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FOREWORD



by Bob Goff


I TURNED SIXTEEN AND IMMEDIATELY GOT MY DRIVER’S license. I still had birthday cake on my chin when my parents took the keys out of the jar where they had done a bad job hiding them for six months and slid them across to my side of the table. I was young, so I didn’t have much in the way of maturity, but I now had wheels and knew there would be many adventures ahead of me.


My first car was a blue Volkswagen Beetle. It had a few miles on it and a dent on the back fender, but it fit me, and there was room for my backpack on the rear seat. I had planned for at least a year to go hiking in the Sierra Mountains when I started driving, and a few days later had a long weekend and gas money, so I hit the road. It didn’t give me any pause that I had no experience on the highway and hadn’t gone anywhere alone yet. At sixteen years and four days old, I took my newfound freedom out for a spin and headed to the mountains.


I got on the highway headed east toward Lake Tahoe. The sunroof was open, and the wind blew through my fire-engine-red hair as I merged into traffic. It was just me, my backpack, and Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young playing on the eight-track tape player in the dash (I am actually that old). It wasn’t long before I was a little bored and noticed there was an eighteen-wheel truck just ahead of me in the middle lane pulling a huge cargo trailer. I wondered whether if I got within a few feet of the back bumper if the vortex of wind created behind the truck was strong enough to suck me, my backpack, my Volkswagen, and my flaming red hair along. And you know what? It worked. I know, I know—no brains, no headache.


Looking back, I learned several important lessons that day. First, I figured out why sixteen-year-olds are virtually impossible to insure. I also learned something about the power of big moving objects to create a space behind them that pulls everything nearby along. And finally, I learned that experiencing all this power would require me to move a little closer.


Grace can be like an immense moving object in our lives, and if we are willing to get close enough to it, everyone and everything we encounter will be drawn along in the vortex it creates. This is a book about the power of grace in the world. It is an invitation to take your most extravagant version of grace out on the road for a spin and see what it can do in your life and the lives of the ones nearby.


Kim has been a friend of mine for a long time. She is equal parts fun, sassy, and stunningly humble. She has the ability with her words to call us out on our missteps, while at the same time embracing us with a hug of acceptance. Most of all, she is deeply committed to expressing her faith in the only way that really matters—through grace. Simply put, grace is a large moving object in her life, and you are about to be drawn in with a truckload of it. She understands that grace is never stationary and hopes you will take to the road with yours.


This is not a book with instructions for you. Rather, you will find in these pages an invitation to stop being a reservoir containing all of the good and undeserved gifts you have received or experienced but instead to start living like a large river filled with grace on the move.


In these pages that follow, Kim makes giving away grace look easy, because in the end, grace is not merely a feeling, like a ladybug landing on your nose; it is a decision. And Kim has decided to send a bunch of it our way. Buckle up. You are about to get a huge, grace-filled hug in these pages from someone who is awfully good at it. Let grace draw you in and pull you along.




Grace be with you,


Bob
















INTRODUCTION



THIS BOOK WAS A TERRIBLE IDEA.


It sounded like the opposite of terrible when the thought first started rattling around, keeping me up at night when our house finally quieted down and a girl could think without the soundtrack of one husband, three teenagers, and a mini schnauzer who is wholly incapable of understanding his purpose in life if I’m out of the room. A book about grace seemed like a solid plan. Solid footing for earthquake days. Writing about grace would be a balm, a way for me to capture on paper what had given my heart roots over the years when everything else seemed portable or collapsible or flammable.


The study of grace has been for me a sort of dance, a swing of a pendulum that has dogged my heart and mind for years. During some seasons, I’ve felt like grace is as close as air is to my skin, as if the idea of grace is just as natural as August humidity in the cornfields of Iowa. But for other times in my life, grace has seemed like a melody sung in a language I cannot understand. Like a word I hear thrown around, particularly in church circles, but one that runs like sand through my eager fingers, faster than I can grasp it, smoother than my rough hands can tame.


Still, even with its wild nature, even with my inability to ever feel like I was really getting it, the idea of grace was one that just would not let me go. I couldn’t seem to look away. This relationship with one word felt as beautiful as it was vexing.


Grace was curious to me, so I finally did what I do with curiosities in my life: I decided to write about it.


Rookie mistake.


There was a problem.


And the problem was the doinks.


Do you use this word? It’s a very satisfying word to say. Try it right now. Doink. See? Use a little oomph with the consonants.


A doink is someone who irritates. Who clearly cannot figure out the best way to handle a situation or their mouth or their life, and this cluelessness drives us nuts.


I’m guessing you’ve had an interaction with a doink or two.


As soon as I decided to write a book about grace, really dig deep into the meaning and the living out of this mysterious, beauty-drenched, ancient word, the doinks were everywhere. It was like an invasion of the doinks. And the most disconcerting part was that the people who were the most grating and difficult and grace-defiant were not the people I had in mind when I started thinking about grace.


The pregnant woman at the intersection holding a cardboard sign? No brainer.


The guy who cut me off in traffic and mouthed “YOU ARE AN IDIOT” really slowly so I could catch every syllable? He must have had a rough childhood. Easy smile and maybe even a quick prayer if I’d just come from church.


The checkout lady at Target who snarled more than spoke? No problem. This has been a rough era for checkout ladies at Target. Drop a Starbucks card into her cranky hand and chalk it all up to grace in action.


It didn’t take long for me to realize, though, that these moments were child’s play, a kind of kindergarten-level grace. Felt good, not too tough on the intellect, and everyone got snacks and nap time.


But Advanced Placement grace? Graduate thesis grace? Grace 10.0? That meant I had to extend it to the people I already knew. People I couldn’t escape.


People who waited with me in the carpool lane every day, knew my name, knew my kids’ names, and who made it their part-time job to spread unkind rumors about us.


People who knew me well and had shared life with me for years but then dropped me like a bad habit when the world got prickly and conversation became an effort.


People who were picking on my friends.


People who used to be my friends.


People at my church.


People in my neighborhood.


Even some humdingers in my own family.


The doinks were everywhere, and I didn’t want to think about them.


I wanted to think about quick grace. Random-act-of-kindness grace. Unmerited favor, sure, but I wanted to be the one to dole out both the merit and the favor.


And herein lies the rub that has needled us from the start. Really, truly amazing grace isn’t a general gift. It’s a specific one. It’s a gift carved with our names in and through it, start to finish. Grace is for the doinks that don’t go away, the people of our everyday. God handcrafted it for the people who don’t deserve unfettered gifts with no strings attached. God made it for people who can’t afford the gift or the string.


God made it for me.


Even though I know it’s the best thing for me and for the people around me, I find myself shrinking back from grace. It’s the strangest thing, and I’ve done it throughout many long and rudderless seasons of my life. I’ve tried to earn my keep so that I don’t need grace. I’ve tried to convince God that His offer is perfect for some but not for me. On more than a hundred occasions, I’ve gotten sucked into what Martin Luther called “the sin underneath all our sins,” which is the willingness to gulp down the lie that we can’t trust the love and grace of God and instead “must take matters into our own hands.”


My hands are weary, and I’m guessing yours are too. We can’t do this on our own. We can’t crawl out of our broken relationships, our perpetually irritated hearts, our information-drenched minds, our badgered spirits, without indulgent washes of grace. Grace upon grace upon grace, to cover all the doinks in all the spaces, including the one sitting in your chair right this second.


I wanted to think about grace until I really thought about grace. Grace is big and wide and lush. It’s what cushions hard drops to earth, and it’s also what ferries us Home. “Grace” is an old word, an ancient word, and it’s also so contemporary and relevant, the sound of it on my tongue makes my pulse quicken.


If you are in need of something rich and beautiful that you don’t deserve, this book is for you.


If you are grasping for a reason to stick around and lean into the hard people in your life, the ones you can’t escape, this book is for you.


If you’ve gotten sucked into thinking this impossible endeavor, the one that asks you to hold living and breathing grace close to yourself and also give it away with abandon, if that undertaking feels absolutely out of your reach, this book is for you.


If you’ve ever nodded politely to God’s full rescue and then gone right back to striving, earning, digging deep, and doubling down to find the grace that sets you fully, completely free, I see you. I am you. I’ve been a very polite God-nodder. And the nodding has gotten me absolutely nowhere. My guess is that you’re feeling a little stuck with that situation too. I’m asking you to put aside the stack of shabby gold stars for a moment, to take a breather from internal score keeping and spiritual tally marks and balance sheets you can’t ever quite make work. Look this way for a moment because this book is for you.


Grace is for you. It is for me. It is for this moment.


And it’s enough.













PART I


COMING TO TERMS


LET’S MARIA VON TRAPP THIS THING AND START AT the very beginning. What do we even mean when we talk about grace?


We use the word all the time.


We say grace before a meal.


We give people grace periods, and that’s really swell of us, but pretty soon the grace periods run out.


We grace people with our presence when we are teenagers and realize everyone really needs our presence.


We shake our heads when folks fall from grace, but we are hungry to get back into good graces ourselves when the fall is our own.


When a word becomes this familiar, when it’s slapped on decorative pillows at T.J.Maxx and has lived a robust life as a hashtag, perhaps we need to brush off the dust and define terms.


What is grace and why are our hearts so relentlessly hungry for it? Where do we go to find it? And are there doppelgängers to real grace, red herrings that lead us away rather than toward it? Will we know grace when we see it, or will this be a quest for the rest of our lives, until the bagpipes play the melody we’ve heard a million times but are still learning how to sing?


Let’s start at the beginning. Let’s nudge aside the clutter we’ve piled up around this idea and let’s clear the space, take a closer look, hold things up to the light.


First questions first.


What is, truly, the grace that sets us free?















STAR FOR JESUS



I GREW UP WANTING TO BE A STAR. NOT THAT KIND. Not Kimmie K (though I do share her name) or Lady Gaga (though I am also short). I definitely have a great story about Gahgs,1 as we like to call her around our house. I’ll circle back.


I wanted to be an Exemplarette Star. Our church had separate girls and boys programming on Wednesday nights. This was the early 1980s, a puzzling time in children’s ministry, now that we know better. The trend was to separate the sexes, for reasons likely having to do with making out, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll, all things that were beyond our understanding in fourth grade, but whatever. We obeyed, and every Wednesday, my brother would head to the church basement for the Cavaliers, a kind of Jesus-themed Boy Scouts, where he would wear a khaki shirt with a kerchief looped nattily around his neck. Ryan learned how to tie knots and play tag. When he met me at the stairs at the end of the evening, his kerchief was wadded up in the pocket of his jeans, his hair matted down with sweat, cheeks flushed after time in the gym.


Exemplarettes had a different course of study. We read the Bible, memorized the Bible, and talked about the Bible. There was no sweating.


Cavaliers knew their knots.


We Exemplarettes knew God.


Even if you couldn’t catch this distinction by our names (exemplars will always beat cavaliers in a spiritual throw-down), you would have picked up what we were laying down with one peek at our uniforms. No kerchiefs for the ladies. We Exemplarettes wore dresses or skirts sewn from patterns. Dresses are inherently more spiritual than neckwear.


Prior to my involvement with Exemplarettes, I had no idea this happened, this sewing from patterns. My single goal in life at that point was to acquire Jordache jeans and frosted lip gloss, a little pink with a lot of white.2 Homemade dresses were not a part of this plan.


I remember asking Mom about this, and she got a little huffy.


“Of course I know how to sew,” she said, lips pulled into a straight line. “Remember? I used to sew a lot of your clothes.”


I narrowed my eyes at her. I remembered nothing of the sort. Clothes, obviously, came from malls. Like milk came from grocery stores, and mac and cheese came from a fluorescent orange powder. My mom went on to say that back when I was a baby and before we could afford things like pork chops and vacations, she made a lot of my clothes.


“All the girls of my generation learned how to sew,” she said, sounding an awful lot like she was trying to convince me of something. I said nothing but looked at the swath of material in my hands, doubtful it would end up as anything but a toga. Mom sighed, pointed to the kitchen table, where I was to leave my paper bag of polyester, and went back to her Louis L’Amour paperback, muttering, “Mrs. Van Bergam would be horrified.”


Every now and then, Mom spoke in grave terms about Mrs. Van Bergam, her junior high home ec teacher. The main thing to remember was that Mrs. Van Bergam was horrified. Always. Horrified about dust, horrified about Hamburger Helper, horrified about the pile of ironing that had remained static since my birth, and now, apparently horrified about sewing. Mrs. Van Bergam lived a life of disappointment.


Mom rallied, Mrs. Van B would have been bolstered to know, and I got my dress, which I wore to the Wednesday night meetings with a dash of lip gloss if my mom wasn’t looking. One of the items on every Exemplarettes agenda was saying the pledges. Pledging was big with the Exemplarettes. We stood at the beginning of each meeting, Raindrops, Sunbeams, and Big Girl Exemplarettes, and with hands over our hearts, we pledged earnest allegiance to the United States flag (easy, did it at school too), the Christian flag (a little weirder because we never saw that thing anywhere else), and the Holy Bible (weirdest because was that even a thing?). As a firstborn child, I have an open affection for directions and list making, so I pretty much crushed this stuff. I pledged and recited and memorized like a beast, and then I waited with a smug smile for my prize. Prizes came from points we earned to spend in the Exemplarettes “store.” I remember not one thing I scored with all my good-job-pledging-and-memorizing money, but I do remember wishing that whoever was doing the shopping for the Exemplarettes store would purchase fewer bookmarks with fuzzy-lens paintings of Jesus and instead allow the occasional bag of Now and Laters. Or at least a coupon for Mary Kay.
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I’VE ALWAYS LOVED a clear path to victory. Sometimes I make one up if there isn’t one readily available. For example, I used to force my brother to play “library” with me. These days, Ryan is over six feet tall and ripped, but there was a time that he was puny with a crop of blunt-cut blond bangs. The visuals encouraged me to feel the freedom to boss him around.


We would gather all the children’s books on the hardwood floor of our shared room, and I would take out the red permanent marker that I would later associate with Liam Hellman, a classmate who would sniff that same brand to get buzzed during high school government class. I’d push the brick-red ink onto the pages of our books, lettering “K–I–M” at the tops of the title pages. The goal was to assign irreversible ownership to all our books and then slide them down the tiny play slide we had in our room, where they would crash into Ryan’s hands. Ry’s job was to gather the labeled books and stack them.


It was the absolute most unspectacular job. The kid didn’t even get a single book out of it. I never wrote his name at the top of any page. That was not the goal. The goal was my own literary dominance.


I want to point out that Ryan still talks to me and is a really great brother, despite my efforts to squeeze all good character traits out of him.


I also want to point out that I had an early start making dumb goals and then running full-tilt after them. I did this in all sorts of ways and places, from academic pursuits to dating relationships to career thrashings to parenting. The goal wasn’t really to live well; it was more to crush the steps I needed to crush in order to get to the next crush. The carrot moved a lot, but I just kept crushing.


Unfortunately, I got really good at it.
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EVERY YEAR, THE Big Girl Exemplarettes went on a campout. This idea sent a shiver up every polyester uniform because “campout” sounded an awful lot like something a real, secular Girl Scout would do. Most were loath to admit it, but any Exemplarette who was honest with herself would have to say we had some serious Girl Scout envy. Hearty, plucky, braided, bad-a Girl Scouts. First, the cookies. Second, they were allowed to go outside into God’s actual creation instead of just memorizing key verses of the Genesis narrative. And third, they learned how to build fires and weave baskets and identify poisonous mushrooms. Skills. Practical, real-life skills. Heck, they were probably sewing their own shapeless dresses from patterns even as we squirreled away points for another fuzzy Jesus paperweight.


By the time I’d made it to the age of eligibility for the campout, the hype was at a fever pitch. Sadly, we doomed it to underwhelm before we stepped foot onto the church bus. I only attended one of the two years I could have participated because the first hurrah told me all I needed to know.


I’ve always placed undue importance on food moments, I know. But Exemplarettes campout food was a grave disappointment. I’d suspected we wouldn’t be grilling trout we caught for dinner, mostly because we didn’t know how to fish or to identify a trout. Still, I was hoping for a burger or a hot dog. Maybe a s’more. For our campout dinner, we ate “hobo packs,” foil-wrapped packets of carrots, potatoes, and ground beef. Salt, it turned out, was against campout rules. S’mores were a no. The singing around the campfire was okay, but I learned later that summer at YMCA camp that songs around a campfire are one thousand percent better if they are bawdy. Our Exemplarettes parent volunteer, a woman who had removed all her eyebrows and then penciled them back in with a skinny crayon, did not seem the bawdy type. She did seem very concerned about our rest, and we were all bedded down in our tents before the sun was down.


Faux Girl Scouts, all the way.


The campout wasn’t a total loss, however, because it counted for points toward becoming a Star. Here are some other things one could do to rack up Star points:




1. Rake an elderly person’s leaves. (Limited to fall, when most Exemplarettes were still just trying to get their moms to make their darn dresses, so the window of opportunity was small.)


2. Read the Bible.




Stars were required to read the entire Bible, cover to cover. Our blue three-ring binders listed every book, along with one little square corresponding to each chapter in each book. You might as well have put a quarter in me and watched me go. Nothing speaks to this girl like a line of empty boxes to check. I make boxes to check off items I have already completed, still to this middle-aged day. Boxes are my jam.


Not all boxes were created equal, though. Genesis had all sorts of inappropriate stuff, things that Eyebrow Lady at the campout likely did not read, so those fifty chapters went pretty quickly. Same for all the Jesus stories in the Gospels. Esther and Ruth had a couple things going for them. For one, the protagonists were women, which was a refreshing switch-up from all the old men in bathrobes. And two, they had love stories, which reminded me of my own unrequited crush on Darrin Jacobs, the boy with gray eyes and horrible penmanship in Mrs. Monroe’s class who had stolen my heart. He was not very much like King Xerxes (not royal and no concubines) or Boaz (not rich or my distant relative, or at least I hoped not). Still, there was something in there that sounded a little like us.


Leviticus was more of a challenge. Pages upon pages of offerings and feasts, doves and goats to be sacrificed, things to eat (lamb and olive oil), things not to eat (shrimp and bacon), what to do about foreigners, periods, pregnancies, sexual intercourse, and all sorts of things that were big fat mumbo jumbo to me. I had a couple years to go before every comment at school was laced with clumsy innuendo, so all the sex stuff was clinical at best, disgusting at worst. No matter. I had a box to check. So I would sit on the floor of my bedroom, next to my waterbed, back against my ballet slipper wallpaper, and I would read Leviticus out loud so that the sound of my voice would keep me from sleep. Here’s a warm-up from 11:29–33 (NLT) (I recommend reading it out loud, wherever you are, and just don’t worry about the reactions of those around you):




“Of the small animals that scurry or creep on the ground, these are unclean for you: the mole, the mouse, the great lizard of all varieties, the gecko, the monitor lizard, the common lizard, the sand lizard, and the chameleon. All of these small animals are unclean for you. If you touch the dead body of such an animal, you will be defiled until evening… If such an animal dies and falls into a clay pot, everything in the pot will be defiled, and the pot must be smashed.”





Reading aloud didn’t help me understand those words any better, but it did make me watch with wariness as my Cavalier brother poked at the carcass of his newly dead pet newt. Seemed a lot like one of the forbidden lizard situations to me.


Even if I was totally lost on the words in Leviticus, reading that chapter did allow me to check another box. Which allowed me to become a Star and wear a white dress and blue satin cape in a candlelit ceremony.


Bring on the lizard prohibitions and move out of my way.
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ALL THOSE CHAPTERS and verses, all those checked boxes, they sure took a circuitous route on their way to sinking into my actual heart. I’m positive my Exemplarettes leaders, my Sunday school teachers, my pastors, my parents all had a lot to say about grace. I’m also positive I have very selective hearing.


For a shocking number of years, I operated like God was extremely preoccupied with my checked boxes. I made up a compelling argument in my head that one of God’s roles was to monitor my progress as I pulled on my starched Peter Pan collar, and that He would shake His head when I’d read the same sentence over and over and still didn’t have a sweet clue what it meant. I probably heard the word “grace” the very night when I was six years old and decided I wanted what the pastor up front was talking about. I’d guess the pastor mentioned grace even as I said yes, I wanted to have Jesus take up residence in my little heart, to sweep out the corners and move in with freedom and life and always with Him.


But somewhere along the way, and I think the somewhere started real early, I got confused about my role in this relationship. I thought I should be doing something. Following rules. Making up more rules. Reading the Bible at a certain time of day, for a certain amount of time. Praying with words that would pretty much force God to do what I was asking. Working and working and pausing only to check on the boxes. Producing something showy at the very least, and something really mind-blowing if I could pull it off. I kept dragging myself around a dance floor, doing complicated choreography that wasn’t even meant for me.


God wasn’t looking for me to be a Star for Jesus. He didn’t want my tap shoes. He just wanted me.


I spent so much time industriously trying to clean up my act before I approached him. Maybe you have tried the same approach, and maybe the two of us made God sigh a bit. I think He’s patient with our faux-campout, our snoozy singalongs, our flavorless hobo packs that we choke down in the same way that we trudge through a Leviticus read-aloud. He’s not going to kick us out for that version of faith, but I think it must frustrate Him at least a little. That kind of interaction with Him is awfully lackluster, awfully robotic.


It took me a long time, and I still have to shake myself to remember this some days, but what God offers us is much sweeter. The boxes can be checked or unchecked, because that’s not even the point. The point is God’s nonsensical love for us. It’s a kind of love that would much prefer that we get silly and make the Eyebrow Lady nervous with some loud singing and wild vibrato than that we do all the right things and end up with a completed list that sits at the bottom of a box in my attic.


Here’s a funny thing about boxes and homework assignments: The really good stuff often doesn’t make it to a to-do list. I didn’t write down any of the most important moments of my life, many of which will find their way into these pages. I didn’t itemize meeting and falling in love with my gift of a husband, Marc. No list exists for birthing my three beautiful babies or miscarrying and mourning two more. I wouldn’t even know how to make a list to show how I learned about the emptiness of perfectionism, the many ways I stiff-armed God when he was teaching me how to listen for His voice, the years I kept polishing that Star crown instead of getting to God as fast and as often as I could.


The good stuff is bigger than the list. It took me a long time to realize that God is too.


Footnotes


1 This particular story involves the singer meeting a friend of mine while Gahgs was wearing a variety of items, including a tutu and nipple Band-Aids. Confirmed: Lady Gaga is not from Iowa.


2 Mary Kay made the best version of this. I am willing to fight anyone who disagrees. And I will wear my Exemplarettes uniform around my neck (doesn’t fit the way it used to) in order to underscore my sincerity.

















STAYING PUT



I ALMOST DIDN’T FALL IN LOVE WITH MARC. I BLAME myself entirely.


Marc and I met in college. We took some of the same classes, and we sang in a choir together. I don’t actually remember the choir part, but Marc insists we were there, in the same place, three afternoons a week. I trust him because (a) he’s Eagle-Scout-level honest and (b) I don’t remember most of my life. I try really hard some days, but then someone comes into the room squawking about how they need new poster board right now for a presentation due tomorrow at 7:34 a.m., and I get distracted. It’s easier to just ask Marc what happened.


Marc was smart and funny and uncomplicated. That last bit was the problem. Uncomplicated? I was more into men who were a little tortured, usually dealing with at least mild depression, and into poetry readings and Tori Amos.


Marc was not into Tori Amos. He was a physics major, which automatically excluded him from angst-ballads. He spent long hours in labs but he was also a dorm leader and knew an annoying percentage of the student body. As we became good friends and would meet for lunch or walk across campus together between classes, Marc said hello to everyone, and everyone said hello back, including professors and cafeteria workers. And members of his Ultimate Frisbee team.




OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781546004745.jpg
OTAR FOR

JESUS

9% KIMBERLY
ST UART






OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
STAR FOR

JESUS

REDISCOVERING THE GRACE
THAT SETS US FREE

KIMBERLY STUART






