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Praise for Hunting Hope


You hold in your hands something more than a book. This is a candle. Use it to find your way in the dark. This heartfelt book, written by a gifted storyteller, will awaken hope and inspire bravery in its readers—no matter what season they’re in.


Jennifer Dukes Lee, Author of Love Idol


Pain and suffering are considered as vehicles for grace in Maples’s bold exploration of how she overcame struggles to find solace in Scripture and the presence of God. Readers will appreciate Maples’s candor as she lays out her pain and feelings of inadequacy in plain sight, and will find comfort in her uplifting lessons for overcoming personal difficulties of any kind.


Publishers Weekly


Pain and suffering are found in unexpected places along life’s journey. They often surprise us and leave us trying to find where to take our next step. As followers of the way of Jesus, we must prepare in the light for what we will do when darkness comes. Nika’s work in Hunting Hope will be a lantern of strong light for those searching for a glimpse of Him, of His presence. I highly recommend this book for those in darkness now but also for those wanting to prepare for either their own journeys or to help another through the journey of uncertainty.


Beverly Ross, MA, LPC,


Founder and Executive Director,


Wise County Christian Counseling


In Hunting Hope, Nika provides a guidebook of sorts for the sufferer, illuminating the path toward clarity and meaning, even when the suffering itself seems to have no meaning at all. Through her own heartbreaking—or rather, heart-enriching—journey, Nika uses wit, wisdom, and humor to reveal the hidden treasures offered by God Himself through suffering . . . if only we have eyes and courage to see it.


Jason McArthur, Vice President of Artists & Repertoire,


Record Label Executive,


Provident Label Group/Sony Music Entertainment


Nika knows firsthand that hope begins with hurt, and that it is precisely for those hopeless moments that we need to be a hopeful person. But Nika knows that kind of hope doesn’t come naturally to anyone, you have to hunt for it, her’s is a voice I’d highly commend for your quest.


Jonathan Storment, Preaching Minister,


Highland Church of Christ, Abilene, Texas,


Author of How To Start a Riot, and


Co-author of Bringing Heaven to Earth


Nika brilliantly reminds us that pain and trials can, indeed, be gifts from God. This book is amazing for those in the midst of suffering, but possibly even better for the preparation of suffering that inevitably will come. Nika’s transparency and storytelling ability fiercely point me toward the great Comforter and Healer.


Rob Thomas, CEO and President of RT Creative Group,


Parent Company of Graceway & Igniter Media
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To Candy


We were hunting for hope,


but what we found was a miracle.






But hope that is seen
is no hope at all.
Who hopes for
what they already have?


—


Romans 8:24








INTRODUCTION



THE DARK SEASON
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The day is Yours, the night also is Yours;
You have prepared the light and the sun.
You have set all the borders of the earth;
You have made summer and winter.


Psalm 74:16–17 NKJV


OUR HEARTS ARE SHIVERING. We’re asking, “How long will this last?”


Life used to be lovely, but then the wind changed. The temperature dropped, and it hasn’t risen in weeks. Now night falls sooner than it did, and the morning is always gray. Pleasure and joy are tattered leaves. Our golden October is gone. We have walked into winter. The dark season has come. When it happens, we cannot see the end of it. On this and every day there is a frozen forecast:


Disappointment. Disillusionment. Depression. Despair.


All we can think about is the way it used to be. We’re afraid that if we’re out in the cold long enough, we’ll forget how it feels to be warm, to be happy. We’ll start to believe that winter will last forever.


The next question burns like frostbite on our lips: “Where is God?”


Here is the truth: God is in the dark season with us. He makes “darkness his covering, his canopy around him—the dark rain clouds of the sky.”1 God is enthroned in mystery and is comfortable in the clouded unknown. Only His offspring are not. Where the path grows dim, we steer away. When pain casts a shadow, we shrink back. Most people run toward ease and from difficulty. Few will leave comfort in order to climb to the secret places.


Moses did. In Exodus we read, “The people remained at a distance, while Moses approached the thick darkness where God was.”2 He was willing to scale a dark mountain in order to get to God.


Moses was a hope hunter.


Hope is not an accident. Hunting it takes courage. Hope hunters seem to command a storehouse of resilience during hard times; they make it look so easy to stay positive that we tend to overlook the dirt beneath their fingernails and the sweat on their shirts. We forget that people who have hope have worked to take hold of it. Hope hunters know how to excavate. They rake through the rubble of an unwanted situation to bring forth what is buried beneath. Dark days don’t slow down their digging.


They dig into difficult circumstances because they have come to expect that adversity will produce good.


Moses knew there was more in the dark, and he didn’t want to miss a bit of it. The desperation he felt in the wilderness motivated him to think like a hunter, to search out every trace of the Creator’s hand, to listen for His whispered voice. Moses chased and climbed and called and cried out for something greater. Difficulty didn’t put him off; it spurred him on. And Moses was not the only one.


Paul was a hope hunter too.


The esteemed apostle describes the phenomenon of hope hidden in hardship by describing his own dark season:


In everything we do, we show that we are true ministers of God. We patiently endure troubles and hardships and calamities of every kind. We have been beaten, been put in prison, faced angry mobs, worked to exhaustion, endured sleepless nights, and gone without food. We prove ourselves by our purity, our understanding, our patience, our kindness, by the Holy Spirit within us, and by our sincere love. We faithfully preach the truth. God’s power is working in us. We use the weapons of righteousness in the right hand for attack and the left hand for defense. We serve God whether people honor us or despise us, whether they slander us or praise us. We are honest, but they call us impostors. We are ignored, even though we are well known. We live close to death, but we are still alive. We have been beaten, but we have not been killed. Our hearts ache, but we always have joy. We are poor, but we give spiritual riches to others. We own nothing, and yet we have everything.3


The gleam of confidence in this passage blinds me. Shock comes when I try to focus on the sentence Paul writes just before he pens this horrifying list of trouble. We can see his shining faith as he declares, “I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation.”4


What?!


Now, Paul? Now is the time of God’s favor?! When you are whipped and starved? Now is the day of salvation?! When you are imprisoned and mistreated? When you are “worked to exhaustion”? When you are slandered, ignored, and poor?


I cannot make sense of it. But Paul wholeheartedly believes that God is working good into and through his difficulty. He expects to see God in the dark so he looks for Him with a hunter’s eyes, narrowed and ready.


There are plenty of places in Scripture where the Lord clearly separates Himself from darkness. Again and again, we read truths like this: “God is light; in him there is no darkness at all.”5 And, “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness can never extinguish it.”6 Even Jesus comforts His disciples by saying, “I am the light of the world. If you follow me, you won’t have to walk in darkness, because you will have the light that leads to life.”7


Yet to read a Scripture that assures “there is no darkness at all” in God and then misconstrue that God has nothing to do with darkness robs us of precious understanding. The Bible explains that there is no spiritual darkness in God. There is no wickedness, no sin, no evil, no spot or blemish. There is no defect. He is the only Purity there ever has been. But none of these verses suggests that God has nothing to do with situational darkness.


We must always flee from spiritual darkness and evil, but we do not have to fight and kick and wrestle and run from situational darkness, which usually comes in the form of a circumstance we don’t want. Some situations are very dark, indeed. But not every painful event in life is due to an evil attack. Some are a part of living in the natural world. Others are brought about by the Lord. All of them can be used by God for good. The prophet Isaiah records these words from the mouth of Jehovah: “I form the light and create darkness, I make peace and create calamity; I, the LORD, do all these things.”8


God is not afraid of the dark. Darkness is part of His design for the universe. He thought of it, making space for it throughout the earth. God carved ocean depths with just a word. He shadowed the deep forest places. He emptied caverns. He summoned nightfall. He crafted the kangaroo’s cradling pouch.


He thought of winter.


Look through any January window to see a stunning truth in naked branches. Winter is not a fluke. Winter is every bit as God-ordained, as blessed and necessary, as are the other three seasons. We’ve seen the annual repetition long enough to be sure that spring is coming, even when we cannot see the evidence. We believe that barren trees will again give birth, and our faith in this succession never falters. No matter how disheartening the day, we know new life is on the way. We trust the natural seasons so even in a long and bitter winter, we hold on and wait for the weather to change. The hope of spring sustains us.


When it comes to the spiritual seasons, though, our trust weakens, especially during a dark season of difficulty. For all the frost we feel, we cannot sense a coming spring, so we waste time wondering where the cold came from and why.


Trying to find the reason for our winters is like trying to see the wind. Maybe the source of a dark season isn’t as important as the result of a dark season. Maybe it doesn’t matter what causes suffering in our lives nearly as much as it matters what suffering causes in our lives. If adversity brings about bitterness, fury, and disbelief in the Lord, then it will be a loss. But if it brings about humility, patience, and dependence upon the Lord, then it will be for His glory.


Questions about suffering are questions about sovereignty. Either God is in control, or He isn’t. If God is in control, then what we know about God is more important than what we know about our circumstances.


God is always in control. This assurance becomes the hope hunters’ compass. It’s what sets them on their quest. They know He can sweep away the ashes, or He can fashion our ashes into beauty. They know He can strip our coats of heaviness, or He can transform them into garments of praise.9 The hope hunter’s response to obstacles is always to surrender to God’s work through our trials. God is for us, not against us.10 Perhaps our best question is not “How could You let this happen to me, Lord?” but “How are You using this for me, Lord?”


Part of the way the Lord uses challenges for us is our character formation. Many significant individuals in the Bible experienced a period of time when they were positioned in a dark and unexpected place in preparation for a divine assignment. We see the chilling precedent in Scripture: Darkness was an initiation. Darkness preceded new life and new work. Darkness was the beginning of things.


•In the darkness of a dungeon, Joseph received his commission and became a government official.


•In the darkness of midnight, Gideon realized his identity and became an invincible warrior.


•In the darkness of a fish’s belly, Jonah reconciled with God and became a missionary.


•In the darkness of insomnia, Samuel recorded God’s voice and became a prophet.


•In the darkness of a lions’ den, Daniel recognized God as the King of the beasts and became an evangelist to royalty.


•In the darkness of the tomb, Lazarus was resurrected and became an example of new life in Jesus.


•In the darkness of blind eyes, Paul resolved to live for Christ and became a father of the Church.


•And through the darkness of death, Jesus rose to rescue humanity and reign as the Savior of the world.


Darkness became part of the plan. These men not only accepted their dark, they learned to see in the dark. And what they saw was God.


God is earth’s only hope, so He wants leaders who will never lose sight of Him. That’s why when God needs a leader, He makes a hope hunter. The hard truth is: hope hunters are made in the dark.


There can be important training in our trials. Joseph speaks of this fact. He has every right to retaliate against his spiteful, spineless brothers, but he tells them, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.”11


Clearly, Joseph was a hope hunter. A man without hope cannot call a trial a blessing.


When an outcome so miraculous comes from an experience so difficult, we have to admit that we do not know how to define what is good. A blessing isn’t what makes us comfortable or happy. A blessing is what brings us closer to the Lord and to the center of His will. In the end, the center of His will is the only thing that will satisfy us. I have never met a person who wanted to go through a season of difficulty. But I also have never met a sincere believer who didn’t want to be close to God and to experience His great works on their behalf. We may not desire to go through trials, however, the Bible tells us that through surrendering our suffering, we share in Christ’s death so that we may know the power of His resurrection in us.12


If this is true, then when a trial comes our way, will we say no?


As crazy as it sounds, when tragedy came into the lives of the apostles, they didn’t say no; they rejoiced. Joy is the mark of a master hope hunter:


In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These have come so that the proven genuineness of your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.13


I can hardly do this. But I believe the Bible, and it says that we too can rejoice if we do not allow ourselves to give way to fear.14 The only way we can live without fear is to put our trust in the One who holds the world, our hearts, and every season in His loving hands.


Because we know God can end our dark seasons instantly, we know there is a reason when He doesn’t. He might be preparing us for new life and new work. This could be our initiation. The hunger is where our hearts learn to hunt.


Fear will try to find us while we’re here. We will never have to go looking for doubt or anxiety. They will strut straight into our camp. But hope will be hidden. Hope remains camouflaged in the daily mundane, and if we aren’t looking for it, we will miss it even though it is right before our eyes. Hope is something we must pursue. Until we apprehend it, we have to be rugged men and women who know and do specific things in order to survive in the wild.


Know. Then do. Because darkness always gives way to light.


WHAT DO WE KNOW?


Hope hunters secure themselves with biblical truths about God’s character. How we see God will affect how we see our circumstances. But if we are not careful, how we see our circumstances will affect how we see God. This cannot be! Hope hunters are proactive. They come back to the Bible to calibrate their minds. The best way to know who God is by reading who He says He is in His Word.



WHAT DO WE DO?



Hope hunters take action based on biblical truth. After our knowledge of God’s character has been established, we allow Him to work on our character. What we do in the dark season makes a difference. We should only do what He says to do in His Word.


His Word is what we need to know and what we need to do. Psalm 147:18 confirms the power of Scripture: “He sends his word, and it melts [the icy blast].” We may be traveling in the arctic territory of our hearts, but God has sent His Word to warm the way before us. He melts through the places where we would slip and paves our paths with promises.


Hope is on the advance, and we can’t just stay where we are and expect to take hold of it. We must scan the bleak horizon, set our eyes without the slightest turning, and chase it through the ice.


Every season is open season on hope.







PART ONE
GOD’S CHARACTER
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Those who are wise will take all this to heart;
they will see in our history
the faithful love of the LORD.


Psalm 107:43 NLT








CHAPTER ONE



HE LET IT HAPPEN
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God, who made the world and everything in it, since He is Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples made with hands. Nor is He worshiped with men’s hands, as though He needed anything, since He gives to all life, breath, and all things. And He has made from one blood every nation of men to dwell on all the face of the earth, and has determined their preappointed times and the boundaries of their dwellings, so that they should seek the Lord, in the hope that they might grope for Him and find Him, though He is not far from each one of us; for in Him we live and move and have our being.


Acts 17:24–28 NKJV


A FRIEND OF MINE owns sixteen heavily wooded acres in east Texas. His wife has made their two-story log cabin, complete with wraparound porch, so warm and charming, it is worthy of a feature in Southern Living magazine. Every crisply curtained window, every pitcher of wildflowers is placed with mindful grace. Hummingbirds thrum in the eaves. Porch rockers creak with contentment. Around the cabin, my friend has kept the land and foliage with a similar elegance of attention for two decades.


A few years ago, he needed to clear a key area on their property so he took his tractor and chainsaw to fell some dying trees. It was something he had done many times. On the last tree of the day, he cut a large V-notch in the front of the trunk and headed back to the tractor to pull the chain around the tree. Before he started the engine, he heard an echoing pop behind him. The oak wasn’t supposed to be coming down yet. He only remembers jumping off the tractor. It may have been close to an hour before he regained consciousness.


Facedown.


The oak lay beside him. Both of his forearms were in pieces. His collarbone had snapped. His T12 vertebra was broken. For another hour, he drew enough aching breath to yell for help. He had to. His cell phone had landed twenty feet away, on the other side of the tree.


Thank God for the warmth of Texas Februarys. A teenaged neighbor felt uncomfortably hot while playing video games and opened the windows to let in some air. He thought he heard a small voice calling, so he stopped, leaned and listened outside the window, but then went back to his chair and resumed the game. After stopping, going to the window, and restarting the game several times, he was convinced he must be hearing things.


Then he recognized the voice.


“It’s Dr. Howard!” he yelled as he ran out the door, tearing through the woods to find his neighbor. Within minutes, an ambulance was on its way.


The paramedics placed Dr. Howard’s twisted and injured body onto a gurney and sped to the hospital. Throughout the bumpy trip, my friend grimaced in pain until he saw an EMT brandishing large shears. Carefully, she lifted the leg of his overalls.


“No! Not the boots!” he yelled. “Cut off my clothes, but don’t cut my boots!”


She paused, looked at him for a moment, then returned to her work.


A true Texan to the end, he hollered, “I said, ‘not the boots!’ Please! Those are brand-new boots, and I want to keep them! Just pull ’em off! I can take it! I can take it!”


“No,” she answered coolly, and with a snip-snip, they were useless. His head fell back to the pillow in anguish. Losing his boots was the final blow.


But the EMT knew something about the present reality that my friend did not yet know. His foot had been crushed. He could not have endured the pain of pulling off his boots, as he’d thought he could. It was pointless to save them for the future anyway. After surgery, he would never be able to fit that foot into a standard pair of boots again.
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It is easy to picture Dr. Howard’s life-changing experience as he lay there in the woods, blinded by fireworks of pain. But it is difficult to picture God letting the big oak fall when He could have flicked it away like a matchstick. My friend never saw it coming, but we know that God did. Most of the time we don’t see the crushing pain that will knock us flat either. But if we do happen to see terror on its way, the first thing we do is beg God to stay it with His hand. Jesus did this in the Garden of Gethsemane when He “fell with his face to the ground and prayed, ‘My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will.’”1


He fell facedown.


The loving Father heard this cry for help and let darkness fall anyway. How it must have hurt God’s heart not to intervene. He allowed that fatal day to dawn, but it wasn’t because He had stopped loving His Son. No, He loved Him fiercely all the while. And when God permits the worst of life to fall on our backs, it doesn’t mean He has stopped loving us either. An outside observer may ask, “After all that, you still love Him?” Our lives can answer resolutely, “Yes, I still love Him, and He still loves me.” He does not allow us to experience pain because He wants us to hurt. He allows pain because He knows we can grow and learn from all our experiences, even the painful ones. And that growth often brings us closer to Him because He walks with us through the pain.
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