over I think of the song and rhythm, and without even realizing it I sing a line or two of the chorus as I walk down a hallway. I end up sitting at my desk humming and tapping away to the rhythm and beat of the song until someone hears me and walks away thinking I am into teen pop music.




  Undesirable, annoying and embarrassing songs and rhythms can get stuck in our heads, but they generally fade out of our minds after a day or two. But what about when the thing that is stuck in your head isn’t just a teen pop song but the way you are living your life? You are repeating a cycle; you instinctively know there is something different for you, but you don’t know how to break out of the rhythm you are in.




  If you’ve felt or experienced this, you’re not alone. There are so many of us who have felt stuck in a rhythm of life that we wish we weren’t in, that we wish we could change. The good news is that we can break out of those rhythms. God is bigger than any rhythm we get ourselves into.




  I can’t think of anyone better to help us understand how God can break us out of old rhythms into new ones than my friend Amena Brown. I remember meeting Amena for the first time several years ago when we were both speaking at a conference


  for young leaders. Amena got on the stage and began reciting Scripture. But her Scripture reciting was done in the poetic form of spoken word. I was absolutely mesmerized by it. I have heard Scripture read many times, but this was the first time hearing it with such raw emotion—emotion that felt totally connected to the passage being read. I couldn’t wait to hear her each time she took the stage; her poetry and readings were quite honestly the highlight of the whole event. Amena spoke in rhythms, and these rhythms were infused with God’s truth.




  What you will appreciate about this book is that Amena fuses God’s truth with the reality of the rhythms of life. In Breaking Old Rhythms you will not read Christian lingo or get an unrealistic, over the top, “you can do it” mantra built from single Bible verses taken out of context. You won’t find ideas here that run dry after you’ve read the last page, ideas that prove difficult to live out in the real world. Amena’s writing is very different from these types of books: rather than a short-term motivational boost, she focuses on God’s long-term ways of changing our old, undesired rhythms into new, refreshing ones.




  What I loved about Breaking Old Rhythms is that Amena challenges us to not settle for less than the beauty of what God creates us each to be. I think we sometimes just settle into a rhythm of life because we think it would take too much effort or simply prove impossible to change. You will be inspired to rethink your dreams and reconsider the possibilities surrounding you as you read Amena’s personal life experiences and are reminded of the power of God.




  There is a fun Johnny Cash song that I like called “Get Rhythm.” As the words of that song say, “Hey, get rhythm when you get the blues!” I am very thankful that Amena has challenged us to get not just any old rhythm, but to sync ourselves to God’s rhythm for our lives.




  I have had joy typing these words, knowing that your life will change as a result of what you are about to begin reading. Have a great experience within the pages of this book!




  





  Dan Kimball




  A Word to the Reader
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  I’ve read quite a few books on faith. Some were cliché-ridden, but a few really challenged me in my thoughts about God, church, faith, hope and love. My original idea for this book was a how-to guide on what to do when you find yourself in a rut. I started with an outline of thirteen chapters before realizing that eleven of them wouldn’t work. God has a sense of humor in that the rhythm I thought would work for this book didn’t keep time with what it really means to break old rhythms.




  I’ve discovered there is no formula or equation for breaking rhythm. It is found in the way my grandmother can cook a whole meal with no recipe; in the way Grandmaster Flash took two


  records, a crossfader and his fingertips and made new music; the way Jesus without curriculum, bullet points or ProPresenter demonstrated to his disciples the way to really live.




  As human beings we’re all always searching. We want to be satisfied and accepted and fulfilled and loved. No person and no experience can do all of that for us except for God. But it takes most of us coming up empty several times before we realize it.




  This book is about recognizing monotony when it’s slowly stifling your ability to see anything but the trouble in front of you. About not letting the change of song keep you from dancing. About finding your rhythm even when you can’t quite locate its rhyme or reason. About the journey of the search, and the answers and questions we find there. Here, we’re not going to talk formula or bullet points; we’ll talk mess and epiphany and how somewhere in the midst of it all we realize we’re not alone. This God who many of us have tried to push off as some distant watchmaker, who creates creations and leaves them alone and wondering, is really a God who is present with us, who wants to know us, who wants us to know him.




  A Prelude




  We all have a rhythm we keep. I’m not talking about clapping on one/three or two/four. I’m not talking about bars of music or six/eight time. I’m talking about a way of thinking, a routine, a comfort zone where we feel safe and secure, even when our safety and security is built on a façade. Some of our rhythm we inherit from our family, some of it we choose and some of it we learn from our experiences. Sometimes life comes along with its requisite gut punches that knock the wind and the rhythm out of us. Or so it seems.




  Now take a moment and wherever you are, clap your hands or snap your fingers ten times. Go on . . .




  Did you notice you were starting to bob your head? That’s what I hope these words will help you to do: Find a rhythm and, when necessary, break it.




  One


   


  Finding Your Rhythm
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  I was born of tambourine and handclap


  Foot stomp on old wooden church floors


  Learned to love a sound that came straight from James Brown


  Not the Godfather of Soul


  I’m talking about my father, whose soul is earth, wind & fire


  Whose eyes are “shining stars for me to see”


  Earphones bigger than six-month-old me


  Placed around these little ears


  So I could hear a slice of “what my life could truly be”




  Amena Brown, The Key of G




   




  The too-big headphones belonged to my dad, James Brown. Yes, my dad’s name is really James Brown. For years I have been trying to convince people that this makes me the granddaughter of soul—but no takers. When I was growing up, my dad listened to funk and jazz, and he’s been playing piano as long as I can remember. Every time I hear Earth, Wind, & Fire’s “Let’s Groove,” I am transported back to the small living room in our North Carolina townhome, my dad clad in doo-rag and short-sleeved white T-shirt, my first time hearing the recording of a horn section, layered vocals and a thumping bass line.




  My mom played in the band during high school and was a lover of all things music: Prince, Michael Jackson, Tremaine Hawkins, Bob Marley, and Frankie Beverly and Maze. Eventually I got my own boom box and started to play the hip hop, jazz and soul tunes that moved me. Since before I said my first word, I’ve been following a rhythm. We all have.
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  The Power of Rhythm




  I went to my first concert in Atlanta’s Centennial Park in 2004. Admission was five dollars. Some friends and I met up, threw our blankets on the grass and waited for this new rapper named Kanye West to take the stage. He performed hits from his debut album College Dropout. My friends and I were all recent college grads so we could identify with Kanye’s middle-class angst. Most of us were working far from dream jobs, doing what we could to make it between paychecks.




  When Kanye performed his controversial hit “Jesus Walks,” the audience went from bohemian blanket sitting to standing with hands in the air. I looked around at the crowd as the soldieresque background vocals and marching band percussion opened the song. Age, race, faith, skin color, fashion, economic status, didn’t matter. The whole crowd was bobbing their heads, rocking their necks and bouncing their arms to the same beat. This was one of the first times I understood the power of rhythm.




  We all have a rhythm we’re used to—a tempo that goes beyond the kind of music we listen to. God gave each of us an internal rhythm. Put your hand over your heart, a hand over your wrist or two fingers on the side of your neck, and you’ll discover you have your own internal click—a personal metronome that God thoughtfully put inside each of us. We find our rhythm in the way we like life to go, in the way we choose to love and allow ourselves to be loved, whether we like life to be easy, planned to the minute, exciting, adventurous or safe. Our rhythm is our life’s cadence. It’s something we follow, most times without even knowing it.




  Take my single dating life, for example. I had a “rhythm” for dating guys who were really fun and creative and comedic—and emotionally unavailable and noncommittal. In a room full of fifty guys, I had great radar for picking that same man over and over again. Something about being with a guy who didn’t really want to be with me was inherent in my rhythm.




  When I write poems I typically write my first draft in pen while listening to John Coltrane. I’ve tried switching this up, writing to hip hop beats or soul music or guitar instrumentals, but my poems will not come out and dance unless Coltrane or Miles Davis is the Pied Piper. That’s part of my rhythm.




  During first grade, I lived with my grandma while my mom went through basic training in the army. My grandma played piano for the church choir, and she played those keys lively as if each one were its own bongo drum.




  At my grandma’s church, the youth choir wore black and white, the adult choir wore robes, all of the women in church wore long dresses and skirts with pantyhose and slips underneath, hair or wig pressed and curled, shoes and pocketbook to match, barely any make-up. The women taught me a rhythm. They showed me the powerful sound of voices lifted to God and feet patting out the beat in unison on the church’s hardwood floors, but they also taught me a different rhythm: what it meant to be a church woman, a good girl. They taught me that good girls don’t wear harlot-red lipstick or see-through blouses. They always wear slips, only speak when spoken to and keep their legs closed as if they were trying to keep a nickel tightly between their knees. They were teaching me the beginning of the rhythm of what I expected womanhood and Christianity to be.




  Jesus in the Room with Me




  With churchgoing parents and grandparents, I felt like I grew up around God. He went to my grandma’s church, my aunt had his picture on her wall, and my mom listened to his music. God and I were more like acquaintances, friends of friends. We were never formally introduced, although I always had this feeling that maybe he wanted to have more than a passing conversation with me.




  I always thought God was old, beige, bald, with a really long goatee, robed in white and barefoot. I always imagined Jesus as lots of paintings depict him: brown hair parted down the middle, wavy as if it had been loosely roller set, dressed in a white toga made of bed sheets and Birkenstocks because they seem like Jesus sandals. This God, this Jesus, always seemed stuffy, silent, distant, disconnected and disengaged. He never seemed like someone I could get close to.




  My friend Kimberly asked me once if I could physically see Jesus in the room with me, what would I do. I tried to imagine him, but all my ideas came out cartoony. I told her I’d say hi to him, I’d even talk with him, but I wasn’t sitting next to him. He could hold down his corner of the room and I’d hold down mine.




  She told me she would sit in his lap, wrap her arms around him and lay her head on his chest. I couldn’t imagine being that close to Jesus or that he would want to be that close to me. Since then, I have gone back to this question many times. Each time the scenario is different. Sometimes I am close enough to Jesus to lay my head on his shoulder, to listen to his heartbeat. Other times I am standing in the doorway of the room, unsure if I deserve to come in. Every time, I imagine Jesus with this look in his eyes as if he wants to be closer to me than I’ll allow.




  Singing and Believing




  A few years ago I was invited to share poetry at a restoration house for women recovering from drug addiction, alcoholism and prostitution. I wasn’t sure what I’d have to say that would mean anything to the women there, but I went anyway. When I got there, the lady who facilitated the weekly Bible study opened the time as she usually did, playing a contemporary Christian song that you’d hear on the radio. They had no guitar player, no worship leader, just a song that I normally would have deemed cliché playing from an old boom box. There were eight or ten women in the room, and as the song played they started to sing. My stomach tightened in a way that caused my throat to close, and I knew I was going to cry. Not a pleasant, tears-rolling-gently-down-the-cheeks cry—I mean an ugly, can-hardly-talk-and-cry-at-the-same-time cry.




  I realized these women really believed what they were singing about. I asked myself, When was the last time I sang a song like this and believed the words I was singing? To them, phrases including the words set free, rescued, saved weren’t concepts to cognitively assent to or buzz words to throw around. God had really set them free from addiction, rescued them from street corners, saved them from a man’s fist. I had a feeling God enjoyed listening to them sing, that their voices and hearts and notes mattered to him.




  When they were done singing, I shared some poems and told some stories, but more than anything I thought about what my time with them had spoken to me. It made me question how long I had been running on empty. How long had God been commonplace to me? When did he stop being amazing, and what did it say about my heart that the Creator of the universe and Savior of the world was no longer awe-inspiring?




  God’s Rhythm




  God has a rhythm, just as we do. God’s rhythm is unchanging and eternal, full of love, hope and grace. Absolutely truthful, always available, incredibly powerful. If God had a rhythm, how could I find it? How was I missing it?




  “My thoughts are not your thoughts,” God says. “Neither are your ways my ways. . . . As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts” (Isaiah 55:8-9). If God’s thoughts and ways are higher than ours, then God’s rhythm is probably vastly different from the rhythm I’m always trying so desperately to hold onto.




  When I was growing up, a guest director came every year to direct our church choir for a special event. Before he would teach us new songs he would have all of us sing a particular note. He would walk through each row with his ear in front of us. If he passed by anyone who wasn’t on the note, he would sing the note with him or her until that singer joined him in the correct pitch. I imagine God is a lot like that. His intention is not to break us for the sake of seeing us in pain or to correct us for the sake of ruining our fun. He’s got a much bigger note he’s trying to get us to hear, a strong rhythm he wants us to fall in line with. God’s rhythm is not our rhythm. Neither is God’s rhythm a flat line.




  We are like instruments in God’s orchestra. That means if we want to be a part of the symphony, we have to learn to follow God’s beat.




  We are like bones in a body—growing, stretching, discovering and sometimes breaking. God’s rhythm is surgical, breaking, healing and mending where we have grown crooked.




  We are like trees, extending our branches toward the light. God’s rhythm is the post he ties us to, to make sure we grow straight, with roots growing deep into the soil.




  Sometimes the rhythm I’ve built for myself falls short, peters out and gets fuzzy in the middle. Sometimes my rhythm shatters and breaks. It is these moments when I find God, when my ears are more attuned to his voice and character, when I can somehow hear his rhythm more clearly.




  Breaking Rhythm




  

    	Read Isaiah 55:8-9. Reflect on some of the major decisions of your life: how have your ways been different from God’s ways?




    	Which image of God is more appealing to you—God as orchestra conductor, surgeon or gardener? Why?




    	Think of a time when you felt the pain of a broken rhythm. How do you see God’s involvement in that experience?


  




  Two


   


  The Blessing of Irritation
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  Sometimes what seems like surrender isn’t surrender at all. It’s about what’s going on in our hearts. About seeing clearly the way life is and accepting it and being true to it, whatever the pain, because the pain of not being true to it is far, far greater.




  Tom Booker, The Horse Whisperer




   




  It starts with a little irritation. The beginning of being annoyed, unnerved, dissatisfied. This feeling grows to become frustration and starts boiling in your chest. This is when you realize you don’t like where you are. You want to be somewhere else—anywhere else but here.




  Sometimes I hate here. I think it should be thrown in as a bad word with all the other four-letter ones. Here is a second-place trophy, “Why can’t you be more like your brother?” and “It’ll happen when you least expect it” all rolled into one. When you’re in high school you can’t wait to get out of your parents’ house. When you get to college, you can’t wait to get into the real world. When you get into the real world, you can’t wait to find your dream job. When you’re single, you can’t wait to get married. When you get married, you can’t wait to have kids. When you have kids, you can’t wait for them to grow up and leave the house.




  We feel restless and would rather avoid here by getting there as fast as we can. Here sucks. It’s not back then, not quite there yet. Here can be purgatory, your own version of Dante’s Inferno. Here is like sitting at a bus stop with your bags packed but no idea when your bus will arrive or where it might take you.




  Here can seem so slow-moving. It’s not as glorified as the past but not as mysterious as the future. The past is the slick-talking bad boy who has wit to match all of your fears and inhibitions. The future is a suit-wearing professional, promising you the world without saying much about how you’ll get there. The present wears nerdy, nearsighted glasses and has a pocket protector full of tools for managing your time and creative process.




  The tricky thing about here is that it only lasts for a moment. In a little while, our current life and circumstances will be the past. If we spend our present wishing we were in the past or hoping so hard for our future, we miss appreciating what we have and gaining the most from where we are.




  Here is where we discover our rhythm.




  The Princess and the Pea




  When I was just a couple of years out of college, I fell in love with New York City. I had an opportunity to move there and serve in a missions project. I also had an opportunity to take a job in Atlanta in corporate America working as a writer. Should I throw caution to the wind, embrace being broke and move to New York where I’d have to live with seventeen roommates in a three-square-foot apartment and work six jobs to make a living? Should I resign myself to a life of humdrum and boredom by taking a stuffy corporate job? Was the broke-ness worth the proximity to Broadway and the chance to be discovered? Was the practicality of the job worth financial stability?
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