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Once upon a time, in a land far, far away, lived a beautiful princess. Sadly, unbeknown to her, when she was just a young girl an evil spell was cast over her. For years nothing happened. Yet as she grew into a woman this spell gave her tormented dreams, night after night. There was no escape. Her dreams followed the same pattern every night.


The princess was a beautiful woman and her beauty was expected to last for ever. But in this dream, instead of being eternally young and beautiful, the princess began to age. She discovered grey hairs, crow’s feet and lines across her face. Her metabolism, once bright and sprightly, grew weary and began to slow down. The princess found that her body shape began to change. She weighed more than she used to. Her body no longer had the definition that it once did. Clothes were a little tighter (or had they shrunk in the wash?). There was nothing she could do to stop it.


In her world, the princess lived in a perfect castle, with exquisite furnishings. Servants and handmaidens took care of her every need. They listened to her every word, and lived to look after her. Yet in her dream she lived in a tiny apartment with donated furniture and two untidy women. One of the girls was always stealing the princess’s food because she spent all her money on clothes. The other girl was very beautiful and popular with all the guys. Not that our princess was jealous, because she was a princess after all, and besides, the other girl wasn’t that beautiful.


In this terrible dream, the princess was not famous and known throughout the land for being – well, a princess. She had a job. And worse than that, it was a boring job, and did not fulfil her dreams or pay enough. Her boss was a pain and often took her for granted. She did not get the promotion she knew she deserved. She worked long hours and nobody recognised her for it: not even a thank you. The princess was not famous. In fact she was nobody special at all.


The princess was destined to marry a handsome prince, a gorgeous gallant warrior made for greatness. They would have a beautiful wedding, the best in all the kingdom. They would honeymoon in distant tropical lands. He would be perfect in every way and treat her as she deserved. They would live – yes – happily ever after.


But in her dream the man she met was an average guy (thankfully not a frog) with an average job. He did not have a warrior’s physique but was ordinary, with emerging love handles. He was still trying to work out what to do with his life, so how was he ever going to come to her rescue?


The princess expected a perfect castle, filled with the joy and laughter of a growing family, the smiles of a tiny baby. She would have time to see friends and would retain her pre-baby body. Her husband would be called the luckiest man in the entire kingdom. But her dreaded dream foretold a much smaller home with crying babies, sleepless nights, no energy for friends, no waistline after children and a stressed-out husband who insisted he was more tired than she was. She wondered if she had the power to wake herself up.


When indeed the dream was over, the princess would wake in a cold sweat, terrified of making a single move. When she had calmed down, she got out of bed and began the day, only to find that her dream was actually . . . reality.


The princess thought she was destined for a life of promise, romance, beauty and happily ever afters. But her dream promised nothing extraordinary. It was average, often dull and a lot of hard work. Even worse, it didn’t look as though anyone was about to rescue her any time soon.
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Walk with me


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Wouldn’t it be great if twenty-first-century womanhood came with a manual?


It’s a complex time to be a woman. There are some wonderful realities and some devastating tragedies about the female experience. In the same era, around the world women are taking hold of new opportunities and rising through the echelons of society to greater positions of influence and power, while millions of others are utterly powerless, trafficked for sexual exploitation. Globally, gender-based violence maims and kills more women aged 15–44 than cancer, malaria, traffic accidents and war. Tearfund note on their website that ‘Global poverty has a woman’s face’, suggesting that 70 per cent of those around the world living in poverty are women. In the United Kingdom many women enjoy freedom and flexibility in their career choices and lifestyles that not even their mothers experienced. Yet at the same time many other women are oppressed and held captive in abusive relationships (in 2009–10, 73 per cent of the victims of domestic violence in the UK were women). While girls are outperforming boys at every level of education, for all their skills and qualifications women in general are paid significantly less than their male counterparts, a difference of up to 16 per cent in pay (the figure rises to 39 per cent if the work’s part-time). Women are underrepresented on company boards in the UK, and only 12.5 per cent of directors in FSTE 100 companies are women – in fact, 21 per cent of FTSE 100 companies have all-male boards. Despite a record number of female MPs, they are still outnumbered four to one in parliament. In 2009 the NHS reported that one in five adult women experiences depression, anxiety or suicidal thoughts. It’s no wonder theologian Carolyn Custis James concludes, ‘The landscape for women in the twenty-first century is a polarized world of extremes that, to be honest, is confusing to women.’1


It’s a complex time to be a woman. And yet here we are in the midst of the complexity, trying to work out how to live our lives and be the women we’re meant to be.


Wouldn’t it be good to have a manual?


It would be a thick encyclopaedic guide that would be miraculously light and fit into your handbag, or better still an app on your phone. And it would cover everything you needed to know to make it in life. Everything. It would lead you to the perfect job and career (with great pay) with the best colleagues ever. They’d be better than colleagues, they’d be family. Work wouldn’t feel like work because you enjoyed it so much. It would show you how to meet Mr Right and have the perfect wedding, great sex and a fantastic marriage. It would show you how to have perfect, shiny, beautiful, talented and intelligent children. It would show you how to play that game called life. And win.


Then there are the things that we’d hope were so ingrained in our lives there would be no need for a manual. It would simply be a part of twenty-first-century-woman’s DNA and life. The perfect metabolism with a body that sprang back to shape after every challenge, even childbirth. Culinary skills that always wowed your guests and occasionally yourself, yet didn’t add a single pound. You would have glowing natural beauty without embellishment, gorgeous hair and a sense of style in fashion and home. The money to buy whatever you needed to make your life look and be beautiful. There would be family members who you always got on with, in-laws who adored you and approved of your every decision and friends who were faithful and always there. We might add that we’d love a sense of inner security and confidence that was unaffected by criticism and envy. We’d be so secure there would be no fears to face. No past to run from, no present to escape from, and we wouldn’t be intimidated by the future . . . A relationship with God that never wavered, not even slightly. Great home, great family, great career and a great you!


Sadly, we wake up to a different kind of reality, don’t we? A bit like waking up from the fairytale and finding out that this is it. Reality. We embark on adulthood, on womanhood, with hopes and dreams and expectations. Those expectations are not formed in isolation. The world around us constantly communicates with us – offers its own manuals, as it were – on who we are, what we’re worth and who we should aspire to be. It speaks to us about beauty and sex, money, relationships and womanhood. Some messages appal us, others empower and inspire, while others simply leave us conflicted and confused. These messages have been with us for years, shaping and defining us. Some even go back as far as our childhood, in the sweet stories and movies that laced our imagination, inspiring longings about love, life and happily ever after. They were stories that spoke of being rescued from scary things by a knight in shining armour, a one true love. Stories that told us who we were. That though we might look ordinary, actually we were princesses. And we dressed up and played and enjoyed the dream. It’s a wonderful game – for little girls to play. Yet in recent years it seems as if the game has grown up with us. It’s as though princesses have made a comeback, now as adults. TV shows introduce us to beautiful heiresses (real or fictitious), for whom life seems like a dream away from our reality, but a compelling dream nonetheless. Maybe the princesses never actually went away. Our chick lit books and films feed us a steady diet of women in need of rescue, who are transformed and brought to life by a twenty-first-century knight.


Perhaps it would be great to be a woman, especially if we knew exactly what to want and who to be and how to get it.


Even the messages our church culture communicates about womanhood can be confusing. A friend attending a Christian camp went to visit the children’s work. It was high-energy, fun stuff. Yet she couldn’t help but wonder why, when it came to biblical teaching, the theme for the boys was about them being warriors ready to do battle for God’s kingdom, and yet for the girls it was simply about being God’s princesses. It was a spiritualised version of the passive princess culture that is so widespread in society.


On one level it’s great to address the messages of our culture and add a divine slant. Obviously God is a king and, technically speaking, as His daughters that might make princesses out of us. But when being God’s child is infused with a ‘pretty in pink’ message that stops at passive beauty, surely we are missing something. Why weren’t these young girls being taught about spiritual warfare as the boys were? The last time I looked, both men and women encounter spiritual warfare on a regular basis. What are we saying if our assumption is that the only battle young women face or need to be equipped for is knowing that we are attractive in His eyes? Such an assumption leaves generations of women ill-equipped for the battles and opportunities they will encounter in this life. We don’t need to rescue the princess image within our culture. We need to know and live for the King. The kingdom of God is primarily about the King, not us. It’s about God’s rule and reign in our lives and about His people representing Him with love and power in our world. The princess image in our culture is great entertainment. But it’s a woefully inadequate metaphor for our lives as Christian women in the twenty-first century. Our lives have joys and heartaches. Our lives are complex. Our lives have questions with uneasy answers. We walk with God, and sometimes wonder where He fits and how He speaks into our questions of life:


 


What can I do to make myself feel secure, really secure?


How do I get past my past?


How do I find and choose Mr Right? And what does it mean if I don’t?


When is it a good time to have kids?


What am I supposed to do with my life?


How do I have a relationship with God in this phase of my life?


 


There are many, many more – about money, health, body, friendships, calling. And while we’re not asking ourselves all these questions all the time, at some point they come up, because they’re all a part of everyday life.


 


Q.        What are the big questions that you’re asking about your own life right now?


 


With the manual nowhere to be seen and questions and situations that stubbornly refuse to resolve, it’s easy to feel stuck. It’s easy to be paralysed by fear, confusion or indecision. It’s equally easy to drift along in our lives, not engaging with the opportunities and challenges that are laid out for us in this wonderful gift called life. It would be great to have some input, some guidance – just a few signposts along the way. For many of us, the longing to have someone to walk through this stuff with is so profound it’s like a constant dull ache. Maybe that’s the biggest question of all, after ‘What should I do?’ Is there anyone out there who could walk with me through this?


 


 


I wish I had a mentor


 


We’re bombarded with advice and resources as Christians in our teen years, helping us to build our self-esteem, work out how to make good choices about boys, alcohol and friends, learning that, yes, God really does love us. Then later on in the settled-with-family stage, there are some wonderful resources out there on parenting, marriage advice, raising families. But what about the years in between those two phases of life? So much can take place in our twenties. We can enter this decade in our lives as a uni student in halls and leave them as a married mother of two. How did that happen? Or we enter it in a long-term relationship, planning on marriage and kids, and turn thirty single, with a career that seems to be taking off – but this was not exactly the life that we expected. These are significant years, and yet we’re not always sure that we have the tools to make the right kinds of decision, the best decisions. How can we know, when we’ve not been there before? Wouldn’t it be great to get some input on the choices that really matter? It’s no wonder that the statement ‘I wish I had someone to mentor me, to disciple me’ seems to be a universal cry from young adult Christian women today.


‘Mentor’ might be a new word, but ‘disciple’ isn’t. The word ‘disciple’, in Greek mathetes, means learner. In the time of Jesus a disciple was more than an academic student who learned biblical teaching. Disciples was people who not only gleaned information from their rabbi, but also sought to imitate their rabbi’s life. They didn’t just want to know what the rabbi knew, they wanted to live as the rabbi lived. A common blessing in Jesus’ time was ‘May you be covered in the dust of your rabbi’, which demonstrates the understanding that disciples walked so closely to the person they were learning from that they would pick up his dust as they walked through the dusty streets. When Jesus made disciples, they learned from His teaching, but they also learned to imitate His life.


Discipleship today is about learning to become more like Jesus. It is not just knowing more about Him and believing in Him. If we are His disciples, we’re also saying that we want to learn how to imitate His life on every level. We’ll learn to imitate His values, His passions and His priorities, and so our lives will reflect His life. Jesus knew that humanity needed a tangible example to pattern our own lives after. And so as He leaves the earth He issues the call to all His disciples to continue His work – to make disciples. This pattern continued through the early churches of the New Testament; when Paul wrote to the struggling Corinthian church, he advised them to ‘Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ’ (1 Cor. 11:1).


There is so much we can learn from another believer’s life. We can be inspired from a distance by another woman’s life and the way God uses her to do incredible things, but what does this look like close up? We’ve heard that we need to find our security in Christ, but wonder what that looks like in practice when we feel painfully insecure. We’ve heard that Christ gives us a new identity, but when will it change the way we feel when we look in the mirror? We know that God knows the plans He has for us, but we can’t help but wonder what that looks like amid so many options. It could be helpful to have someone to learn from. That’s where discipleship comes to life.


How do you find people to learn from, examples to follow? Well, as you walk through life, they tend to be the ones who are just a bit further along on the journey than you. They probably wouldn’t call themselves expert hikers by any means. Yet because they’ve walked this road a little while longer, they’re a little more familiar with the terrain, better prepared than you for some of the conditions ahead. They’ve got the experience and the skills that you’ll need. They’ve got the practical tools for the how of your life with God. They have a life with God that is worth imitating. They also have a willingness to open their life to you so you can learn from them. They’re willing to invest the time, and transparent enough to share their life.


 


 


Fish and chips for the soul


 


When I arrived in Sheffield for uni I was passionately committed to God. I’d spent two years in Bible college and was ready to take on the world – or so I thought. I wasn’t homesick; I’d left home a couple of years before, and I liked the idea of an independent life in Sheffield. I knew how to take care of myself.


And yet . . . for all the theological knowledge I’d acquired and the mission trips I’d led, I was all too aware that I was pretty broken. I think the crying at the end of church services for sixteen consecutive weeks gave the game away. It was not so much that I was facing a dark past for the first time and felt overwhelmed – though I certainly had those days. It was that I knew I could be free, I knew touches of God’s incredible healing. But I didn’t know what a healthy and free life looked like, practically speaking. Was there something beyond the absence of pain where I’d learn how to build relationships, fall in love, plan for the future and grow in confidence? If so I hadn’t found it, and it frustrated me. Did I not pray something properly? Was there something dark and twisted deeply entrenched within me that made it harder? I knew I needed some guidance but I wasn’t sure how to get it. In the meantime I’d go to church, pray, cry and hope that at some point things would get clearer. I also stopped wearing mascara because I was sick of looking ridiculous at the end of church every week. Très unattractive.


Sometimes during the sermons the vicar, a guy called Mike Breen, talked about his family and in particular his wife Sally. I liked the way she seemed really down to earth; her faith was practical. I looked forward to meeting her . . .


 


Sally: I met Jo for the first time in a queue in the fish and chip shop. It was after a Sunday evening service, and Mike and I had decided some chips eaten out of newspaper would end the evening perfectly. We were waiting in the chip shop when a very extrovert and enthusiastic young woman introduced herself to me. ‘I’m Jo,’ she said. ‘Are you Sally? Is this the jacket Mike mentioned in his sermon last week?’ looking directly at the navy-blue jacket I was wearing. I smiled and said, ‘Yes. This is the jacket.’ It was the jacket I had prayed for before shopping in the charity shops, and had found and had given thanks for.


We chatted and exchanged small details about our lives. We had nothing in common! I was a white middle-class mother, a vicar’s wife for over ten years. Jo was a black single woman, a student who had grown up in inner-city London. I really liked her. I must have invited her round to our house. I don’t remember – maybe she just turned up. But what happened is that we started walking on the same road, and our lives came together. We’ve shared countless key moments since then. She watched my children grow into adults, and she’s the one they call in a crisis. I’ve watched her wrestle with being single, then saw her walk down the aisle, in a wedding dress she thought she’d never wear, towards a wonderful young man. I’ve held her newborn babies. We’ve even moved countries together, our furniture packed in a twenty-foot metal container on a ship called Faith.


And we’ve talked. We’ve talked for hours and hours. We’ve talked about love and life and houses and clothing and men and money and holidays and friendship and bodies and everything in between. And because life hasn’t stopped surprising us, we’re still talking, we’re still learning.


Although our backgrounds are so very different we share a common passion: women! We love being women; we love the women in our lives and have been privileged to disciple hundreds of them over the years. We love walking through life with them. And we’ve discovered we share a particular passion for women in their twenties: loving them, leading them, equipping and empowering them. We know that God wants to unlock their potential, and we love to see young women discover God’s grace and His greatness at such an incredible stage of their lives.


 


 


Honest conversations


 


So because I liked the story of a jacket and the pragmatic (and, I might add, rather stylish) spirituality that lay behind it, Sally and I got talking and kept talking: about everything I could think of and also about things I didn’t want to think about but somehow knew I needed to. Many of those conversations happened over coffee, at the kitchen table, at a garden centre (Sally’s choice), unpacking the groceries, close enough to everyday life to realise and remember that God is interested and involved in the intricacies of life. And so the practical working out of my faith, the how to take what I was reading in the Bible and learning at church, began to unfold. Obviously I also learned a lot from my community of friends along the way (and we’ll talk a lot more about friendships later), but having someone who was a few steps further along in life than me added a depth and richness – and sense of perspective – that I simply couldn’t have found elsewhere. When I look back on my twenties, they were defined and transformed by many conversations. Not always easy conversations (you’ll discover in this book that Sally knows how to tell the truth in love!), but honest conversations. They would remind me of biblical truths, help me confront my fears, lead me back to the foot of the cross, remind me of a faithful Saviour and Redeemer.


 


 


And so a book . . .


 


Do you want some company for your journey as a Christian woman in her twenties and thirties, exploring how to walk with God? You see, God never intended us to have to work life out all by ourselves; we were never meant to walk through life alone – we simply weren’t designed to function that way. So even though we can’t walk with you in person, we invite you to walk with us through this book, which reflects the honest conversations we’ve had with the many women we’ve mentored over the years, and our reflections and observations along the way. It shares the thoughts of dear friends (their names changed!) who were strong enough to show their vulnerability, in order to minister to you in yours. It explores some of our own difficult moments where we prayed and pleaded for revelation about the future, where we discovered God’s grace and mercy, and learned how to become whole and healthy and fully functioning.


We’ve learned that God has a plan for our lives, even when it feels as if we’re drifting. We’ve discovered that womanhood is not merely the stuff of pop princesses, sassy sexuality and fairytale endings – no matter how much the world around us suggests otherwise. Nor is it a dulled-down, less fun version of the world that’s labelled ‘Christian’; God invites us into a life that is much richer than any fantasy. We’ve discovered that God can be found and known in the everyday, ordinary, mundane situations of life, and that we can walk with Him there. We’ve seen over the years that the way you get past the past is to face it with Him. We’ve discovered that He can rebuild a broken identity, even restore a stolen innocence. Over the years we’ve realised that the best way to face the uncertainties of the future is to embrace it with Him.


 


 


Discipleship: looking like Jesus


 


If our lives are going to look like Jesus’ did, then we need to train ourselves in the pattern of life He had. Jesus had three main priorities that defined His life:


 


He looked upward – to a relationship with the Father. Jesus remained in close communion with God, and His life reflected this in His devotion to prayer, worship and God’s Word.


He looked inward – even the Son of God didn’t live in isolation. Jesus had key relationships, people He did life with. He once spent a whole night in prayer in order to choose people who would not just serve with Him but be with Him.2


He looked outward – Jesus maintained a relationship with the world. He knew what He was called to do, and so He reached out to the world around Him, speaking and being good news wherever He went.


 


When we are mentoring women, we explore those three areas using three simple questions; those same questions shape the format and the chapters of this book.


 


How are you doing spiritually? You and God


This isn’t just a question of whether or not you’ve read your Bible recently, though that is vital! Essentially it’s asking how things are in your relationship with God.


A healthy relationship with God is fundamental to our identity. Have you ever thought about the fact that knowing your identity is not just about self-discovery but is in fact a spiritual declaration? If we want to know who we are as Christian women, we need a firm grip on whose we are. It’s easy to fall into patterns of belief and behaviour that are based not on the truth but on our brokenness or experiences, or simply on the influence of the world around us. A faulty understanding of God can affect us in a number of ways: we can get legalistic, assuming that God will somehow love us more if we work a little harder, are a bit better. We can become entitled, assuming that as princesses our heavenly King is like some divine genie who clicks his fingers and makes our dreams and fantasies come true. So we need to go back to the foundations of our faith, and take a fresh look at who God is. He defines everything.


 


How are you doing relationally? You and other people


We rise and fall on the strength of our relationships. They (or the lack of them) are not just significant – they utterly define and shape our lives. So when we ask how people are doing relationally, we also expect to find out what’s happening on the inside. With this question we process issues concerning family, friendships, singleness, dating life, relationships, sex, marriage – maybe even kids.


 


How are you engaging with life practically? You and the world


This question deals with some of the practicalities of life. Our faith is not supposed to be just felt or thought about – it is to be lived out for all to see! So when we are mentoring women we look at what is happening in everyday life. How are we engaging with the ordinary? Is God a Sunday thing, or does walking with Jesus shape how we live? How does knowing Jesus affect our finances, our time management, what we eat and drink, what we wear? We also consider our responsibility as Christians to represent Jesus in this world. Are we engaging with the world around us and sharing Jesus with others in our words and actions? We believe that we were given a purpose and a destiny when we were put on this earth. It’s important to engage with God’s call on our lives – wherever He has placed us.


 


We’ve found over the years that questions like these open up conversations and help us to get transparent about how life really is. We need to ask ourselves these questions on a regular basis, and we need to be talking through the answers with our Christian friends. And as we talk and reflect and pray we need to discover what God is revealing to us about our lives – and settle in our heart and plans how we will respond to what He is saying.


 


 


Are you ready?


 


So whether you are reading this by yourself, with your small group or your girlfriends or because you mentor twenty-somethings, grab a coffee and prepare yourself for some honest conversation. Scribble down the sides of the pages, argue with the book, and come up with your own opinions. The most important thing you can do is to prayerfully engage with the thoughts here and process them in your community, working out what it means to follow Jesus . . .


We’ll begin with the first question and take a look at our foundations, to see how firm they are. How are you doing spiritually?
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A tale of two fathers


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


The Bible teaches us so much about God that its pages can barely contain Him. Throughout Scripture we see the heroes of faith wrestling to put into words who God is and what He has done. It’s fitting that so many of the verses in Scripture that describe God are actually found in song; when we focus on Him, worship and praise seem like the inevitable response:


 


The Lord is my strength and my defence; 


he has become my salvation. 


He is my God, and I will praise him, 


my father’s God, and I will exalt him. 


The Lord is a warrior; 


the Lord is his name.


(Exod. 15:2–3)


 


For the Lord is our judge, 


the Lord is our lawgiver, 


the Lord is our king; 


it is he who will save us.


(Isa. 33:22)


 


Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe, for our ‘God is a consuming fire.’


(Heb. 12:28–29)


 


Creator. Warrior. King. Judge. Majestic. Almighty. Holy. Consuming fire. Our God is incredible, awe-inspiring and, honestly, intimidating. Can this God be approached? There’s more:


 


The righteous cry out, and the Lord hears them; 


he delivers them from all their troubles.


The Lord is close to the broken-hearted 


and saves those who are crushed in spirit.


(Ps. 34:17–18)


 


Praise the Lord, my soul, 


and forget not all his benefits –


who forgives all your sins 


and heals all your diseases, 


who redeems your life from the pit 


and crowns you with love and compassion, 


who satisfies your desires with good things 


so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.


(Ps. 103:2–5)


 


But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved.


(Eph. 2:4–5)


 


Deliverer. Saviour. Forgiver. Healer. Redeemer. Gracious. Compassionate. Rich in love. Trustworthy. Faithful. Rich in mercy.


This is our God. Do you know Him? Have you met Him? I know we know of Him, I know we’ve learned about Him, that we may even passionately believe in Him. But when you consider your relationship with God, can you say that you have you encountered both the majesty and the mercy of God, the holiness and the healing, the consuming fire and the compassion?


When we look at Jesus’ life, His example shows us much more than the appropriate description for God from among His many attributes. He illustrates the nature of the relationship that God invites us all into. It was a relationship with God that was close – intimate, even. It was a relationship where Jesus looked to and depended on God for His every step (‘Very truly I tell you, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does’; John 5:19). Everything Jesus said and did flowed out of this strong, secure relationship with God. And He called Him Father. When teaching His disciples to pray, Jesus instructed them to begin ‘Our Father’, indicating that His disciples – both then and now – are invited to share in a close relationship with God too. That’s not to say all other aspects of God’s character were somehow suddenly erased: God was and still is holy, mighty, powerful. He is still the King, worthy of reverence and respect and honour. He is still the creator of the universe. But through the life, the death and the resurrection of Jesus we find these two words ‘and yet’. God is all this: transcendent, awesome, beyond our comprehension – and yet He is our Father and we can know Him personally.


So when we ask, ‘How are you doing spiritually?’ fundamental to that is the question: ‘How is your relationship with God the Father?’
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