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Chapter 1


LONGINGS MET


How lovely is your dwelling place,


O LORD of hosts!


My soul longs, yes, faints


for the courts of the LORD;


my heart and flesh sing for joy


to the living God.


PSALM 84:1–2


I looked around the circle of women who had gathered on my patio this early morning. With candlelight dancing around, I noticed some looked ready for the day, while others literally rolled out of bed. (A couple of my friends later admitted to sleeping in their bras so they wouldn’t even have to dress in the morning. Yes, girl!) I was honestly surprised they all showed up. After all, it was only 6 a.m. and many had babies who had probably kept them up all night, and I wasn’t serving coffee or muffins. But here they were, ready to pray.


With the timer on my phone set for an hour, we prayed and cried and repented and gave thanks and worshipped and breathed and shared silence and uplifted each other. It was one of the most beautiful gatherings I’ve ever been a part of. Sleepy-eyed and pajama-wearing, we had shown up and the Lord met us on that patio. Not only was it sweet to hear my friends talk with Jesus and hear what was heavy on their hearts, but I heard Jesus calling me to lay down all that I had been grasping at for so long. To release all the pressures, fear, and anxiety. To let go of control and trust his mighty, capable hands. While I’ve prayed through those things a lot, there was something about saying it out loud with other women there to hear and pray with me. Tears, mixed with yesterday’s mascara, rolled down my cheeks. I was so relieved to hand it all over to God.
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Getting to this place wasn’t easy, though. Have you ever prayed for a new thing—a new job, a baby, a husband, an opportunity, a move, a home—and the Lord said yes and made a way and gave you the very thing you’ve desired, but then afterward, your life was still hard? You still had challenges, and it wasn’t all that you thought it would be. And even if you know it’s good for your soul or your family, it’s still not easy. There are still some frustrations about receiving what you wanted, or it’s still lacking in some way, or it has challenges, or it still leaves you holding on for dear life. It doesn’t fully satisfy you. Or it simply wasn’t what you were expecting. It didn’t meet all your ideals.


I prayed for years that God would bless me with a husband, and he so graciously gave me Jeff. But marriage reveals your true heart, and it is hard work to continually choose the other person and become one. When Jeff and I got married, I quit my job so I could travel with him. Sounds dreamy, right? He was gone all the time back then, and I simply wanted to be with him. It was good for our marriage and we made incredible memories, but with it came a lot of identity issues I had to work through. Those issues were compounded by getting married, then quitting my job, then having a baby, and then trying to figure out where I fit into this new life. I began praying that we could move back to Maui, a place where my soul felt at home and where the Lord had brought me a lot of healing and freedom. And, miraculously, God made a way for us to make that move! But it didn’t play out the way I thought it would.


Our main reason for moving to Maui was to be in community with other young families, something that we didn’t have in Washington. Since I had lived there previously, I figured finding friendships and community would be easy and was something that would happen quickly. And yet that first year was one of the loneliest I had ever experienced. Jeff was traveling a lot since he had made previous plans before our move, so it took longer to dive into relationships here. But many of my friends I had previously known had moved away, and my time to connect with old friends who remained was more limited because now I had a family. Plus, making new friends as a mom is kinda tricky. (Shoot, making new friends as an adult is hard!) Sometimes it felt like I was dating all over again! I would meet someone at a park, exchange numbers, and then try to plan a playdate. But would we actually connect in the few minutes we had to talk between interruptions and potty breaks? And would our kids get along well with each other?


One day I was sitting in my room while my oldest daughter, Kinsley, took her afternoon nap. Tears ran down my cheeks onto my open Bible. Drop, drop, drop. I felt so lonely and rejected. I know no one was actually rejecting me, but here it was, months after we’d moved to Maui, and I still didn’t have any friends. Not ones I felt comfortable enough with to call on a whim and hang out with, not ones to really pour my heart out to, not ones to be in my daily life. I had tried multiple times to get together with another mom, but it just didn’t seem to be working. I would finally gather up enough courage to text someone, only to have them respond with a “sorry, can’t today” or not respond until much later. Finding mom friends with the same napping schedule was hard during that season. And having dinner with friends was rarer since Jeff was gone a lot. After hearing a friend say she couldn’t get together, not out of spite at all, but simply because it didn’t work with their schedule, I would go into a deep hole for a week, until I got the courage to ask someone else, most of the time coming up empty-handed again.


My lonely heart ached. I thought God had made a way for us to move to Maui so we could have community, but why was that not happening? Why was this so painful? There were tons of young families here, and yet I was still alone every day. Then I remembered what my friend Leslie had said: “Alyssa, let your loneliness push you into God’s presence.”


Loneliness is so painful; yet, God redeems it. He uses it to draw us into his presence. Either I could see my loneliness as a great wound and sulk in it, or I could let it lead me to the presence of Jesus. I wrote in my Bible, “Lord, may I long to dwell with you, and to dwell in your courts, more than anything else.” No matter how lonely I was, or how long the loneliness would last; no matter if I made a friend the next day, or if it took years to develop roots, my God was with me always, and he longed for me to dwell with him. It’s there that I would find a true friend, a true comfort, a true counselor.
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Sometimes, I desperately ached for Jesus to be with me. Wouldn’t it be so much more comforting if he could just appear and physically hold me? I found myself crying out to him, “Father, I wish you could physically be here with me right now. I wish you could physically hold me and I could cry in your arms.” What comfort and peace I would find.


But every time I have cried that to him, he’s reminded me that his Spirit is with me always—my helper, comforter, and counselor. Jesus has also provided a tangible love through my family and my friends. Arms open wide. A hug. A note of encouragement. Flowers. A listening ear.


When we look at Scripture, we know God’s heart is one of great love, compassion, and grace. His heart longs for us to come to him. He knows the condition of our hearts, he knows every thought we think, he knows that we are but dust, and he wants to work on our behalf. His arms are always open to us.


When we let down our walls, we can find healing and freedom. Perhaps we will always be on a journey of learning vulnerability. One step at a time we let down our guards, let go of the fear, and rely on him more. Jesus whispers, “Come. Lay your burden at my feet, let me carry it for you. Tell me your true thoughts, the lies you’re holding on to, and ask me for help.” Most likely we will still have to face the things we dread regardless of our prayers, but laying those things down before him allows us to feel hope. Suddenly, we have the courage to do the hard things, the strength to press forward, the peace in the storm, the hope in the devastation. Our hearts are transformed as we pray, because we get to know him and learn to trust him more and more. Prayer is not necessarily about us changing God’s heart, but rather, him changing ours. 


I desperately longed for girlfriends, for mom friends, for friends to invite over for dinner or to hang out at the beach with. I was heavy-laden with fear, rejection, and loneliness. But as I continued to dwell with him and pour out my heart, he spoke to me about how he never leaves me. He gave me the courage to keep trying. To keep asking for friends. To put together Bible studies, small groups, parties—anything to meet and connect with women. He gave me hope as I waited.




Throughout all of my longings, Jesus’ answers to my prayers have drawn me closer to him. They’ve brought healing and growth. They’ve left me on my knees crying out to the Lord because I always need him. Why does that surprise me? Yes, I stand amazed at his goodness to me and his blessings, but I also kneel humbly, thankful that he is not done working in me. That he is faithful to bring to completion the good work he began in me (see Phil. 1:6); and that in every season, he is at work in me. Perhaps that is the true answer to prayer. To be brought close to his side, his arm wrapped around my shoulder as he steps into the new thing with me, and gives me another opportunity to trust and rely on him, even after he has fulfilled my longing.
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Eventually I did make friends. Bianca was my first. She’s hilarious, fiercely loves her people, and is a safe place. She pursued me and was always up for hanging out when I would ask her. Then Jess moved here with her adorable family, and she felt like the sister I never had. Sarah was next. She has become the person I process with, SOS text with, and do battle with. Those three besties didn’t happen overnight, but over four years. And in between those three, I have developed sweet friendships with a handful of other women whom I adore. Women I laugh with, pray with, exchange long texts with. They’re my family’s people who bring us homemade bread at 8 p.m. because they’re thinking of us, who say yes to girl nights and prayer meetings and Bible studies. They’re my family’s people who come to our house when tsunamis or fires make it unsafe to remain at their homes, people who are with us for every holiday dinner, who come to the hospital to meet our babies, who do garage sales together and shop my closets, and who bring their kids to our co-ops and host baby showers together.


I have gained the courage to invite women into my life only as I seek God and let him speak to me. He gives me visions of gatherings and puts people on my heart and will move in me to ask someone to gather together. Every time I hear his voice and do it (shakily sometimes!), I’m surprised at their response. An immediate yes! An “I’ve been praying for this!”; “This is exactly what we need”; or “I was just thinking the same thing.”
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The only way I could keep trying, keep asking, was to change my thinking. Instead of thinking, “I need friends. Who will want me?” I had to start saying to myself, “Who can I be a friend to? Who needs some encouragement?” I had to be okay with being the pursuer, whether they responded or not. If I always am to be the one asking or leading, that’s okay because I’m imitating Christ and how he pursues us always. I can pursue because he pursues me.


Perhaps the longing isn’t so much about the move or job change or school or husband or child or friend or answered prayer, but rather about receiving the gift of turning toward Jesus and learning a new way to surrender and trust. To know him better. To learn to rely on him in a way that we hadn’t before. And to once again find him to be trustworthy. I think it can be easy to subtly believe that when we receive whatever we’re praying for, we’ll be satisfied or complete or comfortable or happy. And there is some truth there. When God answers a prayer, it is such a gift. And our faith is built stronger. I think of the proverb that says, “Hope deferred makes the heart sick, but a longing fulfilled is a tree of life” (Prov. 13:12 NIV).


Perhaps the real gift is the time we spend beforehand, asking, waiting, watching, and being with Jesus. And then the time after, of continuing to praise him, thank him, and ask him for wisdom and help, again. Another waiting. Of learning a new dance. A new rhythm. A new cadence. God gives such good gifts, but the sweetest thing of all is that we get God. He is our gift. And he will be with us in every longing, during the long wait, and after. No matter what transition we may be facing, that truth will never change. He is with us always. He is with us as we kneel on the floor and ask him, again. As we crawl into our closet with tears in our eyes, crying out to him, and asking, again. He will be with us as we enter the new season, the new thing he has miraculously done, when we find our steps to be shaky and our expectations not quite what we thought. As we encounter hard days, still; longings unfulfilled, still. Ideals not quite so ideal. Even in the yeses we still need God, and the good news is that he always gives all of himself, always. He is the same God in the waiting as in the receiving.
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Often we look to some change to be the answer, and even if it’s a wise decision, a good move, something that is healthy, we forget that we’re still human, living in a fallen world. There will still be things that are challenging. We are still in need of a Savior, and we need him every day. To rely on him. To look to him to be our joy, for him to fill us up and be the answer. It’s like there are two layers—the first layer being that this is a wise decision and for the best; and the second, deeper layer being that we must remember that God is the only One who will ever fully satisfy our longing souls. No matter what season we’re in, which gift we receive, we still need Jesus. And he is ultimately the best and truest gift.
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Now looking around that prayer circle, I felt so bonded with these women because it was as if we were fighting together, on one another’s teams, linked arm in arm in prayer. I’m reminded how it’s worth it to seek God, to form that habit of prayer. It doesn’t come naturally to me, but it is something that I need to actively pursue. He doesn’t expect me to know all the depths of my heart, to speak eloquently, or to even know what I’m saying half the time. He just wants me to come to him. And sometimes, it is coming with others. Being willing to be honest. Honest about my fears, my hurts, my desires. To confess with others. To petition with others’ “um-hmms” and “amens” next to me. We are not alone in our longings and desires. We are not forsaken in our sins and wrongs. We are welcomed into the arms of the Father and into the community of believers. Just as we are.


Hope is ours regardless of if we ever receive our longing on this side of heaven, because we have Hope himself. And let us not forget that this life on earth is short. The Kingdom of heaven is coming, and in eternity with Jesus, we will never want for anything again. Longings will pass away, because we will have all that we ever wanted in him. He satisfies us here on earth, but in eternity our satisfaction will never wane. We will always be filled up, our faith will become sight, and we will dwell in his light and goodness forever. We won’t hope for things anymore, because our true hope will be made our reality. Hope is ours today, and as we continue to live in this tension of waiting and hoping, we can rejoice that one day every desire of ours will be fulfilled. But for today, in your waiting and wading through, have hope friends. For Hope himself is yours.






[image: image]











[image: image]











[image: image]











[image: image]














Chapter 2


HOLY MOMENTS


Make it your goal to live a quiet life, minding your own business and working with your hands.


1 THESSALONIANS 4:11 NLT


In an age of being seen, of having followers, getting likes, and being noticed, being unseen can seem foreign and certainly not welcome. With a push of a button, we can enter into so many lives—of our friends and of those we admire. To see their stories of what they had for lunch, what their days consist of; to see their gatherings, homes, homeschooling, and dates with their husbands. We get tiny glimpses into it all, whether they are close or we’ve never met them before. We post too. We fill people in on our child’s new funny thing, what new project we’re working on, and what our day has consisted of.


I love it. Truly. I’ve made friends online—good friends whom I hold in my heart and walk life with and who understand me in a way that others don’t. I love that we can have a community there when sometimes our lives do not afford many girl-gatherings or heart-to-hearts in person. I often feel encouraged as a mom, that I’m not alone, that some homeschool days look chaotic for them, too, that they’re also wearing a messy bun and the same shirt from yesterday. That they are giving their lives to love their kids and be intentional with them, and integrating their families into their callings.


Somewhere along the way, though, we have lost the art of getting away with God, to be with him alone, to seek his face and not everyone else’s. I have found myself going to social media when I’m feeling down, when the stress of the day is overwhelming, when I don’t know what the next step is. I wonder, “What would so-and-so do in this situation?” When I feel empty inside, unsatisfied, disheartened, or sad, I try to fill the emptiness with beautiful images, or to enter someone else’s world for a bit.
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Have I lost the art of silence? Of quiet? Of hearing his voice over it all? How much am I missing out on what he wants to show me? Oh, it can seem like I’m missing out on a whole lot of things when I scroll through others’ dreamy pictures or see their fun-filled vacations on their Instastories. But what am I sacrificing for the sake of catching up on everyone else’s lives?


I often use the time after the kids are in bed to catch up, but sometimes that means suddenly an hour and a half has passed and all I’ve done is scroll. Which I love. But I know when it’s from habit, and when I’m numbing out, and when I could choose to do something more filling. Now, please hear me: I’m not saying don’t get on your phone. Sometimes it’s absolutely what we need, but we know our hearts. We know when we need to implement a new habit, put off a not-so-filling one, or put something off because it’s keeping us from becoming our best selves. Oftentimes, I think if we asked Jesus, “How do you want me to spend this hour, this time, this night?” we’d be surprised by what he says. Sometimes it may be to rest, or maybe it’d be something totally different where he persuades us to get away and hear from him.
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Personally, I found myself wasting so much time on that little screen, and getting wrapped up in so many other voices, that I lost my own, as well as the voice of the One who had been speaking over me for my entire life. I suddenly didn’t know who I was, what I should be standing for, or what I should be sharing. I didn’t stop to talk to God, or to hear what he wanted to tell me about a certain situation, but instead I quickly clicked a button to let all the noise in, to find a quick answer, to try to solve problems on my own.


I felt God saying, “Alyssa, put down your phone for a bit. Look at the life I’ve given you. Look at these gifts I’ve given you. Come to me, and let me speak over you. Let me give you a voice, as I speak to you. Let me be the One to direct you in the way you should go. Let me tell you what is going on in your child’s heart; let me nudge you in what to pray for about that relationship; let me whisper to you my love and affection. Come find your rest and truth in me. Let me be your healer, your escape, your rescue. Let me carry all your burdens.”


The truth is, even though much of our lives can be seen, much more cannot. Oh, we can show a lot of the outward things—what we’re making for dinner, the victories our children had in homeschooling, or even confess how we messed up terribly by losing our patience. But we cannot bare it all. We cannot share everything online. People get only a picture of us. It’s simply not possible, not wise, to share it all. Sometimes, we may find ourselves bleeding online, or perhaps the stories we’re carrying simply aren’t ours to share.


No matter how much is shown, there are aspects of our lives that remain unseen. And there are seasons that we walk through where we feel very much unnoticed, unseen, unfollowed. We may feel like we are failures, like we’re stuck, or that we’re in a season of sacrifice. We may be wading through pain; have so many responsibilities that we finally say “No more”; feel more limitations; feel called to lay things down, close doors, and start over. It can be frustrating, isolating, discouraging. Shame may take a part, lies may seep in, and fears may start to whisper.


These are not moments of failure, or setbacks, or seasons that feel like we are simply in survival mode. These are not times to wish away. These are holy moments. Set-apart seasons. God is setting you apart to minister to your heart. He is calling you to come away and be with him. To hear his voice. To be ministered to by his Spirit. To learn to know his voice. To cultivate your soul. To prepare you for the next season ahead, the next mission. He is wanting to meet with you. He is after your heart. For your holiness.


We are not forgotten about, but rather, most sought after. Monks will spend hours a day, getting away by themselves, praying and being silent before God. But we mothers don’t have time to get away for hours. We are given the privilege of taking care of our kids, and constantly having to lay down our own desires to serve them. From the moment we conceive, or conceive the idea of adopting, we are not our own. Our bodies are theirs. We spend our time thinking and praying for our kids, being up throughout the night nursing, facing early mornings, cooking three meals a day (I’ve never loved leftovers so much in all my life!), changing diaper after diaper, healing boo-boos, trying to figure out math problems (why is kindergarten math causing my brain to hurt?!), breaking up fights, consoling emotional hurts, leading their little hearts to truth. Our time is simply not our own. While we moms do our best to still get together with our girlfriends, and fill up our souls, and follow dreams, and do what sets our hearts on fire, our lives have changed.


Being a mom isn’t the first area in which I’ve felt unseen, though. Maybe you can relate? I felt unseen when the boy I liked didn’t even notice me, when I wasn’t included in the friend-group I longed to be a part of, when my limitations looked different from the limitations of those around me. I’ve felt unseen because my personality is gentle and quiet. I’ve felt unseen in rooms where no one knows who I am, but everyone knows the person I came with. I’ve felt unseen in the middle of the night when I’m up alone with a crying baby. I’ve felt unseen in my hurts and my pain and my season.


But even though I’ve felt unseen, I have always been seen. He sees me. He sees you. You never go unnoticed and are never forgotten about. He wants us to put away all the noise and to enter into his presence. To show ourselves to the One who knows every in and out of our very being. He wants us to find joy and contentment in the quiet, in the unseen, so that we can let his presence satisfy our deepest needs. To stop performing, to stop pretending, to stop numbing out. To rest with him, to know deep in our bones that we are not what we do, or what we bring, but we are simply the beloved of God. Being brought close in love so that we can be made more like him.
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