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      For BB and for all who hate or feel hated by religion.

      Be encouraged. Love gets the final say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “‘Meanwhile,’ said Mr. Tumnus, ‘It is winter in Narnia and has been for ever so long…

        always winter, but never Christmas.’”

        —CS Lewis, The Chronicles of Narnia

      

      

      

      
        
        “The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new lands, but in seeing with new eyes.”

        —Marcel Proust

      

      

      

      
        
        “Life is a song — sing it. Life is a game — play it.

        Life is a challenge — meet it. Life is a dream — realize it.

        Life is love — enjoy it.”

        —Sai Baba
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            PROLOGUE

          

          A WORD ABOUT OUR ITINERARY

        

      

    

    
      Imagine that you’ve planned a trip to somewhere you’ve always dreamed of visiting. For sake of illustration, let’s say Yellowstone National Park. You’ve heard about the bison and elk herds, imagined what it would be like to sit in a rocker on the balcony of Old Faithful Lodge anticipating the next predicted geyser eruption. You’ve saved the money, flown to Jackson, and waited through the line of cars at the park’s entrance.

      After the better part of an hour, you reach the entry station, pay the admission fee, and take the glossy full-color map brochure the ranger hands you. And then you turn around and go back to the hotel to study it. You familiarize yourself with the routes to take to Lake Yellowstone, Mammoth Hot Springs, the Lamar Valley. You peruse the breathtaking photos, intrigued by the quotes of awed visitors. But you never actually venture into the park. National parks are dangerous, after all. There are wild animals, hazards along the trails, and traffic jams. Conversely, your hotel room is climate-controlled, near to endless delicious meal options, and walled off from thousands of other tourists jockeying for the best camera angles and limited parking spaces.

      Why would anyone do that—get that close and then turn back in the name of safety and comfort? They wouldn’t. And yet that is the approach we take to most of our lives. We enter our adult years with plans and dreams for what our lives will be like. We work hard to complete an education or apprenticeship. And then the grind of adulthood, responsibilities, competition for limited resources (time, money, love, attention) begins in earnest. We find ourselves gravitating to what is safe, convenient, well-known, comfortable. True adventure, straying from the norm, seems costly and unpredictable. But it's in the places of the unknown, the yet to be explored, where excitement, discovery, purpose, and meaning blossom.

      Many of us live passively, wearily, on merry-go-rounds of habits and routine curated from the things we already know and understand, skillsets mastered long ago. We ignore the vast richness of the unseen depths of our inner worlds and our connections to the world beyond us despite the occasional ache that whispers there’s got to be more.

      You’re about to embark on an interactive exploration designed to transport you from the expected into the wilds of the unknown. Like most adventures, you may choose the express route or you may give yourself additional time and space to consider some paths you may have never seen as options. Along the way, we’ll explore a series of seemingly impossible God tales woven together and unfurled as a map to a destination created by God in love specifically for you.

      Joy on a Bathroom Stall was birthed from one of those tales. A hot pink beacon in a Mims, Florida gas station telegraphed that I was seen, my prayers were heard, no matter how things appeared. No one expects to hear from God in a bathroom stall, yet surprisingly, there was his sign. That sloppily painted “Joy” sparked this project, but it was one tale of many over time that conveyed this inextricable truth: God speaks and acts, and he wants to interact with you specifically. He loves you unreservedly and is actively seeking to connect with you to bring meaning, purpose, and joy that only he can give.

      This journey is meant to be unique to you, as you are individually created and gifted. And what you are meant to discover is likely to be just as pleasantly surprising to you as these recounted tales were for me. First, in that you may not have realized you were even looking for something. And further, in that what you discover may not resemble anything you expected. It also probably won’t come when or where you thought it would, but it is out there waiting for you nonetheless. Breathe deeply as this journey begins and allow yourself the imaginative space to consider the wonder of the divine.

      Welcome aboard!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            WAYPOINT 1.

          

          AT THE END A BEGINNING

        

      

    

    
      “Like it or not, endings are a part of life. They are woven into the fabric of life itself, both when it goes well, and also when it doesn't... Life has seasons, stages, and phases. For there to be anything new, old things always have to end, and we have to let go of them.”

      
        
        — Dr. Henry Cloud, Necessary Endings

      

      

      For several weeks, I'd looked across the meadow into the verdant rolling landscape to see the train flying through, not the whole of it, just its sleek silver engine and a few passenger cars. Those moments passed quickly, replaced by other distractions.
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      Not long before I was notified my job was ending, I saw the train pull into the station in what appeared to be an English countryside — perhaps the look of it inspired by a penchant for British television. A clock hung over the end of the platform announcing a time I couldn't see; the content of the schedule posted on the walls was also a mystery. I just knew it to be the schedule and that it was posted. Several travelers milled about the station, none of whom I knew.

      The day before the words were spoken that brought reality to this vision, I watched as the train arrived again. This time I heard, “It is time. All aboard,” and I knew it was my time to go. Standing on the platform for a moment longer, soaking in the new energy of the scene, I felt no fear. I did not ask where the train was headed, how long it would take to get there. Rather, I felt, "Of course. Of course it’s a train. Not a car where I could grab the wheel or a plane with a single destination. But a train running on established rails at the direction and speed of an unseen Conductor. A journey with lots of starts and stops along the way — sometimes at a new station, sometimes just in the open countryside or at a crossroads waiting for other trains to pass. Interesting.”

      I boarded and made my way down the narrow corridor past several cabins before finding mine. I recognized it immediately because my friend Robin sat there grinning up at me as I walked through the door. Having no luggage to store, I simply stepped in, sat beside her, and returned her smile. “Isn't this exciting?” she greeted me.

      I settled into the seat beside her and the Spirit whispered, “Enjoy this ride with me. It will be the trip of a lifetime.”

      The following morning, I logged on to my regularly scheduled weekly check-in to hear my boss say my position was ending due to industrywide contract terminations. My initial response was to confirm I'd already known what was coming that morning, and I was thankful for the time I’d worked with her. We covered next steps, shed some tears, and ended the painful meeting quickly.

      Strong emotions wrestled for dominance — fear about what I would do next, how the bills would be paid as a single-person household. Sadness that a company I had helped build for twenty years, people I had mentored from their college years, would no longer be a part of my world. But the overwhelming sentiment was excitement, like someone paroled after years of longing for freedom.

      Every beginning requires an ending—though most of us don’t care much for endings. We avoid them even when we suspect we should actually embrace them for the new that lies beyond. There is comfort in the known because for many of us, living in the discomfort we know beats the unfamiliar, unpredictable wildness of the unknown. How about you? What emotions or memories does the idea of an ending prompt?

      Keep in mind that growth requires a beginning. From the cellular level (death of old cells and creation of new) to the way we interact with ourselves and the world, growth is a fundamental characteristic of all living things. By definition, living things are required to grow to be considered alive. In our human experience, growth can be physical, mental, emotional, or spiritual.

      With the end of my job, the train was on its way and me with it. To where, I couldn't begin to guess, but you know what, fellow traveler? You have found yourself on this journey with me. What an adventure we are going to have. As I write, I'm not sure everything we will visit along the way, all that we will see and discover. And I have no idea what separate stops you will be making, what stations will come up for you as we go, but I know that they are there waiting for you.

      Oh really, how can this be when you have not left the seat, bed, tub in which you are reading this? It's quite simple actually, for you see we inhabit two equally real realms at the same time — the one we see (let's call it the natural world) and the one we don't (the spirit world). The natural world is all that you can see, taste, smell, touch, hear with your natural senses—the crickets outside the window, the bacon cooking as you shower for work, cars honking at an intersection where someone's texting has distracted them from the green light. Yes, there is so much to perceive in each moment that we actually miss most of it — quite necessary to avoid sensory overload.

      So, what of the spirit world? How does that work exactly? Well, let's start with the truth that none of us can know exactly. It is, after all, the world of the unseen and we are sentient, intelligent but limited creatures born from that unseen world into the land of natural earth.

      Before going further let’s pause to address one of the nastiest of creations — both in the natural and the spirit realms — and that is religion. Is religion separate from the spirit realm? Yes, and it is also a created thing. Religion of any faith is a construct, an operating system, a set of rules or laws that by its very nature separates and divides us in our natural expression. Religion apart from a relationship with God is foul—and even more so because it is a counterfeit that masquerades as what it is not: the true God who creates with love, by love, for love, and holds the world together in his love.

      Religion purports to bring us closer to God but it is often a means of manipulation and control: of those in positions of authority over their adherents, and by adherents attempting to manipulate and cajole outcomes from a god created in their own image as an expected reward for religious performance. Particularly insidious is the often good but misguided intention of all involved. What religion promises but does not deliver can be found only in a relationship between each of us and God.

      It is only God who knows all that is in the natural world and in the spirit realm, only God who knows us in layers of intricacy we don't even realize about ourselves, can't know are there. He is Father. He is Son. He is Holy Spirit. He is not religion. Religion is not God. We'll talk more about this as we journey.

      Along the way, I will share some of my encounters in the Spirit—impossible God tales—so that they might spark in you whatever your spirit is searching or longing for. I don't know what that is, and you might not yet know either. But there's something down deep in your unique spirit that's waiting to be acknowledged and nurtured. How exciting!

      If you feel a little nudge (or tickle) about what that might be, jot it down. You’ll find a Travel Log at the end of each chapter in which to write or draw as we take this trip. Ideas? Note them. Questions, emotions, your own pictures or words you hear — definitely record all of them.

      One very important thing to know as we start out: Anything you hear, see, or feel (experience in any way) that is unkind, hateful, destructive, know that it is not of God, and it is not meant for you to hold onto. If it's there, it's to be dealt with, not put up with. Just as an oncologist doesn't stop at identifying a cancer but speeds on to outline a treatment, there are things in us, in and around our spirits, that have come from trauma, pain, harm done to us or by us, that must be dug out and dispatched. Some of that can happen quickly; some will require time and multiple steps in treatment.

      Another thing to know is that God is not the only spiritual being who interacts with us from the spirit realm. He is the supreme spirit, and his Holy Spirit is active throughout the earth and lives in those who believe in him through Jesus. But there are other spiritual creatures operating at all times. We've referred to them over time as angels, demons, spirits, principalities, rulers in the heavenly realms, satan. The names are not particularly important at this moment, but it’s critical that you know there is bad at work in the spirit realm just as there is good. The good is far more powerful than the bad, but the bad is active and persistent.

      Does whether you believe in spirit beings change their power or ability to impact the world in general or your natural life specifically? No. No more than my inability to explain the law of gravity keeps me from experiencing its effects or consequences should I fall or jump off a cliff. Whether by accident or on purpose, willingness or inattention, gravity acts so unfailingly there is a formula to compute its force. The equation is always accurate regardless of intent, belief, awareness, or understanding.

      Further, we are created beings that have a natural body, but we also have a soul and a spirit, and as such, each of us serves as a conduit between the natural and the spirit realms, even when we don't realize it. We talk about such things as the law of attraction, intention, visualization, getting back the things we put out into the universe (reaping and sowing). Again, we don't know why these concepts work as they do — we just know that they do.

      Think about your own life for a moment. How does a day grounded in gratitude or positivity differ from one spent focused on hardship or frustration, even when your outward circumstances haven’t changed?

      Additionally, remember a time when you didn't receive something through your five senses, for example you didn't see or hear it, but you felt an internal nagging that warned you to drive another route or not to trust a person walking through the same parking lot. Going one step further, have you ever had a time when before the phone rang or a text or email chimed, you knew who it was or what would be said before you answered it? These are things in the spirit realm that are being perceived by your spirit.

      So here we are. We are humans who live in an actual body in a natural realm. And we’ve just been exploring the beginning of this journey that is completely happening in your thoughts and emotions as expressed through the filter of your personality (your soul) while listening out for the things of your spirit.

      Before we come to our first stop along the way, I want to clarify a couple of things. Throughout our time together, when I write of “seeing” something, think of it similarly to what you experience when in your mind, you replay a memory of a special evening, the previous holiday, an argument with a loved one, etc. Those memories include visuals, often emotions, sometimes scents, music or sound, etc. These visions or mental pictures are similar except rather than being memories they are windows into the spirit — either of things happening in the present but not in the natural world, or things that will be in the future. I am not physically transported to a different location. I'm simply given the ability to see and experience with multiple senses and emotions depictions designed to reveal and teach things. I am not alone in these giftings, I'm just choosing to take the risk of sharing mine with you.

      Secondly, when I say I “heard” something, I'm sharing words heard in my spirit from God's Spirit rather than spoken words. Is it possible to hear things in your spirit that don't come from God? Absolutely. Sometimes past trauma or troubling thoughts bombard our minds like gnats at sunset. Spirit beings continually try to speak into our spirits, which is why it's critical that we are careful with the outside voices and messages (music, movies, games, books, people, news) we immerse ourselves in. Any garbage that goes in, we just have to detox out.

      Additionally, visions and messages received in the spirit must be held up against the love and truth of God and his written words recorded in the Bible to make sure they align. (The Bible is worth the read. Free digital copies are also easily searchable and available in several common-language options.) Here’s a simple example of alignment: The God who explicitly tells us not to lie in scripture will never tell one of us to give a false statement about something in our own lives. If you get a message to lie, it’s not from God.

      God’s interactions with us (words, impressions, pictures, tone, etc.) also will always align with his character: love, joy, peace, patience, goodness, kindness, gentleness, faithfulness, self-control. Even when his messages are corrective (like the tale shared in chapter 6), they are loving and for your or someone else’s good.

      Lastly, know that it’s possible to mishear, miss-see, or misinterpret what is initially heard or seen, felt, etc., by one's spirit. This is an issue in any interaction, including the closest human relationships. For example, a family member once got snappy at me one morning when I asked something mundane about the coffee pot. Why? She heard something completely different than what I said. Eyewitnesses are notoriously bad about capturing the details of what they see, and the more time passes, the less reliable those “facts” become. Factor in tone, context, emotional state, and how hungry or tired we are, and we’re liable to be well off base at times. That doesn’t mean we stop considering things of the spirit any more than we refuse to interact with people in the natural realm. Rather we stay aware that distortion is a part of communication.

      But more about all of that later. We've got time to talk along the way. For now? Ask God to be able to see, hear, experience what is meant for you on this journey. If you’re not exactly sure how you should do that, repeat after me: "God, help me to see, hear, experience what is meant for me here and now.”

      Not sure if there really is a God out there or if so that he will hear your request? Not a problem. Just go with me and repeat it. Feel free to add in an “if you’re real” caveat to the beginning of that simple prayer. He does not mind and always welcomes an invitation to interact with each of us.

      Done? Fantastic! Use the first space in the Travel Log to jot down anything that comes to mind, or whatever you’re thinking or feeling about all of this, before we move on. Words on the page are easier to process over time, and it minimizes distracting thoughts in the meantime.
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        * * *

      

      Landmarks

      
        
          	
        Every beginning requires an ending. Beginnings are often uncomfortable because they start from that which is unfamiliar.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        By definition, to be alive is to grow. Growth (whether physical, mental, emotional, or spiritual) requires a beginning.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        There is an unseen spirit world that is just as real as the natural world you see, feel, hear, touch, or smell.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        God and religion are not the same thing. God is a living being who created all living things and continues to create in the present. Religion is a created construct that is subject to human manipulation and control.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        God creates with love, by love, for love, and holds the world together in his love.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        God speaks and acts, and he wants to interact with you specifically.
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        * * *

      

      Travel Log

      
        
          	
        Record thoughts or emotions that have come up for you so far for processing along the way.
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        Why have you chosen to come on this journey? (Is there something specific that you want to better understand about yourself or the world around you? About God?) How do you feel when you read that God speaks and acts, and he wants to interact with you specifically (e.g., more hopeful, skeptical, affirmed)?
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        What are you most hoping to discover along the way? (For example, do you feel stuck or fed up about something that you hope can change? Do you feel like there’s got to be more to life than what you have experienced so far? Are you curious about whether there is a God, or a different way of relating to God and what that might mean for you?)
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        What is your favorite way to travel (car, plane, train, boat, motorcycle, etc.) and why?
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        What is your favorite road trip snack? Why? How does it make you feel when you're traveling? What memories does it evoke?
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