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Dad, there’s not a day that went by in this writing process that I did not think about you and the wisdom you spoke into my life. So much of who I am is because of all you modeled and taught me. You made me want to know the God that you knew. Thank you for introducing me to the Lord as a young girl and encouraging me to become all He created me to be. Although you are now in heaven and not able to see the completion of this book, you are the one who supported me through all the seasons described in it. You were the consistent voice praying for me and pointing me to Jesus throughout the forty-four years we had together. Because of you, I have been able to walk in my purpose and truly flourish.
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FOREWORD



By Bob Goff


I’m so glad you picked up this book! I want to introduce you to my friend Grace. I have been telling people about her from the moment our paths crossed over five years ago. If you have not met Grace, the first thing you’ll notice is her smile that lets you know you are loved. You will also experience her humility. She’s got a voice that carries far in people’s lives because she actually cares about people. Grace is also trustworthy. She doesn’t say things just because they’re the right things to say. She says things that are right. And it won’t take long for you to see that Grace loves God. She has taught me more about loving and loving Jesus than any dozen other people.


I met Grace several years ago during the first Dream Big workshop I hosted in my hometown. She and about forty other eager dreamers had come to San Diego to lean into their dreams. The goal of my Dream Big course is to dive deeper into the ideas people have been floating around in their heads and start probing them to move forward. Grace came to the Dream Big workshop with big ambitions! She wanted to become a speaker so she could share what she had learned about love and acceptance and setbacks and Jesus. But there were some obstacles getting in her way. I knew she had something to say, and people needed to hear her voice. She didn’t need more information about her ambition; she just needed an opportunity. She had never really had a shot at speaking in front of a large crowd. Without a big stage with loads of cameras, she didn’t have a video showing her speaking to demonstrate that she had what it takes to get on other stages. It was a catch-22 that probably sounds familiar to anyone with a similar ambition.


When Grace and I met, I was scheduled to speak to three thousand people a few days later. I knew there would be plenty of high-end video cameras pointed at the stage, so I invited Grace to join me. I didn’t clear the idea with anyone first. We just walked out onto the stage holding hands. I walked with her to the microphone, whispered “Go,” and stepped out of the camera frame. I’ll probably never get invited to speak there again, but you know what? Grace crushed it. It was the most inspiring talk I’ve heard in ages. I wasn’t surprised when everybody loved her. Grace speaks all over the place now. She could have had 1,001 complaints about the setbacks and barriers both behind and in front of her. She could have played the comparison game and thought everyone else had it easier or was a better speaker than she was. Instead she walked her own path and it led her right to that microphone. She did her best and it was way more than enough.


I’m so glad Grace has put some of her thoughts on paper. Flourish: Finding Purpose in the Unknown and Unexpected Seasons of Life is how she has lived her life. We all go through setbacks and challenges that leave us discouraged or a little worn down. We should not be surprised when setbacks happen. It’s part of being alive. Instead we need to lean into them. Always moving forward. It isn’t fun, but it works. In this book, Grace draws insight from her winter season and shows us how to do that. Grace brings encouragement and perspective on how to walk through such seasons. She shows us that there is something valuable developing in us. She speaks difficult truths but she does it with her palms up. What she shares helps us see that there is a purpose in each season of our lives. The challenges we experience don’t mean we should fold up our tent and go home. It means just the opposite. We need to find purpose in these seasons. Grace is someone who has done that. In this book, she helps you take the next step in the season you are in. She is a proven guide on unknown and unexpected paths. Sometimes when we ask for answers, God sends us a friend. I’m thrilled to introduce you to my friend Grace. She is a trusted voice who will walk this journey with you, celebrating your victories and helping you through difficult times. I encourage you to listen to what she has to say. We both want to see you flourish!














unearthed from my journals:


1/22/16


Today I woke up in a bad space. I woke up wondering if a man will ever pursue me. Will he see my inner and outer beauty? Will I ever have my own family?… God, this is not what I expected my life to look like at this point! Are the dreams in my heart ever going to happen?!… God, I’m falling into an unhealthy place. We’re going through another season of baby showers and bridal showers at church. Lord, You have got to give me something, a life preserver, because I’m sinking fast. I don’t know if I can make it through this season.
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There Was No Forecast for This Season


I got out of my car, keys in one hand and takeout in the other, glad that the blinking light on the dashboard had not caused any issues on the drive home. After a quick stop to the mailbox, I headed inside the house, set everything down on the counter, and reached for the remote to turn on the TV. The familiar voice of the news anchor filled the silent living room and welcomed me to my otherwise lifeless home.


I thumbed through the mail as I headed toward the trash can. Mostly the usual… bills, ads, and more bills. The corner of an off-white envelope stuck out among the other envelopes and brightly colored ads. I flipped to it, intrigued to have possibly received some personal mail. I found the envelope and my heart sank. Miss Grace Wabuke. Not another one. I sighed heavily. The fancy calligraphy was a telltale sign of a wedding invitation. An obligatory event to celebrate a friend getting what I wanted more than anything. Another reminder of the fact that I was still single, and all my friends were getting married, having kids, and seeing their dreams come true, while I remained stuck.


I tried to remember who recently announced their engagement on social media. There had been so many proposals over the holidays, it could be a number of couples. I inadvertently rolled my eyes and let out another sigh as I thought about what this was going to mean. Having to muster up every ounce of energy to put a smile on my face and act like I was enjoying the festivities while my heart was breaking. I was not looking forward to attending showers and participating in a host of overplayed bridal-themed games that were fun during my twenties but irritating fifteen years later. Going through the emotions of oohing and aahing as gifts were unwrapped, while trying to hold back tears and wondering why it wasn’t me who was getting married. Only to be followed by weeks of agonizing over who I was going to sit with at the wedding ceremony and reception. It would be so much easier if I were with my future spouse. “Maybe you’ll meet him at the wedding,” my married friends would say, in an attempt to encourage me. “God is preparing you,” they’d add, not realizing their well-meaning words left me wondering how all the younger brides were somehow more “prepared” than I was.


God, why are You making me wait so long? Why can’t You just bring my husband? You created the world in six days; surely this is not too difficult for You! I had cried out to God many times, but this time was different. This time, I was done. I was forty years old and done with being single. I was done with guys who were afraid of commitment and the ones who were intimidated by a woman in leadership. I was done with going on dates, only to look into eyes that glazed over the minute I told them I worked in full-time ministry. I felt so alone in my empty house. The disappointment, heartache, and anxiety suffocated me as I tried to sleep to escape my pain. It seemed like I had been in this winter season forever and my prayers continued to go unanswered. I wondered if anything was ever going to change. I could not understand God’s purpose or direction in this unknown season. I was hurt and confused by how a loving God could see me in such pain and not do something about it. Well, I was done waiting for God. I did not see the point of enduring such agony and was ready to take things into my own hands.


Maybe you can relate. You’ve found yourself in a space where life does not look like you expected. You thought you would be living your best life by now, doing what you always dreamed. Maybe you thought you would be married and have a family by now. You didn’t think it would be so hard to get pregnant, but with each monthly cycle, you face the disappointment of an unanswered prayer. Perhaps you had great plans to be your own boss with a thriving business. You didn’t expect the grind of an entrepreneur to be so hard. You thought your ride-or-die friends would always have your back. You never expected them to turn on you and not celebrate your success. Maybe you did not expect your health to begin to fail, to have your marriage implode, or your kids lose their way… yet here you are. In the center of an unknown or unexpected season of life. Why would God allow you to enter such a painful place? Why won’t He just speak, extend His hand, send angels, and do something—anything to change your circumstances? Even the unconventional ways He worked miracles would be welcome. Anything to shift the current situation.


I hear you, my friend! Waiting can be so frustrating. Whether you’re waiting for marriage, to have a child, healing, financial resources, a business or an idea to take off, time can seem to stand still. Especially as we watch others get the very thing we have been praying to receive. We’re used to instantly getting what we want. We google anything to get instant information. We click a few buttons and instantly transfer money. We place an order at a restaurant or put something in the microwave and get food within minutes. However, there is no “instant” button when it comes to the way life unfolds. The interrupted plans and idle dreams leave us questioning our way in the midst of an unknown path. We wonder which step to take next, which direction to head toward, and what to do with our life. We agonize over whether the dreams in our hearts will happen. I totally get it. My plan, which was carefully crafted in junior high school, was to get good grades so I could get into a prestigious university, graduate from college, establish my career, and be married and have a family by thirty. Well… thirty came and went and I was still single. So did thirty-five and forty! For the love! Clearly God and I were on different timelines! Arrggh! I kept asking the Lord why He was having me wait so long to see the answer to my heart’s desire. Why was I having to endure years of waiting while a steady stream of younger girls walked straight from graduation, down the aisle, and to the altar. Perhaps you can relate to the loneliness, depression, heartache, or at the very least the frustration of life not turning out as you had planned. Watching people who are not even trying to get pregnant announce their surprise while you invest time, money, and all available resources into trying to see two solid lines on a plastic stick. You’ve taken prenatal vitamins and fertility drugs, you’ve invested in IUI, but while your friends are discussing baby names, you’re having conversations with your spouse about surrogacy and adoption.


It can be so hard to trust and wait on God. With each passing season, it feels like time is fading and the stakes are getting higher. There’s no snooze button on the biological clock. It just keeps getting louder and louder. There’s no Band-Aid that can contain the gushing heartache and pain. The wound only gets deeper with each passing day. As the months go by, there’s an increasing drive to make something happen. Especially during the holidays, when it seems like everyone else’s life is so perfect and you are missing out. You see all the “December to Remember” Lexus promotions on TV, but there’s no one in your driveway surprising you with a car. The syrupy diamond commercials air nonstop, but there’s no “kisses beginning with Kay.” The endless stream of Christmas cards with happy, smiling families amplifies the grief, numbness, disbelief, anger, sorrow, and loneliness after a miscarriage. You had started imagining your baby’s future from the moment you knew you were pregnant. And now all you have are shattered dreams of cuddling a little one in your arms and having a family of your own. Maybe you recently found yourself single again after a divorce or the loss of a spouse. Nothing prepared you for that trial. And as you grieve or try to move forward after the loss, you’re not quite sure where or how you fit in social gatherings. Each holiday magnifies the fact that life does not look like you expected. The stress, anxiety, and lack of sleep is taking its toll on your body. For some of you, your health issue is serious and you’re wondering if you will overcome the illness that is plaguing your body. You’re concerned how fast your body is changing and afraid of losing control. You’ve been trying to brush off the everyday things you are having trouble remembering. You didn’t expect memory loss would start so soon, and each day the fear of the unknown season ahead grows.


It can be so hard to find our way and not lose heart in the midst of life’s challenges. You have cried out for help, for someone who will listen, someone who will see you and let you know that you are not alone in this. Someone who will walk with you through the mess and help you breathe through the pain. Someone who gets that the struggle is real! My friend, I hear you! That’s the reason I wrote this book. I know the frustration of trying to understand why an all-powerful God does not do something about the situation you’re in. I know what it’s like to be surrounded by people and yet feel so alone because no one understands what you’re going through. I know the disappointment of things not looking like you thought they would, and the hopelessness that comes from not seeing any sign of change. You are trying to just keep it together and not lose your mind as you deal with your current situation. I want you to know that what you are facing is not the end of your story. This is not the final chapter. God has more for you. God has been working in your life. He is currently working. And He will continue to work in your life. He is still writing your story. You will breathe again. You will hope again.


I can say that because of what I have seen God do in my life and in the lives of so many others. He is faithful. He is faithful to heal you. He is faithful to help you. And He is faithful to hold you in times when your prayer is not answered as you expected. After years of waiting for God and trusting His timing, I finally experienced the fulfillment of His promises. He gave me so much more than my heart desired when He brought my husband, Phil, into my life. For over twenty years, I had been crying out to God and waiting for Him to answer my prayer. And after such a long winter season, He suddenly answered my heart’s desire. Very quickly, Phil and I knew we had something special. We courted for some time, and eight months later, I finally walked down the aisle for the first time a week before my forty-third birthday. No, that is not a typo. I got married at forty-two. (More on that later!) Phil was not only my first boyfriend, he was my first kiss. Just to clarify, that’s not because there weren’t guys who had been interested in me—there were plenty of blind dates, speed dates, and “What was I thinking?” dates that I am desperately trying to forget. But I strongly believe God brings two people together for a purpose. He brings them together to do greater things for the Kingdom than they are doing on their own. I was doing some significant things, and I was determined to live my life as I waited for someone who was also doing great things. I just didn’t think it would take that long! We’ve now been married five years, and in that time, I’ve experienced the reward of waiting on God’s best.


It’s easy to celebrate and walk with purpose when life is going as planned. When you’ve received your miracle and you’re loving life. The sky’s blue, flowers are blooming, and birds are chirping. Living life with purpose happens effortlessly during such idyllic times. If that’s where you’re at, I’m celebrating with you in this summer season!


But chances are, that’s not what things look like right now. It’s not why you picked up this book or why a friend recommended it to you. Your world looks more like winter. The clouds are gray and overcast, the ground is bare, and the only birds present are vultures circling above in the sky. It’s as if they recognize the discouragement, anxiety, loneliness, resentment, and frustration you are feeling. They pick up the scent of hopelessness that comes after praying for healing and not seeing any change but instead things just getting worse. They sense your heartache from not having a family of your own and the sting you feel when friends complain about their kids or take the gift of parenthood for granted. The worry and anxiety consuming you because of the destructive choices your son or daughter is making. A spouse who is distant or unfaithful and no longer wants to fight for your marriage. You never expected to find yourself single again at this stage in life. Maybe it’s the financial stress of having debt collectors call as you try to figure out how you are going to pay the bills and put food on the table. The heartache of a dream that is delayed. The frustration of praying, fasting, and crying out to God and seeing nothing happen. Nothing except for friends getting answers to their prayers and seeing their dreams come true. I know what it’s like to no longer want to pray, no longer want to believe, no longer want to trust God, because you just can’t take the hurt of having your hopes shattered again.


If you can relate at any level, I want you to know I wrote this book specifically for you. While I wish I could make that prayer, that desire, that longing in your heart happen, only God can do that. I can, however, be a trusted friend in the midst of the struggle. A friend who will stand and believe with you in the waiting. A safe place to vent and a shoulder to cry on with the freedom to have raw conversations. And most important, a friend who will call you out in order to keep you from doing something crazy you will later regret. No matter what you are facing, you do not need to go through it alone. If you’ll allow me, I want to journey through this season with you because it can be disheartening to trudge through it yourself. (I’ve tried that and it didn’t go well.) I want to offer words of encouragement and perspective from having walked (and at times crawled) on a similar road. Now that I’m on the other side, I can say from personal experience that God is faithful. He hears your prayers and knows your heart’s desires. Even though it may not look like it, God is still working. He has always, is currently, and will continue to work in your life. Even when it seems like nothing is happening and nothing is changing in the situation, God is still at work. We have but to open our hearts and minds to see what cannot be seen with our natural eyes. It is my goal along this journey for you to recognize the hand of God in your life and embrace what He is doing in the process.


I believe it’s not chance or accident that you have this book in your hands. What you hold represents over twenty years of walking through an unknown and unexpected winter season. The priceless wisdom gained, the hard lessons learned, and everything in between. I share transparently about my mistakes with the hope you can avoid similar pitfalls. As the chapters unfold, my hope is you will also begin to find purpose in your current season. I have prayed that the words on each page will bring you hope. That the practical applications will provide tools to help you fight the battles of discouragement, disillusionment, and depression. And that the stories will be God’s way of encouraging you of His faithfulness.


Throughout this book, I want to be a friend helping you stand in the midst of your struggles and encouraging you to walk by faith through the seasons of life. To be someone you can lean on when it hurts too much to keep moving forward. A friend who will cry with you in the lonely, hard times and also celebrate your answered prayers, accomplishments, and milestones with you. Who will walk with you through the seasons of life.


Just as nature graciously transitions from one season to the next, I want you to live and find purpose in the fall, winter, spring, and summer seasons of life. Some seasons are more enjoyable than others. Some make you wish you had a remote control that could fast-forward a few months to the next season. Unfortunately, unlike nature, in which there is a specific time frame for each season, life does not have such parameters. Life’s seasons can last several months, years, or even decades. But I believe you can flourish in whatever season you’re currently in. You can live your life and walk in your purpose. Psalm 92:12–13 promises, “The righteous will flourish like a palm tree, they will grow like a cedar of Lebanon; planted in the house of the LORD, they will flourish in the courts of our God” (NIV). As we embark on this journey, you will begin to establish roots that go deep and help you stay planted and withstand life’s storms. You will discover purpose in each season:



• Fall is a time of shorter days, cooler temperatures, and brightly colored leaves cascading to the ground. Trees intentionally release their leaves in preparation for the winter season. In the fall season of this book, we will work through releasing things in our lives. Letting go of unhealthy relationships, offenses, hurts, bad habits, toxic friendships, pride, comparison, unforgiveness, and all types of other issues. We will learn the purpose of letting go, how to release offenses, and to make room for the new things that come in the spring.


• Winter is a time when things are dormant, and the nights are long and cold. In life, winter is a season of isolation, anxiety, disappointment, depression, heartache, pain, unanswered prayers, unexpected challenges, and unknown futures. This section will provide hope and insight on how to stand and keep the faith through the winter season. You will discover that some of the greatest lessons of life are often learned in and through life’s storms, which shape us and make us stronger.


• Spring is a time of warmer weather, melting snow, and signs of new life. Flowers start to bloom, and trees begin to bud. God delights in doing new things and He takes great pleasure in having us be part of them. Isaiah 43:19 says, “Behold, I am doing a new thing!” (ESV). Rarely do His plans make sense to our finite minds. We prefer to stay in our caves where things seem safe. But God has so much more for us. Flowers and trees do not bloom in caves, and we cannot flourish in them either. We need to be open to stepping out into the unknown and uncomfortable. It is here that God does His best work. Just as a seed relies on the sun, water, and good soil to grow, we need to rely on God, His Word, and opportunities He brings to help us grow. As we walk through the spring section of this book, you will see the value of opening up to new experiences, people, ideas, and perspectives.


• Summer is the warmest season of the year, with bright, sunny days, flowers blooming, and trees providing fruit. The days are long, birds are singing, and everything is flourishing. In this summer section, we will reflect on how the fall, winter, and spring seasons cultivated a level of faith and developed spiritual muscles within us. We will celebrate the character development, growth, and transformation that have taken place through the journey.




Full disclosure before we begin: This writing process has been one of the hardest things I have ever done. The fact that I actually finished writing the book is nothing short of a miracle. I had many “conversations” with the Lord about this assignment, giving Him more reasons than Moses did as to why I was not qualified to do what He was calling me to do. I argued that it would be more effective to give this project to any one of my friends who have written New York Times bestselling books. If You really want to impact people, I reasoned with the Lord, it makes more sense to have those established authors write the content so it can reach the millions of people they influence around the world! And just when I thought I had made my case, I would run into some of you at churches across the country, or y’all came up after a speaking engagement, and many more of you sent messages to me on social media, all asking the same questions: “Do you have a book, a blog, or any resources? I want to hear more about how you waited for God and did not compromise. How did you keep trusting in Him and not give up or lose hope?”


So I had to write what I learned and what I wished someone had shared with me in my darkest days. I had to tell you that you are not alone. You are not forgotten. There is more to your life’s journey. You have a story to tell that will come from this winter season you are in. Someday, you will be able to help others who are in a similar situation because you will truly get what they are going through. There is a purpose on the other side of your pain.


Another thing to note: Revelation 12:11 says, “They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony” (NKJV). Having been on this faith journey for over forty years, I have a number of testimonies and piles of journals with the tests and trials leading up to them. I always tell my friends and family, If anything happens to me, take whatever you want, but find my journals and burn them. For the sake of us all, burn the journals! They are filled with tearstained pages from years of crying out to the Lord. The twenty-something who thought she had life all figured out. The thirty-something who was shocked, hurt, and frustrated that life wasn’t going as planned. And the forty-something who very unsuccessfully tried to take things into her own hands and help God speed up the process—’cause He clearly needed my skills in making things happen! I’ve included sections from those journals in this book to encourage you that, no matter where you are at, God sees you, He has not forgotten you, and He hears the cry of your heart. While we may not understand it at the time, He is working on our behalf. If He can take this hot mess of a type A overachiever and get her to give up trying to make things happen and surrender, He can do anything.


And guess what? His plans are so much better than anything I had imagined for myself. Isn’t that always the case? So whether you’re lazily enjoying your favorite latte at a coffee shop, or at home curled up on your couch with a box of tissues and chocolates, I would love to join you on your journey. To pull up a chair and hear what you are going through, and if you would allow me, to share a few stories from my journey to encourage and let you know that you are not alone and you will make it through this.


I’m excited to start this journey with you and can’t wait to see what the Lord reveals to you along the way. I’m honored you would allow me to be part of the process—not as an expert, but simply as one who has been down a similar path and learned a few things along the way. While I may not have the most eloquently crafted words, what I do have is story after story of God’s faithfulness. And if you stick with me to the end, together we will celebrate the fruition of standing and keeping the faith through the seasons of life. You will experience the deeper intimacy you have been longing for as you grow in your faith and get to know Him in a deeper way. You will experience freedom as you release lies, past hurts, and things that are keeping you stuck. You will be empowered as you discover your identity, authority, spiritual DNA, and heritage. You will learn how to stand in the winter season and develop unwavering spiritual roots through the unseen, “underground” disciplines of prayer, worship, and absorbing the Word of God. You will experience peace as you embrace that God is doing something in your life that can only come to fruition through the winter season. That He is with you in the waiting, the challenges, the heartache, the disappointments, and the storms of life. In the spring, you will be encouraged as you receive the new thing God is doing, and you begin to see the results of waiting and trusting in the Lord. As you look to Him, you will find purpose in the unknown and unexpected seasons of life. By the end of this book, we will be celebrating the unseen gifts that have been cultivated throughout each season. We will reflect on how we have drawn closer to God through the process and been transformed to be more like Him. I’m honored to walk with you through this journey. I pray some of the stories from my experiences will encourage you along the way. I pray Psalm 115: 14–15 over you: “May the LORD cause you to flourish, both you and your children. May you be blessed by the LORD, the Maker of heaven and earth” (NIV). Amen!















PART 1



FALL














unearthed from my journals:


9/3/05


I am completely broken. Absolutely stunned!!! I thought he was the one I prayed for and now I find out he’s seeing someone else! I feel like my heart has been ripped out, ripped apart, and trampled on. This is the exact opposite of what I was believing for. It seems like every area in my life is at a standstill. My heart hurts so bad.


5/5/10


When will this crazy cycle ever stop?! I feel like I’m a hamster on a wheel running around but not going anywhere. My life does not look like how I thought it would. If I’m not going to be doing anything worthwhile, You might as well take me to heaven and rid me of this agony.


5/10/13


Found out Sarah [name changed] just had another baby! While I’m happy for her, it absolutely devastated me! I still remember when she came to UC Berkeley during my junior year and how I supported her through all she went through in her first year of college. Now she is married with 2 kids and has her doctorate. I can’t bear to go on Facebook anymore with everyone posting pictures with their spouse and kids. It’s a constant eyesore, an arrow through my heart, a continual reminder of what I do not have. My heart breaks to know I have fibroids growing in my uterus. Instead of experiencing the joy of having a fetus grow and develop inside me, I am experiencing nausea, pain, and weight gain from numerous growing fibroids. It would be one thing if I was 28, but now at 38, this is beyond discouraging. It is definitely not what I pictured my life would look like.


5/18/13


Lord, it’s been such a painful week. I am too hurt and drained to even talk about it. Actually, I do not even want their names to grace my journal. As much as I was attacked regarding _____, You still told me to love. That is sooo painful, Lord. I pray You show me how to love in this situation, so I will be more like You, pass the test, and move forward.
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Let Go and Live


“Mr. and Mrs. Wabuke, I came over tonight to share something with you. You’ve been attending our church for a little while now, and um, I’m sure you may know that your presence has made some people uncomfortable. And I, um, can’t have people coming to church and feeling uncomfortable. So I’m here to say that we, um, prefer that you, ahem, no longer attend our church.”


The middle-aged man was perched at the edge of his chair in our living room, looking at the floor and then at my parents as he spoke. They sat across from him, dumbfounded. He shifted in the chair and cleared his throat as he wrung his hands together.


“You have to understand this is very difficult for me…” His words continued, but neither of my parents heard the rest of what he was saying. Dad reached for Mom’s hand and gently squeezed it, partly to let her know he was there, but also to reassure himself this was not a bad dream. The whole thing seemed so surreal. The man from the local church stammered through the rest of what he had come to say as they sat in stunned silence.


We had been in Duluth, Minnesota, for only a few months. Having come from Uganda so my father could do graduate work at the University of Minnesota, we had a lot to get accustomed to. As the only black family in the surrounding area, we stood out in our predominantly white neighborhood. While we were accepted by some, there were others who boldly told us to leave. In the midst of the subzero temperatures, we had our car tires slashed and a brick thrown through our living room window. People passionately told us to go back to where we came from. My parents sought community in the local church, as they thought they would surely be accepted there. They were surprised to find the welcome from the parishioners was colder than the snow and ice outside. The whispers, stares, and avoidance were in stark contrast to the smiles, hugs, and loving community we had received in our home church in Uganda.


The mounting tension made it difficult to breathe. Dad and Mom glanced at each other with eyes that communicated more than any words could in the moment. Peering across the room, they made sure I was still sleeping, before turning their attention back to the man who sat across from them. What he was saying was difficult to listen to, but what made it even harder was who was saying it to them. He wasn’t an elder, a deacon, a trustee, or a church board member—not that they would have made it any more appropriate. It was the pastor of the church! His words pierced straight through to their hearts, creating a deep wound that no surgery or sermon message could heal.


How can this man call himself a pastor? Mom thought to herself as he continued speaking. He’s the one who should be fighting for us to stay, teaching the people it’s wrong to make someone leave because they’re different. Her jaw clenched as he began suggesting other churches they could try. How dare he have the audacity to come into our home, kick us out of the church, and tell us where to go? She fumed inside.


Dad’s head was pounding as he tried to decide what to do. This man was supposed to be their pastor, someone who prayed for them and taught them about Jesus. How could he say this? A colleague at the University had suggested the church. And now the pastor is asking us to leave! How do you tell someone in spiritual authority who you barely know that they are way out of line? The tension in the air was overwhelming as the pastor concluded what he had come to say. In the uncomfortable silence, he shifted in his chair. Glancing up at the clock on the wall, he caught Mom’s steely glare and quickly averted his gaze.


“I should be going now,” he said as he cleared his throat and stood up.


Dad rose with him, but Mom remained fixed on the sofa. She crossed her arms and bit her lip; her brow furrowed and her eyes formed two slits. She knew if she got up, she would most likely say a few insolent words to the pastor and slam the door shut. Dad walked over and opened the front door to let him out. Their eyes met for a brief moment, and the pastor muttered what sounded like a farewell before he quickly darted from the house. Dad slowly closed the door and went back to where Mom was on the sofa.


He sat down next to her, uncertain what to say. They looked at each other in disbelief. It felt as if they were sharing the same bad dream. After several moments, Mom asked, “How could he say that to us?”


Dad silently shook his head, not able to formulate any words.


“How can they call themselves Christians?” Mom demanded. “How can they kick us out of their church? How can they worship a God of love and in the same breath tell us we are not welcome?”


Her questions hung in the air and expressed what they were both thinking. Dad’s mind was racing with questions of his own. Did we not hear God correctly? Wasn’t it His plan for us to come to America? How can we raise our daughter in this country? What’s going to happen when she goes to school?


“What are we going to do now?” Mom’s voice pulled Dad out of his thoughts. He reached over and wrapped his arms around her as tears rolled down her cheeks.


“I don’t know,” he whispered, shaking his head. “I don’t know.”


I was too young to understand all that took place in the conversation, and it wasn’t until years later that my parents shared the specific details with me. But somehow, they made the remarkable decision not to let one man’s words and lack of leadership or a church’s reprehensible decision taint their view of God and His Church. As difficult as it was, they made the choice to forgive and let go. They made the decision to embrace God’s life-giving words instead of the words of man. I’m so grateful they did not walk away from God or the Church because of that conversation. Our lives would have taken a very bitter and troubling path. Instead, they chose to model forgiveness and teach my siblings and me about God’s love for us and all people. Thankfully, we eventually did find a church that welcomed us. We were able to make friends, worship God freely, and get involved in our new community.
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Shorter days and cooler temperatures announce the arrival of fall. Nature’s splendor comes into full display as the green foliage turns beautiful shades of red, orange, yellow, and brown. Soon the brightly colored leaves begin cascading to the ground as trees release them in preparation for winter. Fall represents a season of letting go. Releasing things in our lives that we have been holding on to for too long. Things that have kept us stuck and others that have prevented us from flourishing. Fall involves letting go of past hurts and offenses, unhealthy relationships, pride, comparison, unforgiveness, and all types of other heart issues.


But what if we are not ready to let go? Maybe the pain of uncovering an old wound is too great. The fear of the unknown is overwhelming. Or perhaps it’s the discomfort of letting go of the familiar. It’s so much easier to stick with what we’ve become accustomed to. But as our time together will reveal, holding on to those leaves can actually hurt you and cause you to wither and die. You need to let go in order to survive the winter. You need to let go in order to be ready for all that spring brings. You need to let go so that the past does not rob you of your future. You need to let go in order to live.


The process of letting go is not only part of the natural order of things; it’s vital for life. We can see this in the life cycle of trees. There’s a misconception that wind blows leaves off trees. The reality is that wind completes a very intentional process that started long before the billowy gust arrived. God designed nature that way. Leaves fall off deciduous trees so the tree can survive the winter. If the leaves were to remain on the tree through the winter, the tree would die. Did you know that? You can Google it, but to save you the time, let me give you the CliffsNotes version of what I discovered from doing a deep dive into the subject. During warm days, leaves make food through photosynthesis. They convert carbon dioxide and water into sugars, using the sun’s energy. But if trees did not let go of their leaves in the autumn, when temperatures drop, the water in the leaves’ veins would freeze, and the leaves would die. The tree would then be left with only dead leaves, no longer able to produce food, and thus the tree would eventually die.


So how does this process of intentionally releasing leaves happen? Well, there’s a little-known fact that trees have hormones. The trees’ hormones play an important part in the process of shedding their leaves. As days grow shorter and colder, a hormone is triggered that sends a chemical message to every leaf, essentially saying, “Time to go!” Once the message is received, cells called “abscission” cells appear at the place where the leaf stem meets the branch. Abscission is the shedding or natural detachment of parts of a plant or organism. Within a few days or weeks, every leaf on deciduous trees develops a thin, bumpy line of cells that push the leaf, bit by bit, away from the stem. When a breeze comes along, it basically finishes the process of something that started long before. Because the tree releases its leaves, the tree survives the winter, and there’s room for new growth in the spring.


There is a lot of wisdom we can learn from that process. In life, certain things we hold on to can actually end up hurting us. It could be an unhealthy relationship, a negative way of thinking, or something from the past that is still controlling your life today. Letting go is not easy or pleasant, but we need to embrace the process in order to live. Perhaps you were the recipient of destructive words from a parent or adult who told you what happened was your fault, you were a mistake, or you would never amount to anything. Maybe it was from your spouse, whom you thought you would be with forever, suddenly telling you they wanted a divorce. Maybe it’s not what was said to you, but what was said about you in other rooms and private conversations. The colleague who spread lies and turned the team against you. Your “friend” who used what they knew about you against you. Unfortunately, if you live your life for any amount of time, you will encounter haters and traitors. The hurt and betrayal we feel in the wake of their words is very real. No one should have to go through what they put you through. The problem comes when time has passed and we are still rehearsing and holding on to what they said and did to us. They have moved on with their lives and can barely recall the details of what happened, but you have painfully replayed it from multiple angles in high definition. Nothing flourishes in such a mental space. And while it may seem like you are getting to “have your say” in your head, that is not your purpose in life. You were created for so much more than that.


Jeremiah 17:7–8 puts it this way: “But blessed is the one who trusts in the LORD, whose confidence is in him. They will be like a tree planted by the water that sends out its roots by the stream. It does not fear when heat comes; its leaves are always green. It has no worries in a year of drought and never fails to bear fruit” (NIV).


The second half of this verse describes what it looks like to flourish. To live, operate, and be productive in a space free of fear and worry. That in the middle of life’s challenges, trials, and struggles, you are able to be at peace and experience joy. And in the midst of the unknown and unexpected, when everyone else is freaking out about what the future holds, you can confidently walk with purpose. Who wouldn’t want that in the world we are living in? Who wouldn’t want to be fully present in each moment because they are not worried about the future, thinking of the many issues of today, or obsessed about what happened in the past?


So how do you experience that? The first half of the verse gives us some insight. The assurance of what we just read applies to those who trust in the Lord and place their confidence in Him. That is the key to flourishing. When we place our trust and confidence in ourselves or other people, that’s when we begin to wither. Human beings were not created to sustain that. Only God can. To put that expectation on ourselves or someone else is setting things up for failure. It might appear to work for a short while, but just like building a house on quicksand instead of solid ground, pretty soon the foundation is going to crumble. God alone is the one that we can put our trust and confidence in.


One other vital point from this passage is that where you are planted matters. Verse 8 says, “They will be like a tree planted by the water that sends out its roots by the stream” (NIV). Note that it does not say it is planted or establishing roots by the swamp. That’s because there is nothing in the murky water to sustain life. The flourishing tree is planted by living water that its roots can draw from. As we will expand on in future chapters, roots are vital for a tree’s development, growth, and survival. They absorb the water and nutrients the trees need to live. So where roots extend to directly impacts the life of the tree. In the same way, the roots we do or do not develop impact our lives. Part of what we are going to focus on in our time together is developing roots. The kinds of roots that can withstand the storms of time, roots that go through the fire and do not smell like smoke, roots that survive through life’s droughts and extended waiting periods. Those kinds of roots enable you to truly flourish. Those kind of roots do not just form in any soil. The seeds need to be planted and nurtured with intention.


Before we move on, it’s important to take a moment and look at what the text says prior to the promise we just discussed. Jeremiah 17:5–6 shows us what happens when we do not trust in the Lord and place our confidence in him. “This is what the LORD says: ‘Cursed are those who put their trust in mere humans, who rely on human strength and turn their hearts away from the LORD. They are like stunted shrubs in the desert, with no hope for the future. They will live in the barren wilderness, in an uninhabited salty land” (NLT). When we go through unexpected seasons in life and we don’t know what to do, or how we will make it through, we have a choice of who we are going to turn to. God wants us to come to Him first. The books of the Bible read like a love letter from the Lord saying:




Come to Me. I have everything you need. Trying to hold on and do everything using your own strength or that of others is going to cause you to wither. You are not meant to carry all that weight. It pains Me to see you striving so hard on your own and trying to rely on others who were not designed to bear the load. Your misplaced trust is increasing your stress, worry, and anxiety. Turn your heart to Me. I created you, and I know you better than you know yourself. You can trust Me with that issue, that concern, that hurt, that offense. Let Me give you My peace as you let go of what you are carrying. Release it to Me so that you can flourish.





One of the things I love about trees is that they are an excellent example of what it looks like to “trust in the Lord” and place our “confidence in Him.” Trees remain planted where they are and trust that they will have all they need. You do not see trees uprooting themselves and walking to a different location to try and get more food, shelter, visibility, access, or a more conducive environment. They trust that as they are doing what they were created to do, establishing their roots and reaching toward the Light, the God who made them will provide for their needs. As humans, we often lean toward self-reliance and admire people who are independent. However, trees show us that you truly flourish only when you are God-dependent. Trees know they cannot generate the sun, water, soil, and nutrients they need to survive. They need to rely on the Creator to provide. In the same way, we want to live our lives God-dependent, trusting in Him and placing our confidence in Him.


When you are having a difficult day or going through a challenging season in your life, I want you to take a moment and look at the trees outside your window, at a local park or wildlife preserve. Most of the trees have been there for decades, or even centuries. Through the seasons of heat, drought, wind, and storms, they are still standing. In months with leaves and months without, they are not wavering. As you look at the trees, I pray that you experience a sense of peace. That you will have an assuredness that just as God provided for them and protected them, He is able to do the same for you. That you will grow deep roots in your trust and confidence in Him.


One of the ways we develop deep roots is by making the decision to forgive ourselves and others. The Greek term for “forgiveness” (aphiemi) comes from a word that means “to let go.” Just as trees are intentional in the process of releasing their leaves, we also need to be intentional in letting go of offenses, guilt, and shame. The choices we make regarding whether or not to forgive and let go not only affect us, they affect our children and potentially even future generations. I imagine most of us would agree that we’d rather do the work, although painful, to leave a legacy of love, grace, and forgiveness rather than bitterness, resentment, and unforgiveness. The purpose of this chapter is to continue the journey of finding purpose in the unknown and unexpected seasons of life. Forgiveness and letting go of anger, hurt, and past offenses is part of the process. I know we are starting deep, and there is some work to do; but I assure you, it is necessary and absolutely worth it. Just like a surgeon may need to remove something inside you in order for your health to improve, we need to do some heart surgery to prepare for what God has for you. But where and how does one start?1 Sometimes before jumping into a process, it helps to hear from others who have gone through similar experiences and have been able to forgive and let go. I’ve found hope, encouragement, and strength to take the first steps as I’ve listened to and read stories of others who have walked a similar road and somehow been able to turn the corner. Over the years, I’ve read numerous stories of people who forgave unbelievable acts of betrayal, abuse, and injustice, and they have inspired me to take steps in my own journey of forgiveness. As we begin this process, I would love to introduce you to a few of these remarkable women who have pioneered a path for us.
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