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To Kinsley, Kannon, and Lucy


May you boldly and passionately follow Jesus as you continue to entrust Him with your heart and find His to be trustworthy and true. May you walk with Him, look to Him, and radiate with His light and love.


I love you forever and ever.
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What matters is not the accomplishments you achieve; what matters is the person you become.


—DALLAS WILLARD















INTRODUCTION



I woke up at 5:30 yesterday morning and shuffled into the kitchen, eyes half-opened, my hair all askew. I steamed my oat milk. I pulled my shot of coffee and drizzled some maple syrup in that cup of pure joy and walked back into my dark room. I fell into my lounge chair, clicked on the lamp, and began to journal.


While sipping my latte, I wrote to the Lord, giving thanks for the last ten days, for how He had carried me while my husband, Jeff, had been away on a work trip and I was solo parenting. I had planned to work and study and “mom” during that time, but my babysitter got sick for the week, my mom (who is such a help to me and lives near us) came down with the flu, and I caught it as well. However, as I shifted gears and slowed, accepting my week as it was instead of how I’d planned it, the Lord carried me in the sweetest of ways.


I was able to rest with Lucy, our four-year-old, during the days while the two bigs were at school. We watched shows, played dollhouse, crafted, and spent time outside. My sickness was not the “can’t get out of bed” kind, so I was able to be fully present to my kids. I even made homemade cinnamon rolls (a rare occurrence for me)! It was a gentle week. A week of rest, of being present, of not being hurried or worried. There were no shoulds in my head; I had been forced to let them go. But there was an invitation for me to let my soul rest in Jesus, who takes care of me as I took care of my family.


And I was amazed. It was a work of God. For years, whenever Jeff went away, I would fall into the loop of anxiety and exhaustion, struggling to manage it all. But for the first time—seriously, the first time in nine years of motherhood—I welcomed the solo parenting and embraced the new rhythm as I walked at the pace of Jesus, trying to go slow and be present.


Now, before you think, This gal has no idea what it’s like to be me! This is not my reality, just you wait. I share that to say this is what it can be like. This is what I believe the Lord wants to offer us: an invitation for rest, joy, love, and peace in the midst of whatever reality you are facing.


Later, I met my good friend at the park with our three littles. As they scampered around, climbing and swinging and giggling, we stood in the middle of that playground, sharing our hearts—talking about how we were really doing and letting the pain and anxiety bubble up and over.


Through tears, she shared how she felt like she couldn’t find her footing. A recent transition had left her wobbly, and it seemed like she couldn’t catch her breath, that nothing was sticking. She wondered about this season. She admitted to being snappy with her husband. Critical.


“I can be critical of Jeff when I start to feel worthless,” I admitted. “‘Don’t you see all that I am doing? Can you thank me for all that I am carrying?’ I often say to him.”


Through tears, she said, “Yes, that’s it. I feel worthless. What’s my purpose?”


My heart broke. Oh, how I know the feeling of worthlessness. Often, I don’t consciously realize that’s what I’m feeling, but when I’m able to name it, it’s as if I get punched in the stomach.


That night, after we picked Jeff up from the airport with shouts and hoorays from the kids (and me!), we sat around the dinner table eating orange chicken and digging into Straus’s maple cream ice cream (Have you had it? It’s unbelievable. Autumn in your mouth!) sprinkled with the maple crunchies Jeff brought home from Vermont. Soon, everyone else was fast asleep in their beds, and I was gearing up for some hours of study on the couch for my seminary class the next day. I was halfway done with my master’s, and I was loving every moment of learning and studying the Bible—a dream come true for me.


For the past months, I had chosen to fast from social media so I could really focus on this book and hear what the Lord wanted to speak to me. (And truth be told, I did not have that much margin in my life with school and writing. I wouldn’t necessarily recommend doing both at the same time!) However, I had a few minutes to spare (okay, let’s call it what it was—procrastination), and I really wanted to catch up on the latest with Taylor Swift’s love life. (Listen, I am the most uncultured person you will ever meet—true “grandma” status here with culture and technology. However, Taylor and I go way back to when her Fearless album had just come out and I would blast her song “Love Story” on my blue iPod while I cleaned the church’s bathrooms and dance with the mop, wishing it were Jeff, who, at the time, I was dating long-distance.) I swiped my phone up and clicked on that little app. It sucked me in like quicksand.


They’re in Europe!


She’s coming out with a new podcast!


She’s coming out with a book!


She had a party tonight!


Look at her new house—wow!


She’s pregnant!


It wasn’t until ten minutes had passed that I realized I hadn’t even searched for Taylor Swift (priorities, people). Finally, I looked up at the time, put my phone away, and grabbed my seminary book.


I sat down on the couch with a brownie in hand and let out a big sigh.


I couldn’t concentrate on my book. I was excited for everyone’s updates on social media, truly. I knew the hard work that went into each project. So many of the announcements were answers to prayer, evidence of years of waiting and dreaming. I had prayed with a lot of those friends for those very desires.


And yet, within a matter of minutes, I felt like my journal pages from that morning had been wiped away.


What am I doing with my life? What do I have to show for my season? Who am I? What’s my purpose? Have I been wasting my life?


I felt insecure, unseen, and—here’s that word—worthless. I was falling behind. I was missing it somehow. Shame came knocking at my door, and I let it walk right on in.


Now, this is not a book about social media. And although my examples from this particular day involve my roles as a wife and mom, I am sure that in whatever season of life you are living right now, you can relate to feeling worthless and purposeless, to falling into the comparison trap, to feeling insecure and disappointed with life. To feeling that this life is not what you thought it would be, not only that it’s harder, but that no matter what you try, you can feel yourself unravel at times—in the big things of life and the small moments of our everyday.


I know many of you can relate to feeling just flat-out exhausted from trying to manage the outcomes and the reality that life is not going the way you had hoped. If you’re like me, you may find yourself struggling to know how to proceed, or to know what yours is to do, and to let go of holding your life and situations so tightly out of fear of everything falling apart. If we let go, will we fall apart?


What I am arguing for in this book is our hearts. More than the outcomes, more than the situations themselves or even the endings to our stories; what about who we are becoming in the midst of all that is left undone? When it comes to “keeping up with the Joneses,” breathing the air of our culture and walking in the demands and pressures of our day is insurmountably exhausting. Because I hadn’t been on the ’Gram in so long, it was extremely apparent how quickly my heart swung from thankfulness and joy in the morning to insecurity and questions and doubts and—let’s just say it—jealousy late that night. And it’s not that social media causes those things in me, but rather it highlights the areas of my heart that are already broken.


The areas of my life that cause me to feel like I’m in pieces and that leave me weary and feeling forgotten.


And my first response was not to run to the Father but to do something amazing! Insta-worthy. I felt the pressure to prove myself. Show myself. Which then quickly faded into self-pity.


But do I have anything to show?


As I sat on my oversized gray couch, having completely demolished my brownie, I was fighting to preach to myself the very truth I’d shared with my friend at the playground earlier that day:


Alyssa, it’s not about what you accomplish or do. Yes, we’re made to partner with God in doing good works to bring His light to the world, but the most important gift you can give to people is your presence, your transformed self. Who are you? Who are you becoming? It’s not about your resume; it’s about your heart.


I had shared with my friend that day that when I think of the most influential people in my life, my family and mentors who have helped shape me, I don’t think about their resumes. It’s not the things they’ve done that have changed my life. It’s who they are while they spend time with me that sticks with me—how they listen, look me in the eye, ask questions, make me feel like they have all the time in the world and are delighted to be with me. It’s their posture of kindness, grace, and love. It’s how they speak into my life, the wisdom and grace and truth that they share. How they pray over and for me. How they pursue me. How they are available. How they follow up to see how I’m doing with the burdens and cares that I share with them. It’s their very presence, their transformed selves, their whole and holy selves. It’s that they too are on the journey of seeking to be full of Jesus and choosing to be fully devoted to Jesus. That is their gift to me.


The same is true of me. Of you. Of each one of us.


It’s not about what we accomplish, although we’re made to do good, but it’s who we are becoming that is the most important.


Now, we can become many things. We are always being formed. The question is what and who are you looking to reflect? We can become like the world, and the more we look to it and fill our minds with it, the more like it we will be. And the more unsteady and ungrounded we will become. Or we can become more like Jesus, as we look to Him and spend time with Him and surround ourselves with other people who are faithfully walking with Him. And as we become like Jesus, we actually become our truest selves, people who are full of grace, love, joy, and peace.


It’s us looking to Him, and Him looking at us. With no fear. No shame. No guilt. But total love and delight.


Becoming more like Jesus means opening up our hearts to God, connecting with Him, and connecting with others in community and generously serving. It’s about being transformed, full of His goodness and grace and glory.


And that goodness and grace and glory are what change the atmospheres and spheres of the places we reside. No, we can’t change people or control them or manage the outcomes of what happens in our lives, but we can choose how we show up and how we love and how we respond. Our job is to look to Jesus, to be devoted to Him and His Word, to ask to be filled more and more with His Spirit and to obey Him. As we walk this out, looking and longing for Jesus, we will in turn become more like Him: soft hearted, gentle, compassionate, courageous, bold, secure, and full of joy because we will be people who have a peaceful presence, knowing He is God and we are not, and that is good news. We will no longer be anxious, worried, fearful, or controlling. But this is not a one time thing. This is not a “do these five steps and you will be a new you!” There is not a way to fast track your formation or to control or manipulate God. This is a daily choosing to look to Jesus, to form small habits that take your heart and mind off of the things you can control and to step into His presence and to receive all that He has, all that He is, in His way. It is a journey. A process. A relationship with the King of Kings and the One who cares deeply for you.


This book is about my journey of being brought to the end of myself, undone, and having God put me back together. It’s a story of me going from complete exhaustion and stress from trying to manage the outcomes of my life and my people to no avail to one of learning to seek God in the secret place and letting His love transform me. It is a story of learning to let go of the results and live with loose ends while still living with hope and peace. It is a story of how God wants to replace our weariness with restored peace by weaving love and joy into the depths of your soul, right in the midst of your very reality, in the midst of the mess, the pain, the suffering, the hurt. And here’s the beauty: our coming apart isn’t something to run away from or feel shame over, but rather it’s the exact place where God wants us to be so He can put us back together. When we feel undone, or something in our life is crumbling to pieces, whether a big thing or a day-to-day thing that we cannot control or change, it’s actually an invitation from the Lord to come to Him, come again, and be desperately dependent on Him to not put it back together, but to put us back together.


And although I’ve come a long way and want to show you how you can too, I have not arrived. My transformation is not “done and dusted,” as my favorite Peloton instructor, Leanne Hainsby, says. Our spiritual journey is just that—a journey. It is a process, a slow growth, a long obedience in the same direction, as Eugene Peterson would say.1 Obviously, I am still in formation. I am still hit with the temptations to do more and be more. I am still hit with the hard burdens of life that leave me wanting to give up and get out. I still have situations in my life that I can’t control or change, and the pain of them hits so tenderly at times that I am left crying out to God as my constant tears stain my journal pages.


But the difference is that I go to God instead of trying to figure it out on my own. I know that God is after my heart. That He not only cares for my heart in the roller coaster of life, but that He goes before me and holds all things together, including my very soul. He takes the disintegrated and integrates it. He takes the pieces and makes a masterpiece. He plants our feet on holy ground, fills us with His presence, and lets His love flow through us. And He reminds me over and over that I am in Christ, and He delights in me, and He is authoring a beautiful story in and through me. Yes, my story may not end the way I hope, but He is weaving me together with His careful and gentle precision and drawing me deeper into His presence and filling me with His power to be a gift to others.


I see a pattern in so many women today. I see it so clearly in my own life, too. In addition to everything else we’re trying to manage, we’re also trying so hard to manage our hearts. The pattern usually looks something like this:



1. We neglect our hearts. Life gets too busy, we get too hurt, and we don’t know what to do with all that we feel or experience and simply don’t have the energy to go “there,” so we neglect them. Shut them down. Stuff our unwanted feelings down. Ignore.


2. We try to earn our hearts. Life feels out of control and scary so we do all that we can to protect them and find strength for our hearts in our own way on our own strength. We reach out for some kind of formula for life, try to find the handbook or the rule that will protect us or flip the script. We want success and happiness and to avoid pain at all costs, so we try to do the five steps to feel worthy and loved and known and safe.


3. We lose heart. We are hit with the reality that no matter what goal we set, what dream or longing we have or how intentional we are, life does not go the way we wanted it or thought. The formula, the rule, isn’t working. Life is too hard. Too painful. The wait too long. And so we grow weary and exhausted and don’t know how much longer we can hold out. We can become disillusioned when it doesn’t go the way we expected it to.




Sometimes we cycle through these three aspects, and sometimes the path is more linear.


All three of these ways of relating to life are human. Sometimes we cannot take the pain all at once, so we need to tread slowly into healing. Pain and loss are scary. We long to be protected. Life not living up to our expectations and ideals can be extremely disheartening.


And the world gives us no tools for facing pain or unmet expectations and outcomes. The world shouts that life is all about outcomes. It’s all about accomplishments and what is seen and what you have to show for all your hard work. Life is about happiness and ease. Things going your way. (And if they don’t go your way, then you make a way.)


But I think God has something far greater for us. He is inviting us into a life lived with fullness of heart.


This book is a look at the ways we neglect and try to earn our hearts and how so often we lose heart and how God is offering us a better way. What does it look like to have fullness of heart? And can we have that in the midst of pain and responsibility and longing? Can we actually be honest about all the heavy burdens we have stuffed down in our hearts? About our disappointments and unmet longings and hurts? Can we actually go there? And how? Won’t I come apart even more if I go there?


What if going there with Jesus is the one thing you need to be set free? And what if you’re met with such tenderness and gentleness that causes your heart not only to be set free, but to be safely placed in the Father’s faithful and trustworthy hands? That’s what I want to explore together. I have broken this book up into four sections. In the first section, we will see how we often neglect our hearts and focus on what we can do by trying to grasp for control, but finding that just leaves us exhausted. We’ll talk about how often we aren’t even aware of what’s going on inside of us. We’ll also look at how to decipher between our desires, and we’ll look at how you are made for so much more.


In the second section, we move into chapters about how we try to gain heart, grasping for ways we can find strength. Often when things surface that are uncomfortable, we try to control, please, and balance. We want to fix them, ease them, and please them.


The third section is about what happens when we lose heart. We’ve tried everything, but it’s not working. We are hit with the realities of disappointments, griefs, and longings that are not only unfulfilled but often shattered. How do we keep our hearts together and whole? How do we tend our hearts when faced with such hardship and hurt?


The fourth section moves into God’s desire for us—to give us fullness of heart. What does it look like to live on this earth with these troubles and responsibilities, with these desires and dreams? What is God’s vision for us as women? As people who look to Him? How can we show up to our realities and live—with fullness of love, peace, and joy—regardless of our circumstances or outcomes?


At the end of each chapter, I’ve included a simple spiritual practice that you can do to connect your heart with God. These are not extensive, but I hope they give you some tools and practices in your belt to pull out each day and stop and connect with God, and to stop and connect with your own heart. I hope you will learn a new rhythm that reminds you that you are not what you do, but you are a child of God whom He greatly delights in and holds in His heart, right where you are today. Spiritual practices have become a huge game changer for me in my journey with Jesus, in knowing Him and hearing from Him. I hope this book gives you a little taste of small ways you can connect with God daily and hear from Him.


I firmly believe that we connect with God with our whole selves—mind, heart, and body. This book focuses primarily on the heart and mind, but please don’t forget about your body. It’s where God dwells and it is where we host heaven. Walking, dancing, eating, fasting, serving—these are all ways that we connect with God and show God to the world.


I pray that this book will show you that your heart matters. I pray you will know God better by the end of this book and know how to let Him know you by opening up your heart to Him. He is your safe place, your refuge and harbor. He longs to hold you and hold the things on your heart and hold you together. He wove you together in the womb, and He continues to weave hope and joy into your life as you continue to connect with God and entrust your whole self to Him. There is no shame, no guilt, no grief, and no hardship too difficult for God to cleanse, to heal, and to hold. He longs for you to come to Him; He is inviting you to come.


You are a masterpiece. I pray this book strengthens your inner being, that Christ may dwell in your heart through faith, and that you would know the love of the King and be filled with all of His fullness.



Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. Amen.


—EPHESIANS 3:20







Grace and peace,


Lyss
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PART I


NEGLECTING OUR HEARTS




What is the heart, and does it matter? What does God think of our hearts? How do we care for our hearts when life is busy, hard, and we’ve been hurt? Sometimes it can be easier to neglect our hearts, to just not go there or tend to it, because we don’t know where to start, or how to work through our pain, or why it even matters because we can’t always solve it, fix it, or find a solution. Our lives are complex, and confusion can set in, and we can be afraid that if we go there everything might unravel; we might unravel.


Neglecting our hearts can just seem easier.


But what if God has something so much more for us? What if life isn’t about all that we do, or what we can show, but more about who we are becoming? What if our hearts are the very thing we need to fully live?
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EXHAUSTION


I pull on my cozy pajamas and walk into my bathroom. My shoulders feel heavy, my chest tight. Without thinking, I start my nighttime routine. I quickly throw my hair into a messy bun and turn on the faucet. I splash my face with the cold water, holding my hands a little longer over my eyes. It has been such a long day. As I begin to scrub the bubbly soap over my cheeks, I silently go through my checklist for the day, seeing if I did everything I was supposed to. The house is quiet, and my inner voice gets louder.


Oh shoot, I forgot that. I’ll do that tomorrow—while I wonder if I can remember.


I need to get that for this week too. Maybe I’ll run by Target on Thursday on my way home.


What should I say back to that text? I don’t want her to misread it.


Then as I rinse my face and start wiping away the black mascara from my eyes, my mind once again plays the scene I can’t stop thinking about. My heart starts to drop; my head slumps as a silent tear rolls down my face. I quickly wash it away with the water.


The voices in my head seem so loud, so constant as I replay the conversation over and over. I think of all the ways I could have responded differently, or what I should have done. I think about the things that I wish were different. If I were different. If they were different. The endless loop plays as if I pushed Repeat.


I grab the fuzzy towel next to me and pat my face dry. As I look into the mirror to apply my night cream, I notice my eyes. The spark and light aren’t there, not like they used to be.


I take a big breath and sigh.


I grab my phone on the counter and pull up Google as I shuffle to my bed.


“How to…” I type in the search bar. Surely there’s a way to crack the code, to help me know what to do.


I shuffle to my bed in the dark and climb under the covers. As I lie there, I scroll, and click, and read each article that comes up. After a while, I click on Instagram, wanting to escape my reality for a bit.


An hour later, as my eyes keep closing on me, I put the phone on my nightstand and fall fast asleep.


Morning comes too soon. Immediately I go through my checklist for the day, before even placing my feet on the ground.


I sit up and sigh. My eyes are struggling to open, my body feels tight, and I stand. “Another day.”


How many of my nights, and my mornings, have looked just like that one? It is a constant battle to get off of the hamster wheel of endless things I need to do. My mind can run ragged with not only my checklist, but also my ideas and hopes of what I want to do in a day, or in a season. It also can spiral around with all that didn’t go well that day, all that didn’t live up to my hopes or ideals. All my disappointments, discouragements, and despairs.


Women bear a lot of responsibility and have been given a lot to care for. We hold a lot in our lives. Jobs, homes, families, relationships. Things need to get done. No matter what season of life you are in, I can guarantee that your arms and your head and your heart are full, caring for others as well as carrying your everyday workload. And I can guess that you give yourself little room to be self-aware of your own needs and heart.


We often talk about women and work-life balance. Women can easily take on lots of responsibilities not only in their jobs, but also in their lives. We can take on many roles, which can leave us feeling worn-out when we don’t prioritize the right things and we say yes to too many things.


We also have beautiful ideas for how we want things to be or to go, and I think that’s a God-given capacity that we should celebrate. Dreaming of good. Longing for beauty. Wanting joy and peace and love. But often, life can feel so heavy when it doesn’t measure up to our dreams, no matter how much we try. It feels like we don’t measure up.


It gets sticky, and we get stuck when we think it’s up to us to fulfill every responsibility, and when we feel the pressure to do it all perfectly. We start trying to control ourselves and others and our circumstances because we are so anxious about what could happen or because what is happening is too painful.


It gets suffocating when we can’t go about our days with freedom and joy, but rather we weigh ourselves down with the expectations of others, or ourselves. We feel heavy laden when we feel the weight of needing to hold everyone else together while wondering why we can’t get it together ourselves.


It gets exhausting when we feel like it’s up to us to manage all the outcomes.


It’s all up to me, we think. We feel alone, isolated, lonely.


And when we fail, or the thing falls apart despite our best efforts, what do we do? Where do we go? Who are we when we don’t live up to those expectations? Where is our hope when things don’t play out the way we had prayed or longed for? Or how do we carry on when it just seems like things aren’t changing for the better?


When, in spite of all our best efforts, it’s all in pieces, unable to be mended?


We are left in pieces.


The exhaustion from it all hits us like a ton of bricks. So when we get ready for bed at night, despite our efforts and despite our showing up and doing the thing in front of us, we still feel heavy and anxious and doubtful.


Sissy Goff, in her book Raising Worry-Free Girls, talks about the pressure girls are experiencing today. She says, “Girls feel too much pressure—to please, to perform, to excel, to be responsible. Plus, they want to look beautiful while they’re doing it all and doing it all well.”1 Although Goff is talking about girls under eighteen here, I find this to also be true of us women today. We are living in unprecedented times, with the internet and social media so much a part of our lives. Never before have other women been able to see what everyone is up to, accomplishing, wearing, and looking like on a daily basis. We are bombarded by possibilities, and opportunities quickly turn into expectations that we feel the weight of living up to.


Not only are there thousands of things to do to succeed, not only are our minds trying to hold all those thousands of things, but we come face-to-face with our limitations and the reality is that we cannot be fully present to all of those things. We can’t hold all those things up. But if we don’t, who will?


It’s too much.


So we feel like everything, and everyone, simply has pieces of us.


And we start to feel like we only have a piece of us.


Fragmented.


Floating.


Weary to the core.


We are exhausted from holding it all together. We are weary from trying to manage all the outcomes.


Women not only hold all the things, but we also carry the emotional weight of it all. Sociologist Arlie Hochschild introduced the concept of emotional labor for women in 1983. She described emotional labor as “a concept that encompasses the effort required to manage and express emotions to meet the expectations of others. It involves managing one’s own emotions, recognizing and responding to the emotions of others, and regulating emotional expressions in various social interactions.”2


We feel the burden of managing not only our own emotions, but the emotions of those around us, whether it’s in the office, in our homes, or in any social gathering. We feel like we need to meet others’ expectations emotionally, and it can be exhausting.


What will they think of me?


Did I say that right?


Did I come off too strong?


I want to make sure everyone feels seen by me and included.


I don’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings.


I need to suppress myself because I’m too much.


I’m not sensitive enough and worry about offending them.


We often feel the pressure to not be too much, while also the anxiety of not being enough. We don’t want to be too needy, too emotional, too high-maintenance. Will they take us seriously? Will we be a burden? Will we turn them away?


And at the same time, we fear we aren’t enough—that we’re not smart enough, not capable enough, not able to hold it all together. We try to fit this perfect mold, although we aren’t quite sure what that model is that we’re trying to emulate. Sometimes we may feel like we have to prove ourselves to be included, while sometimes suffering from imposter syndrome, wondering, “Will they think I’m a fraud?”


Regardless of your personality or wiring, we all as women carry deep within us the emotional weight of our own lives and those that we care about.


I lead a group of women that are all leaders and entrepreneurs. We get together twice a year, and one of the things we always do is something we call “hot seats.” We have an hour, and anyone who wants to share can do so. They each have eight minutes on the floor. For the first minute, they share their current challenge or biggest struggle in which they feel stuck and need advice, and for the last seven minutes, we all get to go around and offer insight. Not in-depth, long insight but quick ideas: “Have you thought of this?” “I know someone who can help you—talk to me later.” “I think hitting these three topics is key.” Jeff also leads a group of men who are all entrepreneurs, and they do this every time they gather as well. Problems are solved. Insight is given. New visions and help are received. They do this for both business and family, and for their personal lives.


Well, the first gathering we had, I tried this with these women talking about our businesses, it went spectacularly. I set my timer for eight minutes, and we all took our turn talking. But the next day when I opened the hot seats for our personal lives, only two women got to go within the hour, and a minute into each one of them sharing, they immediately broke down in tears. I quietly put my timer away, realizing that our personal struggles and challenges as women are not meant to be solved in eight minutes. We are carrying so much, and it’s all woven together. Oftentimes, even though we are holding so much—so many desires and longings and pain points of the people around us—we aren’t asked often enough, “How are you doing, really?” To be given space to be heard and listened to and encouraged and prayed over is so needed. And to not have it timed, but to have a safe space to process.


When we care for others in this way, we are doing the very thing God asks us to do: Carry each other’s burdens (Gal. 6:2); Weep with one another, rejoice with one another (Romans 12:15); Encourage one another (1 Thess. 5:11).


We can do this beautifully, like when we hold a crying child in our arms and listen to their sadness and comfort them. We do this when our friend tells us they met a guy on Hinge over a conversation about meatloaf and he, in fact, turns out to be an amazing man of God, and the whole Bible study group squeals with delight! (True story!) We do this when our sister is grieving over a divorce, and the confusion and hurt and utter devastation seem like they’re all too much to bear. And all we can do is listen, cry with them, grieve with them, and pray gut-honest prayers.


We are made to hold each other. To hold the beautiful and to hold the utterly devastating. This is the heart of God, to be moved to compassion.


These are all good.


However, like any good thing, we can also go too far. We can take on others’ pain as our own and feel like it’s all up to us to make it right. We can feel the pressure to hold everything together and to do all the right things so that no one else falls apart. We can question if we said the right thing, if they misread us or misunderstood us. We can think that if we do it just so, everything will be okay, that no one will freak out or break or struggle.


Emily Jamieson, my prayer warrior and friend who is queen of one-liners, says, “We can be committed to others’ happiness, but we are not responsible for their happiness.”


And here’s the thing: sometimes I can get so caught up in caring for others that I lose track of how my own heart is doing.


That, mixed with the demands of the day, the demands of the season, with the dreams and goals that I am working toward, means I start to forget about what really matters. I start to think that I am what I can accomplish, not who God says I am. I start to take my eyes off of Jesus and focus them on what everyone else is doing and what I need to be doing, and trying to manage it all.


And instantaneously I start to strive, start to live out of stress and worry and anxiety, instead of living with grace and peace and unhurry. I start to unravel, and my unraveling affects my people.


I completely neglect my soul. I lay it on the altar of doing more and being more. Or sometimes I hide behind good things, like caring for others and serving them but in a way where I’m really looking for my worth and purpose in them.


I start to turn from seeking and loving Jesus with my whole self and seeking to find love for myself in others and other things.


I don’t take the time to search my heart, to stop and look at my inner being and bring it before the Lord. I don’t take the time to connect with Jesus, to hear from Him, or to simply be with Him because “Watch out, world! I am on a mission—things to do, things to fix, things to prove!”


Until I find myself alone at night, downing chocolate, numbing out to Gilmore Girls, trying to stuff down the feelings of loneliness, disconnect, discouragement, and weariness.


I try to fix, so I google.


I try to numb, so I binge-watch.


I try to avoid the pain, so I focus on others.


I try to feel something good, so I shop.


I try to escape, so I swipe.


I get tired of trying, so I shut down and close off.


I look for the formula, thinking this will be the thing that changes everything.


Surely there’s a five-step process to avoid this pain. Surely there are three easy things I can do to fix this. Can’t there be a way to overcome? A way to find the answer? Something I can do to make it better?


I start to become like the Israelites in the Old Testament who had been slaves in Egypt and kept going back to their old ways. God had sent Moses to “let his people go.” (Exod. 5:1) And miraculously, he led a whole nation out of slavery and out from under the demanding rule of Pharaoh (after many plagues and back and forth pleas and unfaithful promises from Pharaoh).


The Israelites had seen miracle after miracle. They had crossed the Red Sea, which had been parted by the Lord’s might. They walked right through it (I can’t even imagine!), and when the Egyptians chased them down, the waves came crashing in on them.


The Israelites had been freed!


They had been rescued!


They had been liberated from a life of slavery!


And yet, if you keep reading through the Torah, you’ll find that they didn’t know how to live free. They kept going back to other gods, trying to please them, instead of living to please God alone and becoming His “treasured possession” (Exod. 19:5).


They kept living like slaves, wanting to be like the other nations and find security in what they could manipulate. Please understand, the gods of the nations were powerful spiritual beings. The Egyptian magicians were able to turn staffs into snakes by the power of these evil angelic beings (Exod. 7:11–12). There are gods all over the world who have been given authority in different areas (1 Kings 11:5–7, Dan. 10:13, 20). When the Israelites couldn’t see God working and moving, they decided they could do something about their problems by worshipping these other gods.


In ancient times, Ba’al and Asherah were the gods of Canaan whom people worshipped and whom the Israelites constantly turned to. (God was after the Israelites’ hearts, longing for them to be wholly devoted to Him. People sacrificed their own children to the gods Molek and Ba’al (makes my stomach hurt to think about). And the Israelites turned to these gods because worshipping them seemed more likely to produce the results they wanted than waiting on Yahweh.


The book of Leviticus, which is a long book with a lot of rules (I know, I know!), was written because God wanted the Israelites to put spiritual practices into place to remind themselves of who they really were. They were no longer slaves, identified by what they did or what they could accomplish, but they were children of God, identified by the love of their Father. God had rescued them from slavery in Egypt, but now they had to learn a whole new way of living.


God wanted the Israelites to abandon other gods and draw close to Him. He wants the same for us. Can I tell you a secret about the Bible? It is a beautiful love story of how the triune God created us out of His great love and delight because He wanted to partner with us in bringing His kingdom to earth. He wanted to fight back darkness, to create communities of righteousness and justice with us. Not because He needed us, but because He wanted us. He wanted to be close to us, united, one, intimate. And throughout the Bible, God gets closer and closer to us.


First, He creates the garden and lets man dwell there, and He dwells there with him.


Well, we all know how that went down. Sin entered, perfect union was broken, but God promises the saving Messiah in Genesis 3. Then in Matthew, we first see how Jesus, the Son of God, takes on human flesh and dwells among people. He walks on the earth, He talks, He eats, He serves, He loves, He dies and resurrects. God gets closer. Human flesh and blood.


But then He ascends, as King, sitting at the right hand of God the Father. And He promises the Holy Spirit, who is even better because now God in the Spirit dwells in us. Inside of us. In our human bodies!


And He longs to dwell in us to transform us and to make what is invisible visible to the lost world.


This is a story of love, of intimacy, of allegiance in our hearts to the King of the universe.


And where does He reside? In our hearts.


He longs to take up residence within us, to fill us, but how can He when we make no room for Him? How can He indwell us when all the doors of our heart are shut off to Him, shut off to others, shut off to our own selves? How can He when our hearts are so burdened? And yet, when we are so exhausted, so weary, and we feel like our hearts are coming undone, that is exactly when God wants to restore us and mend us back together so He can fully fill us with His presence.


Matthew 11:28–30 in The Message (which is one of my favorite translations of this verse) says, “Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and you’ll recover your life. I’ll show you how to take a real rest. Walk with me and work with me—watch how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t lay anything heavy or ill-fitting on you. Keep company with me and you’ll learn to live freely and lightly.”


Dane Ortlund, in his book Gentle and Lowly, explains this verse, saying,




You don’t need to unburden or collect yourself and then come to Jesus. Your very burden is what qualifies you to come. No payment is required. He says, “I will give you rest.” His rest is gift, not transaction. Whether you are actively working hard to crowbar your life into smoothness (“labor”) or passively finding yourself weighed down by something outside your control (“heavy laden”), Jesus Christ’s desire that you find rest, that you come in out of the storm, outstrips even your own.3





This is the invitation of Matthew 11:28–30: That as we get away with God, as we enter into oneness with Him, we will recover our lives. That as we actually lose our lives, we will gain them. As we seek Him, we will find joy and peace and love. To “learn the unforced rhythms of grace.” And this grace is not earned by our own efforts or accomplishments, but rather it is a gift. Freely given. Our only job is to receive it.


I know you’re weary, exhausted. Your journey may be treacherous right now. It may feel like it’s all too much. Or that you’re too much.


You may feel weighed down by the heaviness of life. You’ve been carrying that burden for far too long.


COME.


Jesus is inviting you to come.


He is longing to sit with you and teach you a new way. A way of peace and rest and full life. To show you how to live lightly and freely. He wants to breathe life into your weariness, to hold you up in your exhaustion, and to give you a burden that is light. Oh, there’s a burden to bear, but in Him, it is easy because you are not responsible for the outcome.


One way rest in Matthew 11:28–30 can be defined is “to keep quiet, of calm and patient expectation.”4 This verse is an invitation to come to Jesus and learn how to walk with Him, and He gives a promise that is repeated twice: You will find rest for your soul, the most important thing about you, your inner being. And the rest that He gives, it flows from all that is within Him.


Jesus longs to offer you Himself, and within the depth of who He is, He gives you refreshment and joy.


This book is an invitation to draw nearer to God and learn how to walk with Him and hear His voice, despite the loud voices that woo us away from His peace and taunt us. How do we find rest from the exhaustion of life? How do we learn to truly trust Jesus with the heavy things that are out of our control, past our managing? How do we become women who are secure in our true identities, while still being vulnerable and able to take risks? How do we stay softhearted through all the pain that tempts us to harden our hearts?


Come, Jesus says, all who are weary. Will you come?


Spiritual Practice


Rest for your weary soul comes as you get away with Jesus. Sit and take a big breath. Let yourself get into your body. Then open your hands and recite Psalm 23 to the Lord. Ask Him to be your Shepherd and to show you how to walk in His ways, to lead you beside still waters and green pastures. Imagine still waters and green pastures in your mind. What does it feel like to be there? What does it smell like? What do you see?


Think about whether there is anything that is weighing you down right now and give that to the Lord. Ask Him to take the burden from you and to show you how to walk in the unforced rhythms of grace.




QUIZ: HOW EXHAUSTED ARE YOU?


Does your soul feel weary and exhausted? Have you been carrying a heavy burden? Take this quiz to see where you are on the spectrum of exhaustion.


For each question, rate yourself on a scale of 0 to 5, 0 being not at all, 5 being yes, always. At the end, add the numbers up to determine if you are living with exhaustion in your life.




___ I feel defeated when things go wrong even though I worked really hard to ensure I covered all my bases.


___ I feel hopeless when what I say or do doesn’t change the situation or the person.


___ I feel like I’m floating and can’t get grounded.


___ I feel like people are just getting pieces of me.


___ I wonder how much longer this will go on.


___ I feel like it’s all up to me and I am alone.


___ I feel like I’m at the end of my rope, at a total loss as to what to do next.


___ I feel like I did all the things I could, and I’m still waiting.


___ I feel bone weary and have a hard time facing another day.


___ I am having emotional meltdowns and can’t seem to regulate.


___ My chest feels heavy often, making it hard to take deep breaths.


___ I feel stuck in my thoughts, trying to find solutions or wondering where it went wrong, but can’t get out of the loop.


___ I’m afraid of doing something or saying something that will set that person off.


___ I feel like I’m a slave to my to-do list.


___ I go to bed at night feeling defeated and insecure.


___ I feel behind.
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