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There are three women in the last ten years who have awakened this book in me.

 

            Andee, your incredible gift of friendship shows me the Kingdom and Presence of God.

 

            Cassandra, you give me so much hope.

 

            Morgan, you remind me that Jesus died for these kinds of conversations.
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            Chapter One

            Kingdom and Presence

         

         We ache for the Kingdom and Presence of God in every crack and corner of our lives. In every detail of ordinary life, from the tenderest moments to the ones we often overlook, there’s a low hum of wonder waiting to be discovered. Of course, we don’t always recognize this feeling for what it is. Instead, we feel a restlessness. A longing. So we chase it by checking things off our to-do lists, driving carpool, taking vacations, and uploading photos to Instagram. We clean the kitchen counters once the kids are down, put away junk we’ve absentmindedly left around the apartment, put the leftovers in the fridge, and at the end of a long day, we let out a sigh when our aching backs sink into the mattress.

         


We ache for the Kingdom and Presence of God in every crack and corner of our lives.





         This is what I’m realizing about growing up: Things feel simple and complicated all at once. The body grows tired, and the mind keeps racing. We even set aside time to refocus but we can’t seem to pay attention, and before we know it, it’s back to business as usual. Like starting to stretch and breathe in deeply, only to have someone poke our ribs and pull us back into ourselves. Back to the daily grind we go with heavy eyes, reluctant hearts, and no time to entertain what might be beyond the ordinary.

         Christ is in these spaces, gladly, willingly, and purposefully. Which is all good and well in theory, but what does it mean to actually live in light of that? To feel His nearness in picking up the glass you forgot was in the laundry room and sensing His sovereignty over making a sandwich? To be able to see clearly when we’re surrounded by a haze of ordinary and routine and familiar and “this is just how we do things”?

         A man who walked the earth the same time that Jesus did coined the Latin phrase esse quam videri, which means “to be, rather than to seem.” There is a colossal difference between the two, but more often than not, we try to pass off seeming as being.

         To put it in terms that tend to resonate, I offer you this: To seem is to roll your eyes as you obey. To carefully rearrange the clutter on a table and take a photo, just for a post on social media about your “messy” life. To answer a text with “K.” There’s something underneath it that we aren’t talking about, but it’s easy to see that what’s being put forth is not the most honest version of ourselves. Seeming is what happens when we start looking to our left and our right, wondering if we should change ourselves in order to be something we believe we’re supposed to be. It’s a facade and it will fall apart. It always falls apart.

         By contrast, to be is to hold a crying baby for as long as it takes for her to finally slow down and you start to drift off with her as she relaxes, sweaty on your chest. To send a text telling a friend that you need someone to fight on your behalf by praying with you and for you about a big decision. To walk into a counseling office because this world is weighty and sometimes we need someone to help us lighten the load. Being has a lot to do with experiencing things as they truly are, finding yourself fully present and aware and honest through the good, bad, and ugly.

         We know exactly what it looks like when somebody is good at being as opposed to seeming. People tend to refer to this quality by calling someone “authentic.” It’s a good word, but one that has been overused and is starting to lose its meaning. We crave authenticity but often are unsure of how to balance being vulnerable with keeping up appearances. (Spoiler alert: You can’t have both.) When we aren’t sure who we are or comfortable enough to be okay with our mess, we push into seeming. But every once in a while, we come across someone who has found a way to get free and knows how to live into being in a deep way and it is compelling.

         We all know those people because they have a way of living that draws us in. They make you want to be in a genuine way, not just seem like you’re the real deal. It doesn’t mean they can do everything effortlessly, but quite the opposite. It usually indicates that they have put a great deal of effort into growing and learning and cultivating this quality with humility. Actual humility means someone is willing to admit when they’re wrong and confess when they’ve sinned, and when the conversation turns to repentance, they are willing to actually go first because they know that on the other side is the grace of Jesus. And they are sure of it because they’ve experienced it come and wash over them time and time again. This being cannot be feigned because they know the cost of what it took for them to get there. Hard conversations and honest moments spent in quiet places have cultivated character that lasts. And while these people are in no way perfect, they’re ready to admit to their imperfections. But it isn’t just being “authentic” in a way that is actually a caricature of that word.

         I once heard Jess Connolly speak at an event about the messiness of normal life. I was at this event for work and usually am pretty good at doing my job and missing out on the speakers during conferences, but this time was different. I sat in the back and she started to unpack this idea that our culture tends to pendulum swing when it comes to authenticity. We either declare, “Bless this mess!” and so deeply embrace the chaos that we’re fine sitting in it and never wanting to move forward. We just shrug and say, “It is what it is,” and in doing so, we can become pretty complacent in our daily life and faith, perpetually stuck in apathy.

         The other side, she explained, is the measuring-up mentality. It’s the place that we tend to go when the phrases that come out of our mouths are things like, “So sorry things are messy—I’ve been meaning to get to this,” or “I know I’m not where I want to be, but I have a plan,” or “I’m starting a new routine tomorrow,” or “I’m working on it. In a few weeks it’ll be different.” We say these kinds of things when we’re striving to seem like we’re on the way to a better place rather than just having grace for where we are now.

         There are days when life is messy and it’s okay not to exhaust yourself trying to be some other version of yourself. And there are days when it’s time to make a to-do list and tackle some projects. But when we find ourselves living from a place of constantly stressing and scheming or constantly making excuses and pretending we’re above spiritual discipline, something is afoot. I’m just going to say this right now: There is grace for the overextended, but there is certainly no reason to avoid your Bible or remove yourself from a local church as a normal routine for your whole life.

         


There is grace for the overextended, but there is certainly no reason to avoid your Bible or remove yourself from a local church as a normal routine for your whole life.





         I get that we have seasons where we’re in a place that needs a bit of a reset, but if your manifesto is Biblical illiteracy (i.e., not opening your Bible or knowing what’s in it) or you do you spirituality in which no one can challenge you or hold you accountable, you’re doing yourself and your community a disservice.

         It reminds me of a conversation that I once had with my first boss out of seminary. Her name was Jennie, and she called things as she saw them. She was one of those people who is good at being.

         I was only a few weeks into my job and had misunderstood how something was supposed to be formatted in a document. Insecure and uncertain and really wanting to impress my bosses, I had already started to wilt under their suggestions of how my work could be improved. Looking back, it wasn’t even that big of a deal, and they gave me plenty of time to take another crack at it. But there were insecurities in my own mind that told me that I hadn’t just done something incorrectly but that I myself was a disappointment. Sometimes we are our own worst enemy.

         Jennie sat across the table from me as I started to get teary-eyed, and something in her face changed as she leaned in a little closer.

         “Melissa, I want you to ask yourself: Are you trying to measure up?”

         I sat there, undone by her honest and pointed and kind question. She gently preached to me the truth that we are not called to impress people, but we’re called to be confident in who it is that Christ has made us to be. That we fall short sometimes and that’s okay because what matters the most isn’t what we do; it’s who we are. This wasn’t about my competency or ability to deliver amazing work; it was about a fear deep down that I wouldn’t matter, and since I based my identity on my job, I suddenly lost my value for a minute in my own mind.

         This seems to be the biggest indicator of whether or not we’re living the way we should: We know the difference between majors and minors—the things that matter most, and the things that matter hardly at all. And it’s important to surround ourselves with those who can tell the difference between the two.

         


This seems to be the biggest indicator of whether or not we’re living the way we should: We know the difference between majors and minors—the things that matter most, and the things that matter hardly at all.





         It has taken a few years to value, and I imagine it’ll take a lifetime to build more of, the kinds of friendships that cultivate in me a sense of what matters and what doesn’t. To find those people who believe God’s Word and lean in and preach the truth and don’t back away when things start to fall apart. Because here’s what’s up: The things that matter don’t fall apart very easily.

         I’ve learned to develop friendships that are deep wells rather than shallow ponds. These friends bring over vases of flowers in old sauce jars and send postcards across town with beautiful quotes written on them. They let me show up and sit down and share cold pizza that their kids left behind hours earlier. Perhaps there is no greater answer to our need for authenticity than leftover Tombstone pizza. These dear friends teach me how to be, rather than how to seem. Seeming makes no apologies when things get messy; being doesn’t care about imperfection.

         To seem demands that we pull ourselves up by our bootstraps and fabricate everything to look the way we believe it ought to look. It’s why we use hashtags and take too many photos of coffee. It strips us of joy in reality and exhausts us through constant augmentation with filtering and editing. We lose sight of the fact that we were created not just to imitate, but to live out true and beautiful things by actually existing a different way than just copying whatever everyone else is doing.

         To be is far less glamorous but a precious gift to behold. It calls us to gather and check our cell phones and distractions at the door. It ventures into the risky waters of being known—actually known. And at the end of the day, it comforts us because we have allowed it to refocus our muddled sight into a clearer vision of the Kingdom and Presence of God right here, right now.

         Before I go any further, I want to refresh our understanding of “Kingdom of God” and “Presence of God,” so that they’re at the forefront of our minds as we progress. These phrases are the foundation of the rest of this book, so I want to be clear about them now. The Kingdom of God is all that is under the rule of God our King. More than just a physical created place, but also the spiritual reality that is governed by His values and leadership and intentions. The Kingdom is both here and still coming and we see glimpses of it in relationships, work, nature, beauty, truth, and goodness.

         And we know that the Presence of God is the reality of what happens when we encounter the Living God. It is His nearness—physically, spiritually, and otherwise. It has to do with understanding who God is and why it matters and how it influences who we are as those made in His image. His character and presence can be felt or unfelt but our own understanding does not and cannot change the realities of His nearness and being.

         Of course, our understanding of the Kingdom and Presence of God is limited; they are far richer in reality, but I suppose that this is why this book and countless others have been written to try to explain them a bit more to our limited human understanding. We will never fully grasp them, but we have to try because the Kingdom and Presence change, influence, and define everything. When we recognize them for what they are, we realize that they are in every space, waiting to be seen and embraced.

         


Kingdom and Presence change, influence, and define everything.





         
            


         

         In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus shows up and one of the first things He says is, “the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel” (1:15). You’ve probably heard the word “repent” before, and it may carry all kinds of meanings for you both good and bad. So let’s go to the root of what it means for a minute.

         Simply put, to repent is to turn away from something. Imagine for a moment that you were jogging in the woods and enjoying beautiful weather (so beautiful that you were also forgetting that jogging is sometimes the worst). Now imagine that as you turned a corner on the trail, you saw a full-grown bear.

         You would stop, dead in your tracks, and turn around. You might even jog—or run—right back home. Something in you would say, I should not continue down this road for one more second, lest I become a cautionary tale for children. Or you might even do that thing I do when I walk into my niece’s room during naptime, silently wincing and taking careful, tiptoed steps that are right out of How the Grinch Stole Christmas.

         
            Note: I know that you shouldn’t run away from a bear because the bear will be more likely to chase you and win in the end, and your best bet is to slowly step away, but I’m assuming that the bear hasn’t seen you because you have okay vision and saw it from a safe distance. Analogies have their breakdowns, but I think that we can all agree here that you certainly shouldn’t keep cruising right up to the bear. Bears should be left alone.

         

         Anyway—the bear. You would turn away from it, or repent. So when Jesus says, “Repent,” he’s talking about making a hard stop, reassessing the situation, and redirecting your route. “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”

         We repent of our sin. Sin is defined as moments we miss the mark. The ways that we treated others poorly or the way we coveted another’s blessing. Things that are contrary to the character of God. A prayer of repentance in The Book of Common Prayer calls us to confess our sins in “thought, word, and deed, by what we have done and what we have left undone.” To repent is to leave no stone unturned and to fully commit to changing our trend. To repent is to say, “Wait a second. This thing that I’m doing doesn’t line up with who God is and what He does, and I’m going to turn away and ask God to realign me with the right trajectory.”

         


To repent is to leave no stone unturned and to fully commit to changing our trend.





         The reason Jesus calls us to repent is a really big deal here: For the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand. Now, something we have to understand is that the Kingdom of Heaven has a whole lot to do with the way we see the world around us. Once our lens shifts to who is in charge, how things work, and what the end goals are, we will walk out our days differently. If God says that He’s a sovereign King, and we are part of the great, big beautiful world He’s created and rules, then we find ourselves, simply put, in His Kingdom.

         Sometimes the Bible seems like it’s full of foreign concepts that have very little application to us today, but nothing could be further from the truth. We understand the concept of the Kingdom, if we really think about it. The world is full of kingdoms—things like countries, provinces, and republics are all systems that, like kingdoms, organize people. You could even say that your workplace or online following is a kingdom. When you fly the flag of the Chicago Cubs or the Nashville Soccer Club, you’re representing that kingdom. Likewise, when we talk about the Kingdom of Heaven, we’re talking about a way or system of being, but one that is influenced by a set of values, scruples, and rules that line up with who God is and what He does.

         By God’s values, scruples, and rules, I want to be clear, I don’t just mean morality rules. When we see God only as a rule-giver, we fail to see Him as He truly is. In the same way that parents give rules and boundaries, there are reasons for what God puts in place and it is out of a care for us and His perfection that these things are ordered. His perfection is contrasted against our humanity, in fact. When we start to think that all He wants is our perfection, we venture from being into seeming territory and our relationship with God gets out of focus.

         


When we see God only as a rule-giver, we fail to see Him as He truly is.





         To seem relies entirely on our own doing and it wears us out. Seeming depends on us projecting a mere image of our values to the world around us. Also, because it’s not true down to our core and is only a facade, it forces us to forsake living in our true identity in Christ and is based only on what we do. It seems like a really good idea and a quick fix for social situations, but it’s also inauthentic and exhausting because we’re trying to control everything about how we are perceived, and we actually can’t control anything. It will never work out. We will always be left limited by our own humanity, drained of energy from trying too hard to do the impossible. Control is an illusion and really has to do with us not trusting God, but learning to lean into His rule is the best-case scenario.

         The promise of the Kingdom is that we aren’t in charge, but the One who is has our best interests in mind. We are ruled by a King who can be trusted and will direct our steps with kindness and honesty and care. We are reminded in 1 Peter 5:7 to cast “all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you.”

         The way of the Kingdom of God is not only out of our hands but also entirely secure. Nothing shakes it. Nothing ruins or rusts or decays a single part of it. We can’t earn our place within it, and our imperfections and shortcomings don’t exclude us. Come literal hell or high water, it’s not going anywhere. For generations, it has remained unmoved as the landscape of politics and empires has changed constantly. People have, for thousands of years, looked to the Kingdom of God as a model for the way things may not seem, but truly are.

         


The way of the Kingdom of God is not only out of our hands but also entirely secure.





         While this may be a little scary or overwhelming or even crazy, it is also true in the best ways. When we face heartbreak, confusion, or rejection, the Kingdom of God stands firm. It is the truest foundation and the steadiest hand when we feel cracked and shaky.

         And when we sit there in our doing and striving and aching for being—while putting our efforts into seeming—Jesus stands up and says to anyone who will listen, “Repent. Stop, turn around, and try this instead.”

         
            


         

         The second key to living in a state of being, rather than seeming, is the Presence of God. One of the reasons we really don’t look through a lens of faith in all things is that we often forget that Christ is ever-present. We as Christians are reminded that we are united to Christ in a very real and intimate way. In fact, the phrase “in Christ” occurs over 160 times just in Paul’s letters. His desire to be with us and His actual nearness are constant and unrelenting. While some rulers crave separation and exclusivity, our God-king desires closeness.

         We often speak with great confidence about how Christ is in us, holds all things together, and is our “ever-present help,” and so on. But in practice? If we are being honest, is Christ present only in that favorite Bible verse and a particularly moving chorus at church on Sunday, or does He trickle into our minds and hearts at the grocery store or a red light when we’re running a few minutes late for a study group?

         My first year of college, a man named Steve Saint came to speak one week for chapel. His father, Nate Saint, was famously martyred in the Amazon jungle by a tribe of people he had come to help. He was with a team of other missionaries when their plane landed in this remote place. The people of the tribe went on the defensive and, unable to clearly communicate, attacked the men, killing them.

         Back at the base, their wives and children waited in deafening silence until they received the news that their husbands and fathers were dead. Steve grew up without his father and told us the story of trials he later faced, including the loss of his college-age daughter, who had a deadly brain hemorrhage in his arms.

         This man who had lost so much preached to us over and over again that God is still good, even in the darkest moments. Psalm 73 reminds us that “the nearness of God is my good.”

         People find Christ all the time in jail cells and theaters, and in dining rooms and around campfires. But even though I believe He can be found in any place, I don’t always live that way. I enter into unknown things with fear and angst rather than with the profound knowledge that He is going before me and behind me and He walks with me into those places. We don’t talk in Presence language (like we don’t really talk in Kingdom language), but we ache for companionship, relationship, and the assurance that we are not alone.

         This is what I am learning: Everything in this life boils down to Kingdom and Presence. Every pain, struggle, and insecurity points to our need for both. Every joy, and every moment of beauty and of new life, points to the existence of both.

         Not in Kingdom or Presence words, but the way this particular issue is often presented is like this: Adulting is hard. This is what we say when we lose a job, or a relationship, or our savings, or get in a car accident, or have to pay our medical bills. And more than “adulting” being hard, being a human person is hard. So let’s call it what it is, shall we?

         When we say that “adulting is hard,” we’re really just confessing that we don’t have it all together and we don’t know what we’re doing and we’re scared that someone isn’t coming back for us and we are alone. We are afraid that no one is really in charge and we are doomed to fend for ourselves for the rest of our lives.

         


We are afraid that no one is really in charge and we are doomed to fend for ourselves for the rest of our lives.





         Let me say that if these kinds of things freak you out: Join the club. These fears are totally real, and the sinking in your stomach every time you use your debit card is shared by a lot of us.

         
            Note: This is why Target does so well—it knows us. That dollar section carries so many random trinkets that we actually believe we’re going to be able to live cutely on a budget. Their products aren’t Anthropologie—Target is like the cousin who lives in the suburbs while big-city Anthropologie pays too much for everything. The other day someone told me a candle at Target was great because “it smells like the one at Anthro.” That’s why we love Target—it’s a solid B-minus. And if we’re real, by the end of school, a solid B-minus was more than respectable to us. Target is made for people like us because it says, “I know you want to be classy, but it’s not really an option, so here’s the cheaper alternative. Close your eyes and pretend this is the candle you can’t afford.”

         

         We’re just trying to prove that we can adult. But when we get home and light the Anthropologie-ish candle and feel like no one can tell the difference, we still go to bed feeling that we’re inadequate because we may never afford the real thing. We wonder if we’ll always live a life of trying to pass for legitimate.

         And suddenly, as I write this, I see Jennie in my mind’s eye as she leans in and asks a second time, “Are you trying to measure up?” I see myself at twenty-six trying to fake it ’til I make it and hoping that if I play my cards right, people will value me. In fact, much of our lives, we feel a yearning to discover a bigger world around us, and we’d love to just have a compass that could point us in the right direction. The good news is that we are craving things that already exist.

         Growing up is a tricky business, and when you decide to grow up into the wrong things, those things will not deliver what you need. You’ll wonder why you keep obsessing over everyone else’s opinions and start to lose your sense of wonder. Pursuing the wrong things, you’ll step farther and farther away from the Truth. We’ve all been in that place where we’re in a swimming pool and go to touch the bottom and it’s not there. That’s what growing up into the wrong Kingdom or pushing away from the Presence of God can feel like. We become adults who don’t have a firm footing anymore, and we’re left to fend for ourselves—lost and uncertain.

         So, it’s a good thing that He comes after us, isn’t it? It’s a good thing He calls us by name and has known us since before we were born (see Psalm 139), and that He gives us ample opportunities to return to Him. What God desires is for us to know what’s True and that starts by Him exposing what isn’t true in our lives.

         


What God desires is for us to know what’s True and that starts by Him exposing what isn’t true in our lives.





         Good questions can be asked over and over again in a myriad of situations and always result in exposing us in raw but necessary ways. They always get us to come clean, and help us admit that we’re aligning with the wrong Kingdom and trying to distance ourselves from who God is and what He does.

         If you’re here for every answer, I have to admit right now that I don’t have them all. If you’re here to read a self-help book on how to get yourself where you want to go, I’m useless to you. If you want a five-step process for “fixing yourself” and being “fine,” let me tell you this: That’s not the point.

         On his deathbed, my grandfather looked out the window at the sunset as I sat on the floor of the hospital ready to catch him if he wavered. He had lived a long life of adventure, having had a long and successful Navy career, and I asked him to tell me his life story. He didn’t talk about deadlines or bills or bargains. He told me about his uncle, who was ten years his senior, and who had taken my grandfather under his wing. He told me about spending summers with him and how he made him want to be in the military in the first place. It was the very end of World War II and people were staying away from joining, but his experience visiting his favorite uncle created a friendship and bond that made my grandfather sign up to be a pilot as a teenager. Those conversations and meals and relationships were what he wanted me to know about. At the end of his life, he didn’t seem to care about adulting at all. Funny how that works.

         My hope and prayer for you is that you will know deep in your bones what matters and what doesn’t matter. That you will, when faced with a crossroads, choose the path that leads to the Holy Horizon. That you will be able to see clearly the invisible things and find identity and peace and great purpose in the person of Jesus Christ. And that you would clearly sense how the Kingdom of God and the Presence of God are the truest realities, giving us new life and connecting the dots between here and eternity.

         You, who are weary of faking it ’til you make it: Learn to be, rather than to seem.

         Turn around, and try this instead.
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