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* Also, because when I told you I

was dedicating the book to you, you said, “You better!”
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THE INTRODUCTION



How to deal with crying in corners




Navigating emotions is hard; navigating emotions without Jesus feels impossible.




I Cry in Corners started as a joke on Instagram. Someone asked me how I dealt with my emotions, and I replied, “That’s easy; I cry in corners.” They laughed, and I did not. Jesus cried in corners, and it was how I was actually working out my feelings.


That Instagram story spurred an idea to start a podcast about how to navigate being emotional in an emotional world inspired by the ways and truth of Jesus. So I jumped into the podcast world, all while keeping my day jobs of pastoring, writing, and creative directing. It’s been a journey for sure, but it’s been a journey that has taught me that emotions are a gift from God, and they are meant to be understood and stewarded well.


Sadly, I’ve acquired this revelation over years of navigating my emotions in unhealthy ways. For most of my life, I’ve been told that my emotions and my passions were too much, whether I was being ejected from a basketball game as a teenager or trying to speak up in a meeting about something I disagreed with. I’ve been told that my emotions were borderline offensive and that I needed to temper them if I ever wanted to be successful, if I ever wanted God to use my life.


Words matter, and these words spoken over my young heart and impressionable mind made me spiral. God’s gift of a tender heart became calloused in that emotional spiral. As a young adult, I isolated myself from friends and family and went into the working world introverted and insecure. I then went into my marriage feeling unsafe, full of irrational fear and anxiety and way too easily angered. My twenties were spent with a skewed view of God formulated by people’s perception of who I should be and what I should do with my emotions. And because I didn’t know how to filter the opinions of others and my own broken perspective in a healthy way, my life and emotions became very difficult for me to navigate. Regardless of the circumstances, everything and everyone was a problem, and I was always the victim.


My calloused heart then produced a corrupted view of my emotions and how to use them. Like everyone else who is told they are too much, I felt unworthy and unseen, and I cried in real corners on the regular. At one point I Googled “what to do when you feel depressed,” and I went down the to-do list, and shocker, I was still depressed and overwhelmed by life afterward. The exercise didn’t help, the no coffee made me sadder as coffee is of the Lord, and regardless of what I did, I still felt like I couldn’t get a good grasp on my emotions. The Google search was an overall fail, and even though I was experiencing what everyone would deem personal and professional success, I still felt full of feelings, and I still felt like at any point I might explode. I tumbled out of my twenties and into my thirties, fearful, lonely, and still navigating emotions in an isolated and unhealthy way. I felt helpless. My boss at the time saw me struggling and suggested counseling, which offended me on a deep level. It didn’t make me feel seen or valued that this person suggested counseling. It made me feel inferior and like others deemed me emotionally unstable.


Even though I wish therapy had been sold to me in a different package, I’m thankful for that moment. I needed counseling to be pushed upon me or I would have never gone. And my boss was right. I needed to be able to see myself and my emotions past what had been spoken over me. After several years of counseling, as well as seeking Jesus, I felt better and on the come-up. I was doing my devos every morning, and the Sunday church thing was all good!


I then experienced a few bouts of extreme burnout and a couple of rounds of relational betrayal. Basically, I had zero boundaries and false expectations about community and friendships. All the therapy coping mechanisms seemed to vanish, so I went to more counseling sessions and continued to serve my local church.


Then I had a major emotional breakdown at the age of thirty-three. I’d done everything the world and the church told me to do to be whole, and yet I sat on the edge of my bed and contemplated taking my own life. There I was, happily married, working at what looked like a dream job in one of the fastest growing churches in the nation, sitting in rooms everyone wanted to be in, and I was miserable. I was lost in my emotions, and I couldn’t find a way out. I needed Jesus, and not in a fifteen-minute devo or a churchy one-liner on social media kind of way. I needed the person of Jesus, the Prince of Peace, to walk into the room. I needed Jesus to step in and tell me what it looked like to truly be whole and to have healthy emotions. I needed Jesus to tell me I wasn’t too much and that he could use my life even though everything about me screamed broken. And through the tears, I said, “Jesus, I know you’re real, but I need you to be real right now.”


And as those words left my lips, I felt the tangible presence of God hold me in that moment, and I knew I was going to be okay. Not because I went to church or called myself a Christian, not because I was in counseling sessions every week, but because Jesus had walked into the room, and I wasn’t going to let him go.


The world has tons of remedies for wholeness, but I needed wholeness from the one who created me. I needed to experience wholeness, not as a destination I would arrive at one day but a road Jesus would walk me through daily. So I changed how I chased wholeness and healthy emotions. Not because the therapy was bad or because I stopped looking to professionals to give me guidance but because I was tired of allowing other people to tell me what they thought would make me better or more palatable to a broken world. I was tired of trying to fix my brokenness; I wanted to live in Christ’s wholeness.


I knew I wanted to love God well, and love his people well, but I needed a clear way past all my feelings. So I took a deep dive into how Jesus navigated all the feels I was having, and how he responded. I needed to know how Jesus felt when he was betrayed or when he dealt with loss and disappointment. I needed to know if he’d ever felt lonely like me. Did he ever feel full of fear, and if he did, how did he respond? Did people ever think Jesus was too much, or was I all alone? If so, I needed a road map to navigating my emotions well. I needed the right tools to fight off anxiety, and I needed Jesus to walk me through it! Emotions are essential to who we are as human beings and who we are as followers of Jesus. They are the indicator lights that tell us something is wrong, and they are the spark plugs in our souls that ignite feelings of happiness, wonder, and awe. I found that Jesus experienced all the emotions and feelings you will ever have on a deep level, and he understood that in this temporal life, there will be a series of emotional corners that we can possibly get stuck in.


Have you ever been told that you were too sensitive, too emotional, or too much? How about too passionate, or too intense, or that you wear your heart on your sleeve? Yeah, me too. Nothing is more demoralizing to a person trying to pilot their feelings than constantly being told that their emotions are bad and can’t be trusted. I’m not a therapist or a mental health specialist, but I have one of each. And I believe in getting extra help to navigate your feelings when life gets too hard or overwhelming. But what if, when life got tough, the help we ran to first wasn’t our therapist, or friend groups, or social media? What if when life and emotions felt like they were trying to rob us of our peace, we ran to the Prince of Peace and asked him how to navigate it instead? What if we steered our feelings the way Jesus steered his?


Before you put this book down and roll your eyes: I know what I’m saying will feel like antiquated advice. I know that the advice to read scripture and seek Jesus in moments where life gets hard has been twisted and abused. I know this all too well as someone who has served in the local church for more than twenty years and currently pastors a community. But as the quintessential emotional person, I can say that even though I’ve seen the ways of Jesus being polluted and dumbed down, the ways of Jesus are still the only way: the only way to peace and the only way to true wholeness. The only way to really embrace your emotions well—all while throat-punching anxiety—is by navigating your feelings the way Jesus navigated his.


Before the days of online therapists, relaxation techniques, and medication, Jesus had to navigate difficulties and intense feelings. We see in the scriptures that when feelings got too real, Jesus turned to moments of solitude so he could hear his father’s voice, the scriptures, and the power of the Holy Spirit. These things were how he navigated feelings of being overwhelmed, lonely, fearful, and anxious. He activated these things when life felt unsafe and when his identity was being shaken. He used these tools when he felt disappointment and betrayal and while dealing with unhealthy people and conflict. And this is how I also choose to live my life and how I navigate being an emotional being in a turbulent world where everyone has feelings about feelings and also about your feelings! When my emotions get to be too much, or I can’t understand why I feel the way I feel, I go to Jesus first. When life gets too hard, I try to align my heart and mind to Jesus’s ways and how Jesus modeled being an emotional being.


Have I always done it well? I mean, no. Not at all. I’m about to share how I royally screwed up living out the ways of Jesus because of my unhealthy emotions! But don’t worry, I’m also going to pair it with how Jesus totally rocked at it. You’re about to get a high-level perspective on managing your emotions well, but please note that I didn’t write this book to fix our emotional brokenness. I wrote this book to inspire us into the fullness of all God has created us to be. And what he’s created us to be is his voice of reason in the garden, his message of peace in the wilderness, and his expression of love from Gethsemane to Golgotha. You may find yourself crying in a corner every now and then, but be encouraged; so did Jesus. His life, regardless of those corners, inspired hope and freedom, and so can yours. That’s my prayer for you, for us, to express the love, and the way of Jesus in all we do, especially in our emotions.


See you on the other side.


Onward.















CHAPTER 1



HIS VOICE


How to deal with feeling overwhelmed




If you don’t know who you are, your emotions will happily tell you.




I’ve never navigated being overwhelmed well. I’m not sure anyone besides Jesus ever has. Even now, in my forties, following Jesus, writing a book about feelings, and pastoring a church, the feelings associated with being overwhelmed stare me down. Fear, anger, worry, and helplessness seem to always be waiting in the wings for any sudden change I’m not ready for—a weird congregant email or a trigger from past trauma. And for clarity’s sake, when I use the term overwhelmed, I define it as a level of stress that leaves me feeling emotionally stuck in my own personal quicksand with debilitating variations of hopelessness.


Being overwhelmed also causes me to feel buried or drowned, and to make matters worse, the feeling pushes me toward a not-so-Jesus-like response that usually looks like crying it out in the corner of my kitchen. But mostly, it looks like spending several hours or days in my nothing box, a cultivated space where I hide from all the things and people who are making me feel buried in feelings. My nothing box can also be defined as time spent rewatching movies based on Jane Austen classics while wearing my favorite sweatpants and sending out for Five Guys via DoorDash.


Full disclosure, when life gets overwhelming, I have a propensity to lose myself in unhealthy emotions and waste time. And when I say lose myself, I mean it’s like I get amnesia about who I am and what I’m supposed to be doing. The things that are real and tangible and safe dissipate, and I get frozen in the moment; I get stuck. Stuck in unhealthy thought patterns. Stuck in speech that tears down my self-esteem and perspective, and stuck in hopelessness.


Imagine an astronaut who’s been training for space for years. They’ve lived most of their adult life training their mind and body for space travel and exploration. And then they get to space and experience expectations not being met or a normal space problem, and they unravel. They forget how to spacewalk, how to navigate the no-gravity; they even forget that they are an astronaut and not some rando science nerd shot up into space as a joke. When I allow unhealthy emotions to lead my life instead of letting Jesus lead, I am that astronaut. Life gets overwhelming.


So overwhelming, in fact, that forgetting who I am becomes my default response. As a result, the only thing that defines me is whatever unhealthy emotion I’ve cultivated in the nothing box I have found myself in. And those emotions, which are usually pretty toxic, are then sprinkled on my hopelessness. Hopelessness is always the trigger for one of my infamous irrational panic attacks. And when the panic sets in, you can bet money that I will then try to abdicate whatever request or circumstance has made me feel overwhelmed.


My husband experienced this in the throes of a Disney World vacation early on in our marriage. I mean, he’s been my best friend since we were fourteen, so he’s seen my version of overwhelmed a few times. But not in public, not in the happiest place on earth.


Let me set this up: my husband is hands down the nicest person you will ever meet. He is walking sunshine with an Antonio Banderas accent and Jake Gyllenhaal eyes. Also, he lives in Hawaiian-style vacation shirts and is always telling dad jokes for no reason. The guy is a gem; we should protect him at all costs. He loves cooking breakfast and long walks on the beach. I can’t make this stuff up, and to top it off, he is adored by everyone who meets him. He still holds my hand everywhere we go like we are teenagers dating. Honestly, he deserves a medal because I am, well, not like that at all. I am Eeyore from Winnie the Pooh with a dash of Saturday Night Live’s Debbie Downer. I am usually dressed in all black and wearing some form of fall attire, regardless of the season. Hats, boots, jackets for no reason, the whole nine yards. And this guy took me to Disney World on a whim because he is the greatest, and in response, I complained the entire time because I am a vampire and have issues with the sun. But I digress.


Have I mentioned yet that I have severe vertigo and don’t like roller coasters? No, not yet? No worries—I have horrible vertigo and steer clear of roller coasters. But on this vacation, my husband must have forgotten that I hate roller coasters, dark tunnels, and places I could get stuck in and/or die while becoming a possible episode of Dateline. Pretty much anything that people deem fun or exciting is my worst nightmare. And on this particular day, my sunshine of a husband felt compelled to ride the Rock ‘n’ Roller Coaster, an enclosed super-fast ride of death. In my attempt to be a good wife, I reluctantly agreed to ride the coaster. He was so excited. You should have seen his face; his entire countenance lit up. And there we went; we stood in line sweating, and for some reason, I began to get excited; I was looking forward to experiencing this roller coaster with my husband. His joy and peace were infectious, and my entire attitude shifted right up until the moment they strapped me in.


That’s when I realized I was now unable to get out, and this coaster was going to shoot me almost sixty miles an hour in 2.8 seconds into perpetual darkness! To say I was instantly overwhelmed in that moment would be an understatement. I thought I was all good, I was happy, I was safe, and then all those good feelings evaporated into thin air when the security bar locked into place. The certainty I felt in the line with my husband was now being replaced with an irrational fear that led me to a full-on panic, and I began to scream at the attendant, “Sir, can you let me off this ride!” My very lovely husband, to calm me down, took my hand gently, kissed it, and romantically whispered, “Everything is going to be okay because I’m here with you.” And as he smiled and gazed into my crazy eyes, I yelled, “I don’t care that you are here with me! What does that have to do with anything? Get me off this riiiiiiii—!” And before I could finish my words, the ride took off. I don’t usually scream at strangers; that’s not really my thing. But we do crazy things, irrational things, when we allow the feelings associated with being overwhelmed to take control of our lives.


Does anyone else have moments like this? Moments where everything is completely okay, and yet your fear of the unknown gets in the way of you experiencing something potentially amazing? I wish I could say this was the only time I’ve reacted like this, but it’s not. And where this was a more comical variation of my panic, the truth is, I’ve responded like this more often than I care to admit to major life changes, people, and everything in between. And it’s in these moments when my unhealthy emotions are reigning supreme that I run to the stories of the Bible to help me navigate the circumstances that push me to feel hopeless and fearful and ready to abandon those I love. The two stories I frequent when I’m feeling the most overwhelmed and hopeless are Eve’s snake convo story found in Genesis 3 and Jesus’s crying in the garden story found in the Gospels. Both Eve and Jesus faced situations that opened the door for them to question who they were and who they were following. One made an emotional decision that left humanity in need of a savior; the other came to earth to be that savior.


DON’T DO THIS


In Genesis, we find Eve in the garden, beautifully vulnerable, naïve, in love, and experiencing the creator in a supernatural way. Heaven had invaded earth, and Adam and Eve were physically walking with God. There was no shame, no sin, no stress or fear. I often wonder what it would have been like to live in that type of garden. Homegirl was stripped down emotionally and literally, and still, she was all good. I won’t even wear shorts in public; this chick was naked and unafraid. On the small chance you don’t know the story, I’m going to retell it, but you can also feel free to read the “non-Chari version” in Genesis 3:1–8. You’re welcome!


Eve one day decided to take a stroll through the garden alone like I assume she’d done a bunch of times before, and she runs into the snake. Which the New International Version of the Bible calls “more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had made.” And by crafty, I don’t mean the snake is frequenting Hobby Lobby and knitting hats; this guy is sketch city! Anyway, Eve all alone runs into Sir Sketch, and the snake begins to ask Eve a series of questions. In Eve’s defense, the convo seemed innocent enough, except the snake wasn’t trying to ask her how she was doing; he was out to steal her identity. His very first question, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?,” was a setup. This is how I imagine the conversation going down.




Snake: Pssst, hey, girl!


Eve: (looks around and then points at herself )


Snake: That tree you’re eating from sucks; you should eat from this tree. (points at the forbidden tree)


Eve: (shakes head no) That tree is forbidden.


Snake: Did God say that? That you can’t eat from any tree in the garden?


Eve: (says with her whole chest like a confident gangster) Ugh, technically what he said was we can totally eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say we can’t eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and we can’t touch it, or we will die.


Snake: Girl, please! You won’t die. God knows that when you eat from it, your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.


Eve: (begins internal spiral and dialogue)


Hhhuwhhhaaaaattt!


God is lying to me!


What does this thing mean I won’t die?


Does God not trust me?


Why would he keep me from the truth?


Does Adam know?


Is Adam in on this sham of a garden situation?





This is so relatable. How many times have you walked into a situation with no backup, and someone asked you a question about something or someone you hold dear, and you just spiral? And by spiral, I mean hopelessness sets in, and you respond in words and in actions irrationally and out of character. You forget you’re a grown-up with a mortgage or that you are the boss in the room. In these moments, I tend to forget that I’m a pastor! Eve did what I believe we all would have done and jumped off the emotional ledge. All she knew to be true seemed to vanish. She believed the worst-case scenario, which was that God the Father had somehow lied to her or that she wasn’t given all the information she was due. Eve allowed her fear and confusion to replace who God said she was and what God called her to. Up to that point, all she knew was that she was a daughter of the creator, called to take care of God’s creation, a super sweet gig that was supported by one-on-one time with the creator of the universe. And the snake, in one question, dismantled that entire belief system, and by the end of the conversation, instead of walking away to process her newfound feelings with the God who created her, she walked over to the tree, took the fruit, ate it, and gave it to Adam.


Eve was what I call new: new to the world, new to the struggle, new to people poking at what she believed, and at what perhaps others would call her truth. The enemy knew this well, and that is what he attacked. This is mind-boggling to me as this chick walked with God—like the creator of the universe was her walking buddy. I’ve heard it argued that the snake was just showing Eve that God wasn’t totally telling her the truth. He was just shedding light on what God had kept in the dark. I mean, yes, technically, she wouldn’t physically die if she ate the fruit, but she did die.


Her obedience died.


Her innocence died.


Her trust died.


Her perspective died.


And as a result, sin was given the breath of life.


In warning her away from that tree, God the Father was protecting Eve, just like any good father. He was strapped in the roller coaster of life next to her, holding her hand. And yet she was overcome with fear and confusion. Truth is, Eve had some real feelings she’d probably never really encountered until that conversation. No one has told me this; I’m not a theologian; I am just a Bible reader who has come to this conclusion based on Eve’s response to the snake. I can imagine the internal dialogue in her head as the snake spoke to her. I have struggled with the same internal dialogue of forgetting who I am in overwhelming situations, especially in moments where everything I know to be true is shaken. And it’s in this quicksand of feelings that I also forget that I am God’s creation and fashioned in his image; I respond as Eve did.


Eve felt confused and unworthy of trust and communication. She felt betrayed by God, her faith, and her friendship. I mean, dang, that’s relatable on a deep, deep level. And I understand all of it. So how do we guard our identity when a vast array of feelings is telling us the opposite of what God has said about us? What do we say to ourselves when hopelessness has set in, and we can’t remember that being made in God’s image means more than being a professional Christian? What happens when we forget that God created us with authority and mandate, and purpose, just like Eve?


Such great questions: I’m glad you asked. Well, you respond like Jesus did when he was in a similar situation.


DO THIS


Jesus is the greatest example of navigating emotions well. Even though he had every reason you could ever conjure up to unravel, he didn’t get stuck or lose himself when he felt overwhelmed. Jesus didn’t abdicate his calling or hide away in sweatpants. Jesus handled overwhelm and the stressors that led him into that feeling like a champ, throughout the various stories of the Gospels and in a corner at the garden of Gethsemane. This is where he modeled how to embrace his emotions and even feel overwhelmed without losing himself in his feelings. This is the story that we should all reference, especially in moments when we feel emotionally stuck in quicksand with debilitating variations of hopelessness.


The story kicks off in Matthew 26, and we find Jesus overwhelmed but not alone and stressed but not defeated. It’s well into the night. Jesus is exhausted, and he knows he is just hours away from being arrested, betrayed, beaten beyond recognition, and abandoned by those he calls his friends and followers. Jesus has spent the weeks leading up to this moment trying to prepare his disciples for his departure. He’s also been navigating verbal tussles with the religious elite and trying to process the knowledge that his life was going to come to a violent end. He is the Messiah, the Son of God, but he, in this moment, is also very human.


He is surrounded by olive trees, and he can see the city of Jerusalem off in the distance. This garden was a place of comfort that Jesus had visited and revisited countless times, but, on this night, it would be the setting of his betrayal and great sorrow. In Matthew 26:37, he tells his closest friends that he is sorrowful and deeply distressed. He then goes on to say, “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay here and keep watch with me.” Jesus was facing the unknown, and like Eve, he felt crushed by whatever was next.


When Eve felt these feelings, she did not run to a place of comfort to pray with Adam. No, she had a convo with a snake, panicked, fell into sin, and took the whole world with her!


When Jesus was hit with that feeling, that crushing from the unknown, he did the absolute opposite. When Jesus was overwhelmed, triggered by stress, and facing feelings that caused him to feel disoriented, he told his friends, he told his heavenly Father, and then he surrendered all his feelings in the dust.


TELL SOMEONE


Jesus was the Messiah, the son of the Living God, purposed for sacrifice and love personified. If anyone had a firm identity and a hold on his emotions, it was Jesus. And yet, when the crushing feelings that preceded the cross overwhelmed him, he chose to set time aside to be in prayer to speak with his heavenly Father and also tell his friends that he was overwhelmed.


Take note: if you want to keep your identity intact, you must first tell someone who truly knows you that you are struggling. Jesus ran to the garden to pray to the most important voice in his life, his heavenly Father. But my own personal revelation of this moment is that Jesus, walking out this human life, knew that we tend to tell everyone else before we go to God. So he also took his closest friends with him to pray, to seek God, and to model how to deal with feeling overwhelmed.


For many of us, our default setting will be to tell our therapist or a pastor. Which isn’t bad, but Jesus wasn’t looking for an answer to the stress. Jesus wasn’t looking for techniques or Bible verses he could use to help him feel less overwhelmed. He was looking for his closest friends to stand and pray with him. He was looking for support. Yes, even Jesus needed a support system. In my world, reaching out to my support system means a phone call to a trusted friend or a FaceTime with one of my siblings. It also means that I am going to have a sit-down with my husband and share with him whatever triggers have caused me to get stuck in quicksand, and then I will ask all of them to pray for me and with me. I ask them for their support, to reinforce the truth of who God says I am and not who my feelings say I am.


Some of you read that whole sharing your feelings thing and cringed, and others have already begun their three-hundred-word dissertation for social media. For the introverts reading this book who like to navigate their emotions alone in an introverted dungeon, be careful. Eve was alone, and it left room and opportunity for doubt and snake convos. You need people—I know, shocking! But it’s true; you need to have people who know you well and can help you navigate your emotions with kindness and truth. I’m not saying to tell them all your business; actually, do not tell them all your sordid business. Just tell them enough that they will be adequately informed to lift you up in prayer or keep you accountable for making good life decisions.


Hey, extroverts, delete the social media post! Emotions should be surrendered to Jesus in private before they’re vocalized to the public. This is not an opportunity for us to have crazy eyes and scare people with details over the metaverse. It’s the complete opposite of that. We see Jesus at this garden moment modeling healthy accountability and wholeness. He models maturity, and he only shares his feelings with his inner circle, not the entire garden!


Read that again. Both who you tell and how you tell matter. But let’s begin with who.


You have to tell the right people. The disciples were super tired as well and overwhelmed, so they went to sleep instead of locking arms with Jesus to pray. Don’t tell your friends who are also super overwhelmed or riding the struggle bus. Tell people who you know have the bandwidth emotionally and the spiritual maturity to love you and see you through to step two. The last thing you need when you are overwhelmed is your homies napping on the job.


You may be asking, Chari, are you saying Jesus wasn’t aware that the disciples were going to fail him at that moment? No, he totally knew, but I believe that Jesus chose to believe the best and took one on the chin so we could look back at this moment in Gethsemane and see the importance of navigating overwhelm with the right people.


How you tell people matters as well. Jesus encouraged his inner circle to pray with him as he spoke about his feelings. He was already showing them that his response to the feelings was prayer and time alone with his Father. He didn’t tell them so they could be the answer to all his problems but to ask them instead to lock arms with him as he sought the answers in prayer. The focus was prayer, not the problem. Not his emotions, but prayer. When you tell your inner circle about your feelings with prayer locked and loaded, it helps you stay focused on who God says you are instead of what the problem or your feelings say you are.


He is also setting us up for a win, because if we somehow forget to walk out step two, those whom we’ve confided in will kindly remind us that it is only in step two that we get a refresher on who we are.


GET HONEST


After Jesus tells his friends how he’s feeling and encourages them to pray, he then walks away to get on his face and have a one-on-one with his Father. This step is so crucial in holding on to who you are when overwhelm is the loudest song on life’s playlist. It’s important because who you are isn’t made up of pieces of your personality or preferences. Who you are isn’t what you do, what you love, or what you produce. Who you are is attached to whose you are. And when you walk with God, when you say yes to Jesus, you become an heir to the Kingdom. You become a son or daughter of the Living God, and no amount of snake convos, fear, betrayal, or hopelessness can change that. Jesus was God’s son, which meant he had access to peace and comfort in the darkest of moments. Yet, in the garden, the Gospel of Luke describes Jesus as being in such agony, such stress, that in the garden of Gethsemane, his sweat became like drops of blood falling down to the ground.


Can you imagine praying so hard for an answer, pleading for comfort, or being so overcome by sorrow that you sweat blood? I cannot, but Jesus was experiencing a level of stress that, thankfully, most of us will never have to endure. And in that stress, and in that quicksand of overwhelm, he prayed, “Father, this is the last thing I want. If there is any way, please take this bitter cup from Me” (Matthew 26:39 VOICE).


Let’s pause here and look at this conversation, as it was honest, raw, and vulnerable. Jesus knew who he was and who he could run to in moments of overwhelm. His father was a safe place to say what he felt and a mirror that reflected Jesus’s purpose and identity. So he prayed and prayed until he ran out of words. He prayed and prayed until an angel, as we’re told in Luke 22:43, came and comforted him. And then once he was comforted, he prayed some more, as comfort pauses the struggle and allows you a moment to center your heart and mind back on God. But prayer, it’s what will ultimately propel you forward in the struggle.


Have you ever prayed like that? In moments when you feel like you’re drowning, have you ever prayed until the words vanished and you were swallowed up in comfort? What a prayer life this must have been, the type of prayer life that moves you toward God and away from despair in the worst moments. I sometimes wonder what would have happened if Eve had paused and run back to the Father with the same vulnerability and honesty that Jesus modeled for us. Would her story have been different? I then wonder what our lives would look like in moments where we feel buried by emotions, if we unleashed our hopes and dreams and concerns on our creator.


Jesus was crying in a corner, but it wasn’t like ugly crying without purpose. It was a cry that said, I need comfort, I need my Father, and I need a way forward. It was a pursuit that I’m certain had been done many times before, as when all else failed and his friends kept falling asleep, Jesus did what he’d been doing for thirty-plus years: he surrendered his tears and emotions to the plans and purposes of his Father.


LET GO


After Jesus realized his friends were going to sleep through the struggle, he went back to his heavenly Father one last time and prayed, “Father, if there is no other way for this cup to pass without my drinking it—not My will, but Yours be done” (VOICE). In moments when life feels the most overwhelming, I tend to hold on to the roller coaster, close my eyes, say words I’m not proud of, and panic. Jesus, unlike me, lifted his hands on the ride and just surrendered his life and emotions to the Father and the Father’s will for him. He didn’t forget that he was the son of the most-high God. He didn’t forget he was purposed to redeem the snake convo and major fail from the first garden. He didn’t forget. And so he pressed forward, with a surrendered heart and mind.


Letting go doesn’t mean you’ve given up, that you’ve lost in the struggle, or that you are weak. Letting go means you’re human and in need of a savior. And Jesus knew at this moment he would need his Father to guide him through the horrific moments he was about to endure.


What would life look like if you did the same? What would it look like if you let go of whatever stressor was burying you and laid it down? When unhealthy emotions begin to bury you and circumstances overwhelm you, ask God for his will to be done and ask him to reveal what that will look like. In this Jesus story, it looked like shaking off the dust, wiping away tears, and bracing himself for what was next. Letting go may be like that for you as well.


Practically speaking, letting go could look like shaking off a relationship. For other situations, it may look like going to work even though your boss isn’t your favorite, or it’s not your dream job, but it pays your bills and supports your family. This could also look like forgiveness for some and heavy boundaries for others. But letting go, like Jesus, looks like saying yes to moving forward even when you don’t know what the outcome is. It’s saying, I don’t need the details that show me the way forward; I just need to know, God, you are with me. But that is how Jesus walked out, an overwhelm that left him sweating blood. He said, “Not My will, but yours be done.”


When I’m the most overwhelmed and I have my support system praying, and I’m personally praying and seeking God until I’ve lost words, I find that I begin to let go of:




• Unhealthy words about myself or the circumstance.


• Unhealthy expectations about what I’m facing.


• All expectations about how I’d like to see the situation work out.




And then I replace those things with life-giving Psalms or Proverbs about who God is. Regardless of the circumstance I find myself in, regardless of how overwhelmed I feel, the truth is always the same. God is with me, and he will get me through. It’s not that my feelings are not valid or worthy of processing; it’s just that my feelings that are not surrendered to God in prayer become unhealthy and drown me instead of pushing me forward. I’m not saying prayer is a replacement for wise counsel, a good ol’ therapy appointment, or medicine. I’m just saying when my emotions are running amok, I choose Jesus as my first response and not my last resort. What would that look like if you did the same?



CHOOSE YOUR GARDEN


These two stories are my north and south on the compass of my emotions. One is my true north, and the other is my south, full of hurricanes, scary news stories, and loose gators. In the first story, Eve alone ran to the forbidden fruit instead of running to God with what was making her feel so overwhelmed. She, like many of us, let her hopelessness, confusion, and fear of the unknown be her guide. And when she did, the world imploded.


In the second story, Jesus made sure he had friends praying for him and with him, and he then went to the Father and asked the questions in need of answers. And when he did, the world was restored.


Feelings are a powerful pull, but don’t let them pull you into isolated walks in the garden or convos with snakes. Instead, do as Jesus did: keep your community close by, and only share your feelings with those who can lock arms with you in prayer and in purpose. Seek the Father for wisdom regularly, as he is God enough for your questions, emotions, and lack of understanding. And if needed, let go. God’s will for you is bigger and better than you could ever imagine. Will that mean you will have to crucify some expectations? Yes, probably, but freedom and wholeness are on the other side of your letting go.


Jesus experienced the same kind of feelings we do every day. And on that night in his favorite garden, when the security bar strapped him into what was next, he didn’t allow his overwhelming grief to detour him from wherever the roller coaster was going to take him. He embraced the garden, even though he may have felt scared or sad. He chose to trust God in the process, and that, my friends, is how we should respond, always. The way of Jesus may have you crying in corners, but it’s a safe corner. A corner full of God’s presence and comfort. Here’s to crying in more garden corners, as these corners keep us standing strong and with integrity when we are persecuted. They keep us loving and seeing people when life feels crucified, and they bring freedom and healing to our world.


Don’t panic.


Embrace the roller coaster.


Tell the right people.


Let go if needed.


You are not alone.


Onward.
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