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“An honest telling of her journey toward surrender, Teresa Swanstrom Anderson is a friend we can relate to. From childhood to motherhood she recounts the lessons that have shaped her into the woman she is today. For the woman looking for kinship and inspiration, she will find both in this book.”


—Alexandra Kuykendall,
Author of Loving My Actual Life, Co-host of “The Open Door Sisterhood” podcast


“Faith is the evidence of things not seen, and you will find in this book a life lived believing over and over again in the not yet visible plans of God. Teresa’s journey to believe in the impossible will encourage you to do the same.”


—Jessica Honegger,
Founder of Noonday Collection


“Teresa is one of the most beautiful people I’ve encountered in a long time. She has a soul that is genuine and invites people into her life with open arms. Her book feels exactly like she makes people feel: included and part of a greater story that is happening. And she’s determined to help people find hope. Her story is life-giving and life-changing. After reading her words, I knew there was an interruption God nudged in my heart that needed revisiting. This is a great message!”


—Nicki Koziarz,
Author & Speaker for Proverbs 31 Ministries


“If you want to travel roads you’ve never been, you need a new road map. Through her own compelling story, Teresa leads us on an adventure away from the safe, me-centered life, and toward a destination that holds the richer treasures of trust, wholeness, and surrender. Her story compels us to courageously change our own.”


—Krista Gilbert,
Author of Reclaiming Home, Cofounder of The Open Door Sisterhood, Co-host of “The Open Door Sisterhood” podcast


“This is more than a book. It’s an adventure. In the following pages you are invited to join an incredible adventure through the story of one family. You will undoubtedly discover what God can do if you allow your life to be beautifully interrupted.”


—Nirup Alphonse,
Lead Pastor at LIFEGATE Denver


“With the voice, vulnerability, and comfortable humor of your best friend, Teresa invites you to see the often uncomfortable call of following Jesus as an opportunity to be refined, renewed, and beautified in the mess. Her entertaining, yet gospel-centered writing style is a breath of fresh air in a culture that sometimes waters down Christianity to a more comfortable, me-centered life. Teresa’s words and stories will bring comfort, laughter, and hope as she shares how God interrupted the life she thought she wanted, and instead brought her to an incredibly beautiful life that’s more than she ever dreamed. This is one book I will definitely be buying for all of my friends.”


—Karen Stott,
Founder of Intentional Home, author of An Intentional Life


“I am inspired by Teresa’s bold faith and her deep and wide perspective on the world. So many of us hear about distant lands crying out for help, but Teresa heard those cries, and actually did something about it. She discovered her purpose on this earth and welcomed children into her home from across the globe. No matter your story or journey, Beautifully Interrupted will challenge you to ask the big question: am I serving the purpose that God has for me on this earth?”


—Megan Alexander,
Author of Faith in The Spotlight,
TV Host on Inside Edition
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TO MOM AND DADDY
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You were right, life is an adventure.


I finally get it … and I’m all in.




Foreword
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Have you ever given yourself just one quiet moment to step back and really take a look at your life? If you are anything like me, there are moments when the truest assessment of your circumstances can be found in one of these statements: “This is not where I thought I would be” or “How did I end up here?” I have said both of these phrases more times than I can count, but the perplexing thing is that both statements have been said in such dramatically different life experiences. Like “This is not where I thought I would be, this is such an unexpectedly awesome opportunity.” Or, “This is not where I thought I would be, planning a funeral for a parent at twenty years old.” How is it that we find ourselves in the middle of moments where uncertainty, doubt, goodness, and hope are intertwined with such delicacy that we can scarcely differentiate one from the other? We get beautifully interrupted by moments and what we must figure out is how to surrender to the complexities.


On a fall morning a few years ago, I was talking with a college friend who said to me, “I have a friend named Teresa Anderson that I think you should reach out to. I just know you two will hit it off.” At the time I didn’t think much of it but when we did connect I noticed exactly what my friend was talking about. Teresa not only is a kind soul, but she is also a gifted hostess, a mom who battles for her kids, a sharer of complex stories, and the kind of friend you can spill hot chocolate on and she will still love you (I may or may not know this from experience).


Teresa, similar to you and me, began at an early age to dream about where her life would go, who she would become, all the while making predictions about what she was convinced she would never do. While plans are useful, it’s when we crumple our agenda and burn it on the altar of God’s unfolding timeline, that we recognize it all turns out better than we anticipated. That is why I am thrilled you picked up this book. Teresa’s story and your story will weave together with such delicacy that you will find it becomes hard to differentiate her life lessons from your own, because the stories we share bind us together in unexpected ways. So, get ready, an adventure of epic proportions awaits.


In these pages you will get to see all the expectations Teresa had for herself and experience her bumps and road blocks along the way. You will experience the struggle to maintain balance as Teresa brings inspiration and beauty to many unknowns that we all experience in life. As you wrap yourself into this book you will feel the company of many of us out there also trying to understand the hardships God lays before us and why. As you look deeper into her story you will find yourself looking at your own past road blocks and start finding the beauty in them just like Teresa does in Beautifully Interrupted.


This book brings to life the amazing journey of being called to serve out of your comfort zone and into God’s plan for your life. It’s time for you to take a journey with Teresa and go from dreaming about your life to living it. Go from planning and listening to letting go of the controller and following where God is leading you. I encourage you to pick up this book, grab a notepad and pen, curl up on a cozy couch, and open your heart to the potential of becoming deeply grateful for the ways your own life has been beautifully interrupted.


Mandy Arioto


President/CEO MOPS International
Author of Starry Eyed
Denver, Colorado




Introduction
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I’m a little pencil in the hand of a writing God, who is sending a love letter to the world.


MOTHER TERESA


Afew years ago, God urged me to start journaling—to write out all the passions He placed within me and all the goals I wanted to accomplish, which He then expanded into something a thousand times more exciting than what I planned. I wrote down the good and the bad and the fears that I still held tightly as I slid back and forth between feelings of inadequacy and bravery. All that free writing so early in the morning before the sun said hello became the foundation for what now rests in your hands.


I learned long ago that we have an exciting God who loves to send us on adventures to fulfill our part of His high purpose—there is something specific about ourselves He wants us to understand and embrace and embody. Psalm 46:5 (NIV) says, “God is within her, she will not fall; God will help her at break of day.” This doesn’t mean our purpose on earth, Christ’s plan for us, is always simple or easy. But it does mean He is always with us as we maneuver in and through our God-shaped adventure.


Do you trust Him enough to make the leap?
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My grandparents lived in a little house built in the early 1900s that rested at the top of Queen Anne, a well-loved Seattle neighborhood with roots as deep as the hydrangeas in the front yards. In the dining room, the nearly floor-to-ceiling picture windows showcased the most gorgeous eagle’s-nest view of the city below. It was the perfect perch to watch boaters parade by on Lake Washington in rain or shine (a little rain doesn’t bother Seattleites) and my favorite place to watch fireworks on the Fourth of July. On the windowsill sat a small, light version of binoculars, known as a monocular, and it fit my small hands well. This one-eyed version was my favorite as a child, and my brother, Erik, and I called it a periscope, one that freed our imaginations to soar. We pretended we were pirates looking for treasure as we learned how to focus in on a boat or the opening of the Fremont Bridge below. Closing one eye and bringing the device to the other, we’d see nothing but blurry scenes. Yet with a few twists of our wrists, it all came into clear focus, so close that we’d reach out expecting to touch it.


This is how I see God’s hand in the callings He’s given me. At first I see nothing but blur and haze as I struggle to view what I want to see. And then His strong hand turns that little knob and everything becomes perfectly clear.


In Genesis 1:3, God said, “Let there be light,” and those four words continue on today in my life and yours. Light will never be pushed away and fail to shine on the earth. The ocean will never forget how far it’s allowed to come and flood the entire earth.


And God will never forget the plan He designed you for when He knit you in your mother’s womb. Out of every place in this beautiful world and out of every point in our earth’s history, you are here now.


For a reason.


We have this one wild and precious life—let’s live it fully as God envisioned at the beginning. The Bible so aptly includes the story of Esther, a common girl who suddenly found herself queen, who was born “for such a time as this” (Esther 4:14 NIV) as she was strategically placed in the unique position to save her people. And you, too, sweet friend, were born for such a time as this.


God allowed certain experiences in my life to expand my love for Him into a full-blown passion. Life changed in a way that only He could orchestrate through pouring His power into my life. God and I still chuckle together about how He is changing my fears into passions and my “I’d never” moments into “I can’t get enough” experiences. If you’ve ever woken up one morning feeling that God may be asking more of you, then I pray He speaks to you through my story.




Out of every place in this beautiful world and out of every point in our earth’s history, you are here now.





Allow Christ to adjust your monocular as He brings your calling and future into focus. Grab another cup of coffee and settle in as we learn together what exactly His calling means for each of us.
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PART ONE
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Born for Such a Time as This




CHAPTER 1
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A Different Kind of God
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Plastic gods are safe. Plastic gods don’t mess with you. Plastic gods don’t matter much; they fit in a small crevice of the life you want, the life you were planning to have. And when everything in life is working… plastic gods feel like enough.


JENNIE ALLEN





Somehow I had gotten comfortable with a life that was typical, ordinary, average. I was content in the simple and familiar. Without realizing it, my dreams and goals only went far enough to ensure my little boat wasn’t rocked.


I was graduating from high school and felt the surge we all feel during that exciting season—that the world was my oyster. I was ready for a summer of fun before heading to college and was perfectly happy in the little bubble I lived in. My planned major made sense to me, as did the sunshiny life I was designing, the kind devoid of challenge and discomfort. The one where I married my high school boyfriend and we rode off into the sunset.


In this idealized vision, I had no desire for adventure and whispered to myself that it was not the kind of life I wanted, even though my parents always used the word adventure as I grew up. To me, adventure required stretching and being out of my comfort zone, like when we lived in Guatemala during my junior high years. I’d had plenty of that and I was done, thankyouverymuch.


What I didn’t realize as I turned my back on adventure was that I had unwittingly turned my face toward safety and ordinary—and I was just fine living that way. So, when my parents wanted to swoop up our family and fly off on a big family trip to Europe instead of letting me go on my idea of a senior trip to Hawaii, I begged and pleaded for them to reconsider. I wanted to spend a few weeks lying on the beach, leafing through magazines and devouring novels. Despite my protests, they chose Europe.


I was so disappointed. I know, what kind of person is disappointed in an all-expenses paid trip to Europe? Looking back, I could kick my teenage self.


My dad is an academic, and to him learning is fun, so Europe was ideal. Now I would agree, but back when I was eighteen I just couldn’t see learning as entertainment or enjoyment. School was hard for me, and my grades never reflected my desire to be a successful student. I envied my friends who would spend their senior trips in tropical places where the sun always shines and stress fades away with the tide. At least they were getting tan.


Instead, my family flew first into Frankfurt, Germany, where we rented the tiniest of tiny cars, and my brother, Erik, and I enjoyed days full of knees shoved up to our chins in the backseat. We drove through Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Italy, and France, and ultimately rode through the Chunnel and into England.


What happened on that trip, a trip I dug in my heels so deeply against, completely surprised me. Suddenly history came alive when we stayed in thousand-year-old castles-turned-hotels, walked over the same cobblestoned streets the Romans marched on, and searched ruins, museums, and the countryside.


I came alive.


Soaking up every morsel of history and culture I could while I munched on baguette and cheese in Italy, I walked through the narrow streets, passed over mossed canals in Venice, and fell in love. Not with a boy, but with learning and people and God. My heart awakened as it tuned in to the achingly beautiful violin music drifting through the cramped streets of this ancient, sinking land.


This dreamy città captivated me as deeply romantic-sounding songs drifted up to our room from the gentleman who delivered black olive scones and feta spinach tarts to our bed-and-breakfast every morning before light had peeked through our shutters. And afternoons—post-siesta, naturally—brought us the most melodious tenor from another man as he collected garbage from cans resting beneath a web of linens drying on the lines strung through the windows, high above.


I was utterly enchanted.


Love and Truth meet in the street, Right Living and Whole Living embrace and kiss! Truth sprouts green from the ground, Right Living pours down from the skies! Oh yes! GOD gives Goodness and Beauty; our land responds with Bounty and Blessing. Right Living strides out before him, and clears a path for his passage.
Psalm 85:10–13 MSG


Love and Truth meet in the street.


Christ certainly allowed these two to meet me right there in the ancient streets of Europe as He showed His goodness and beauty to me in a big way. Touring small villages fenced in by nothing but countryside, our car was repeatedly delayed, surrounded by goats and sheep herded by children who had been taught by their fathers and their fathers before them.


Those children made me realize how I wanted to be taught by my Father too. I wanted Him to show me how to live a life that would yield harvest, bounty, and blessing. Though that thought frightened me because it seemed to hold adventure, it somehow made me feel safe at the same time, because I knew God would travel beside me.


As the countryside whisked by, wedged in the backseat of that tiny car, my mind wandered and dreamed. I pondered and remembered His protection and guidance in my past. He taught me as I listened.


Somehow as He met me in ancient European streets, God no longer existed as someone I loved simply because my parents taught me to. I’ve loved Jesus for as long as I can remember, and even as a child, my faith felt real and not simply a fairy tale my parents told at bedtime. I continue to feel fortunate and blessed that in our family, faith and relationship with Christ were like breathing; they were just part of who we were and how we lived. At the same time, though, since God had always been part of my story, it took this trip abroad to remind me what living and breathing with God by my side really meant.


Perhaps my growth had become stunted because I was jaded by years of Sunday school and youth group and I forgot the magnitude of what relationship with Him looked like in my everyday life. I lived a life where Jesus simply was but forgot that He also is. It was during this trip that Jesus ceased being the fair-haired, light-skinned Man-God I learned about on flannelgraphs in Sunday school.


Instead, I finally viewed Him for who He really is: a Man with dark skin and hair and grime beneath His fingernails, calloused hands from His trade as a woodworker, and blistered and weary feet from miles of dusty travels with His disciples. A Man with grit and passion and struggle. A Man with a deep love I could only attempt to fathom.


I could trust a Man-God who looked like this. He seemed legitimate. He felt solid. This was someone whose deep love was a small fleck of light that began to shine through the sliver of my heart recently pierced by His grit and passion and struggle. That tiny fracture continued breaking open as my will was tossed aside, and in its stead He began construction on a house He engineered.


My eyes poured over our dog-eared Baedeker travel guides, and I pleaded with my parents to pay the extra few dollars for a docent to take us through various museum tours, closed umbrella raised high above her head so we didn’t lose sight of her in the dense crowds. I was as hungry for knowledge as I was for Parisian chocolate croissants—I just never had realized it. I became so enthralled while people watching in Paris that when a waiter came by for the third time to take our order, I realized I still hadn’t looked at the menu. I was too absorbed in really seeing people for the first time … seeing their lives, their stories—both the individuals whose portraits lined the museum walls and those who occupied the café seats near our hotel.


I felt God whisper the words bigger and more into my heart, though I had no idea what they meant … other than the possibility that my safe little bubble might lose a bit of air.


I realized why my parents wanted to bring my brother and me here, on likely our last big family vacation before they became empty nesters. They wanted to open our eyes and hearts and minds to how vast the world is. They wanted to remind us how many exciting things there are to be a part of so we wouldn’t get too comfortable, sequestering ourselves in the limited sphere of life that’s so easy to get caught up in.


I still don’t completely understand how my view of Christ changed so drastically on this weeks-long trip, but I think touring through new countries and cultures was the catalyst God used to get me out of my comfort zone and allow my eyes to open to His bigness—and the bigness of life itself.


My heart soared with life’s possibilities and the future.


Because without realizing it, this journey across the globe opened in me something new. I saw life in a new way and viewed Christ as less of someThing and more of someOne. I hadn’t read C. S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity yet, but if I had, I know I would have highlighted this section in deep pink with arrows and exclamation points all over the margins:


Imagine yourself as a living house. God comes in to rebuild that house. At first, perhaps, you can understand what He is doing. He is getting the drains right and stopping the leaks in the roof and so on; you knew that those jobs needed doing and so you are not surprised. But presently He starts knocking the house about in a way that hurts abominably and does not seem to make any sense.


What on earth is He up to? The explanation is that He is building quite a different house from the one you thought of—throwing out a new wing here, putting on an extra floor there, running up towers, making courtyards. You thought you were being made into a decent little cottage: but He is building a palace. He intends to come and live in it Himself.1
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Fall quickly approached, as did the time to pack up all my belongings and move from life as a child to life as an adult. My heart pounded wildly as I remembered the past summer’s travels. I never wanted it to end. I wanted to travel the world and see everything, examine every culture, and learn all I could from our world and the people in it.


The problem was, in every dream and plan, the main focus was I and me.




CHAPTER 2


[image: Image]


Planning God Right Out of My Plans
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Give me six hours to chop down a tree and I will spend the first four sharpening the axe.


ABRAHAM LINCOLN





That first semester in college, I thrived. My roommate, Lissy, was my other half, and we prided ourselves on the fact that our dorm room (complete with cream-painted cinder block walls) was decorated so beautifully, girls would swing by from other areas of campus just to check it out. It was, I believed, confirmation that I should continue forward in what I’d planned to major in for several years: interior design.


The problem was, I learned early that first semester, that though I loved creating a beautiful ambiance for myself to enjoy, I had zero passion in doing everything required to learn about it. Plus, it never occurred to me how much math was involved in creating beautiful spaces. My mind reeling over numbers was the final nail in my imaginary interior design career coffin.


Most of my friends were either pursuing fashion merchandising or elementary education. And since being around children all day, every day, was about the last thing in the world I ever wanted, I thought perhaps I’d take a course or two in fashion. The History of Fashion was all that was available when I went to register and I ended up loving it. We poured through time periods such as ancient Egypt and the Byzantine Empire, studying all the way to the Tudor period, the era when the Medicis seemed to rule Italy, and beyond.


I loved learning that Napoleon ordered buttons to be attached to jacket sleeves to prevent soldiers from wiping off their runny noses and dirtying up their uniform, and so became tradition. I adored knowing that my closet holds stilettos because in the early 1700s, elaborate heels decorated with miniature battle scenes were worn by King Louis XIV of France. The king decreed that these “Louis heels” could never be taller than five inches because he wanted his to stack taller than anyone else’s.


I had no idea there was so much history in something as common as a shoe or buttoned jacket sleeve.


This history thing, I decided, was kind of fun.


I proudly came home during a long weekend and announced that I was on the dean’s list. We all celebrated, my parents remembering well how I struggled in high school. I was ecstatic dreaming of the future, though still having no clue what my major would end up being now that I was officially not doing interior design.


When it came time to register for classes for the next semester, because I had an overdue library book, which I actually couldn’t even find, I wasn’t allowed to register. By the time I had it taken care of, every single class I had planned on taking was full.


Except art classes. Art classes were open. After rolling my eyes at the idea of paying college tuition and yet taking three art courses in one semester, I went for it.


Through those courses, God released something else in me that I didn’t know was deep inside. I knew I had some sort of creativity in my blood because of my love of decorating, baking, and playing with flowers. Because of our trip to Europe and the fun I had in History of Fashion, I knew world travel and history were budding delights for me as well.


But I never knew I was artistic. Ever.


I had enjoyed art class in elementary school, sure. Who didn’t love crafting buildings from stacked toothpicks and whittling stamps from potatoes? But between my Drawing Studio, Still Life Painting, and History of Art classes, I was in complete and total heaven. It’s as if everything I ever thought I loved suddenly was related. It all made sense to me. And I was surprised how natural I was, paintbrush in hand.


I remember one of my professors, Michael, telling me, “Paint what you see, not what you know” like it was yesterday. In the art building, you were allowed to call your professors by their first names. We were progressive like that.


I’ve thought of Michael’s advice hundreds of times through the years. And I don’t mean only when holding a pencil or paintbrush. It whispers in my ear when I’m in a new situation or decision, when I’m traveling, or when seeing something beautiful God has created.


Paint what you see, not what you know.


What, in this moment, do you see? Forget what your brain is telling you from past experiences, hurts, failures, or weaknesses. What is Christ showing you right now? What is He impressing upon your heart? How is this situation going to be one of growth as you cultivate your relationship with Him?


Imagine this scenario and let your mind wander …


You’re sitting in a park, cross-legged on the grass, with a large sketch pad resting in front of you, near your knees. In your hand a pencil is sharpened and ready. Glancing around, your eyes fall on a heavy-leafed tree slightly to your left. Putting the lead to the thick paper, you start drawing. With quick, sharp lines, you begin the makings of a tree and the shadow it gives on the ground below. You look up and realize your drawing looks nothing like the tree and the shadow. You didn’t capture it or even the essence of it. Not because you’re not artistic, but because you drew the tree and branches and leaves how your mind said they should be formed, how you wanted to see it.


Look again. Look at the colors. There’s more to the tree than you initially perceived. The base of the trunk isn’t simply brown as you’d first seen. The light bouncing off the grass gives small portions of it a greenish tint. And the leaves aren’t just green. Depending on how the sun is hitting them, they’re green with a touch of white. Or with a touch of yellow. The leaves in the shadows might have a blueish hue to them or look a flat gray.


The branches of the tree don’t simply grow straight out like you had originally sketched but instead lightly curve upward … a few may even grow in a manner that doesn’t resemble the others.


Now that you’re taking the time to really look at the tree, you notice one branch twists slightly, giving the shadow a slight turn also. And the texture: it’s not a smooth or flat surface. We couldn’t cut out this tree using a piece of construction paper like we did when we were young and do it justice. If we tried, we would miss the real composition: the balance of delicate beauty with a rough and seemingly flawed outer covering.


Getting up and walking closer, you find there’s so much more texture than you feel you’re able to capture with merely pencil and paper, so many more layers and activity and seemingly imperfect or boorish qualities in its appearance. But reaching out and placing your hand upon those imperfections, you realize they show uniqueness, not ugliness. That texture shows character.


That is what it means to “paint what you see, not what you know.” See the cracks and breaks. See the rings of growth. Notice the different colors and shapes, how branches intersect and offshoot. This is us, and this is how we need to view our life written by God, our Creator.


Look at your life as one of creativity and originality, acknowledging that there will be offshoots and redirections. There will be blemishes in our base that have healed over so we can continue growing. With roots growing deeper and deeper like a tree, our depth far exceeds our height and breadth.


Sometimes we are broken so we may be bound up. Realizing our scars can have more purpose than simply as reminders of past pain, our messes become our message. As I spent time praying that God would continue to give me new eyes to see Him as I pondered my future, I began seeing things come together as unrelated passions linked arm in arm, because His hand connected the dots.


Offshoots and redirections are part of my story because as He continued filling in the blanks, I realized those hard or confusing times were also what gave me strength. Everything was with purpose.


“Give in to God, come to terms with him and everything will turn out just fine. Let him tell you what to do; take his words to heart. Come back to God Almighty and he’ll rebuild your life.” Job 22:21–23 MSG
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Viewing slides and videos of ancient reliefs, hieroglyphics, tomb paintings, and gold jewelry in my 8:00 a.m. History of Ancient Egypt class, I sat on the edge of my seat, scribbling down every detail into my ever-growing notebook. Sitting in the dimly lit room didn’t put me straight to sleep like most of my classmates; instead, it invigorated me. The professors I studied under brought to life paintings, sculptures, reliefs, frescos, and so much more as they recognized symbolism and shared what was happening in culture and society at the time. Lectures, slideshows, and videos opened my eyes to topics and details I had no idea I’d find so interesting. Things like why certain sculpture or painting styles were considered brazen, how the Salon de Paris controlled so much of what was recognized as art, and why only particular colors of paint were allowed to be used until Monet broke all the rules and did his own thing. I looked forward to completing a thirty-page essay on a single painting or artist and fell in love with writing as the words flowed from my heart to my fingertips with relative ease. Writing about all the behind-the-scenes aspects of art energized me—I couldn’t get enough.




Realizing our scars can have more purpose than simply as reminders of past pain, our messes become our message.





I had found my “thing,” I concluded! I would go on and get my master’s, then my doctorate. I would work as a curator in some magnificent museum in Europe, because Europe was where my heart resided. I would live an international life, sharing Jesus with the art world.


I had it all figured out.


But I misinterpreted the art that was my life’s story. What I failed to see was that just because I had found a passion did not mean God was revealing that to me so that I would dedicate my life to art.


My budding adoration of art and writing, and love of learning about cultures and history were the avenues the Lord used to open my eyes to a larger world than what I previously saw in my modest little suburban life. He asked me to follow Him on a divergent road, for a greater purpose than I once imagined.


But hindsight is always 20/20, right?


I was so excited to be doing big things for God that I ran ahead of Him. I bolted down the road like an excited puppy, bounding in and out of bushes, distracted by anything shiny. He stood patiently waiting for me to discover that I’d left Him behind, but it took me a little while to realize I had. I was having so much fun dreaming up an amazing life for Him that I forgot it’s only amazing if it’s designed by Him.
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Even those of us who wouldn’t consider ourselves to be “planners” often fall into the trap of expectations. I’d love to know who started this movement and thought it was a good idea to have a five-year plan and a ten-year plan. Don’t get me wrong, I completely understand that we have an obligation as adults to be organized, to be prepared, and to think ahead. We’re to be responsible, after all …


But when did we get too busy planning our lives that we planned God right out of it all?


First Chronicles 22 tells the story of King David wanting to build a temple for the ark of the covenant. Looking around at his luxurious palace, it bothered him that his house was built of beautiful cedar, and yet God’s house was a simple tent.


The disparity distressed him.


His plan was a noble one of designing, crafting, and building.


There was nothing wrong with David’s plan. Like mine, it was a good plan. He wanted to give God a beautiful house. I wanted to reach individuals in the art world for Him.


But there was a problem with both arrangements: neither of us asked our Father what He wanted. What His thought was in the matter. Both David and I neglected to bring our excitement before Him first.


Our Father in heaven actually has a plan for each of us! Think on that statement for a moment. Christ placed us on this earth for a very specific purpose. Esther’s uncle encouraged her in that very thing: “And who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as this?” (Esther 4:14 NIV).


Esther, though very special, isn’t completely unique. She’s not the only one who was born at a precise time in history for a particular reason. You are too. And so am I. Take that concept in for a moment and sit up a little straighter after you’ve let it sink in. Walk a little taller. Let it put a skip into your step.




But when did we get too busy planning our lives that we planned God right out of it all?





The God of the universe created you to live within this time in history because it is now that He has a perfect purpose for you.


I can hardly wrap my mind around that, can you?


Jeremiah 29:11 (NIV) says, “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’”


I’d heard that passage a million times. In high school I probably had it written in my notebook, surrounded by multicolored hearts and stars, and scribbled a bubbly lettered “Yes!” next to it in the margin of my Bible.


But just because you get something doesn’t mean you really, truly get it.


God had some work to do until this verse actually sank in.




CHAPTER 3
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An Impact That Outlives Myself
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When I stand before God at the end of my life, I would hope that I would not have a single bit of talent left, and could say, “I used everything You gave me.”


ERMA BOMBECK





As college graduation grew closer and closer, I began contemplating where I wanted to continue my studies in art history, working toward my master’s and eventually my doctorate. The streets of the Queen Anne neighborhood near where I lived became my place of peace and rest. I parked my car blocks away from my favorite spots to sit and read my Bible so I could wander through the beautiful old streets and enjoy God’s goodness and the beauty of all He created.


I walked, prayed, dreamed, and wondered what my future would hold.


Looking back, it was such a sweet and simple time of growth. This probably sounds silly, but I’d often slide into my favorite little black dress, reminiscent of something Audrey Hepburn would wear, don my equally Audrey-esque shades, grab my Discman (please tell me you remember what that is!) with a Billie Holiday or Frank Sinatra CD inside, and be on my way.


This was how I’d spend several days a week, quietly playing my theme music because my heart was blooming and falling deeper in love with Christ, and this was my way of folding into it. This was my way of worshipping Him as I realized for the first time that worship could take many forms and needn’t be boxed into simply sitting in a church pew on Sunday morning while singing hymns and choruses. This was how I embraced our time in stillness and conversation together, entwining myself in His beauty and creativity through the sights, smells, and sounds He created. Walking in the drizzling rain most days (welcome to the Northwest), coffee in hand, bag heavy with the weight of my Bible and prayer journal on my shoulder, and a light heart knowing God had big things in store for my little life.
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