
[image: Image Missing]



About the Author


Krish Kandiah is Founder and Director of the adoption and fostering charity Home for Good and an Ambassador for the relief charity Tearfund. He is in demand as a speaker, consultant and social entrepreneur. He lives with his wife and seven children, including fostered and adopted children, in Oxfordshire, UK.




ALSO BY KRISH KANDIAH


HOME FOR GOOD


PARADOXOLOGY


GOD IS STRANGER


FAITHEISM




THE GREATEST SECRET


How Being God’s Adopted Children Changes Everything


Krish Kandiah


 


 


 


 


[image: Image Missing]




To my adopted daughter




Introduction


How I lost my love for God – and the unlikely way I found it again


There are some secrets I am going to share with you – things I have only ever told a close circle of intimate friends and family. I will change some names, times and details to protect the innocent – and the guilty – because this story is ultimately not about them, or even about me, but about all of us. I begin with myself not because I seek your sympathy or because my experi-ence is unique or in any sense worse than anyone else’s. Actually, it is quite the opposite. I think more of us struggle to love God than we might realise, or be willing to admit.


I was perhaps an unlikely candidate to lose love for God. First of all, I was an ‘active’ Christian; I had been a missionary, a youth worker and a pastor before working as a theologian and church planter. I had shelves full of Christian books (some of which I had even written) and many Christian friends on my contact list (I had even had the privilege of bringing one or two of them to faith). I was happily married with three beautiful children who, at four, five and six years old, were still full of wonder at the world, still full of respect for their father and still nearly always in bed by 7.30 p.m. On top of that, I had landed a dream job at a prestigious university, which came with a rather wonderful house in a highly desirable postcode.


Despite all of this, suddenly, over the course of a year, I became engulfed by a darkness I could not escape from. I had never experienced a mental health problem at any prior point in my life, but the blackness of those days was so deep that I found myself, on a number of occasions, considering whether ending my life would be a mercy to the rest of the family. I lost my appetite and struggled to get to sleep at night. I woke up many mornings with numb hands having clenched my fists so tightly in my sleep that I had cut off the circulation to my fingers.


Spiritually, emotionally, mentally and physically … I was a mess.


A number of things had crept up on me to contribute to this low point in my life. The main one was that the dream job I had landed – the one for which I had uprooted my young family – turned out to be, in fact, the stuff of nightmares. Perhaps I should have seen the warning signs earlier. When my boss started slamming the phone down on me. When my colleagues began lawyering up. When false allegations were made against other staff members. When I walked past a noticeboard and saw my own job being advertised. When I was press-ganged into signing disclaimers against taking legal action against my employer. By the time I realised how serious all this was, I felt acutely aware that if I lost my job, my family would be made – temporarily at least – homeless. But I also knew that if I stuck with the job, the toxic and hostile environment would damage me, my mental health and my family irrevocably. Perhaps you know something about feeling trapped, disempowered, disregarded, intimidated. It eats away at your spirit. It tortures your soul. It changes you.


This was not my first experience of being bullied. When I was a child, I was relentlessly hounded because of the colour of my skin. At that time I found that God’s unshakeable love for me, the support of my church family and the encouragement of the Holy Spirit gave me the backbone I needed to walk tall no matter how much spit and spite erupted from the mouths of my fellow comprehensive schoolboys. Nor was it the first time I had been threatened with losing my job and my home. As a young married couple, my wife and I had once found ourselves working in a city where constant deafening machine-gun fire rattled our windows and caused us to sleep fully clothed on the floor under a table, a bag packed in case of the need for sudden evacuation. At that time the words of the Psalms gave me hope, and the Holy Spirit came close, giving me peace to trust God, my shield and refuge.


So what was different this time? There were no bullets flying. There were no fists raised to my face. I had friends. I had my wonderful, wondering children around me. In hindsight, I almost lost my mind and my faith because the root of the evil appeared to come from Christians. They were part of the religious establishment. They were well-known speakers who one moment could tell moving stories from the stage about the grace of God and the next, stab colleagues in the back with disparaging remarks, vicious threats and lawsuits. Some went to the same church as me and sang praise to God in the same room. We ate together the bread that symbolised the death of Christ for all of us, drinking from the same cup that represented Jesus’ spilt blood. The next day at work they couldn’t even look me in the eye. This behaviour of other Christians felt like it was robbing me of the resources to be able to cope. My faith and my family in faith had always been my rock. Now those foundations were being eroded, undermined by the actions of those who claimed to know – and, worse, teach – about God. My safe place, my source of strength had been compromised.


In the middle of that year my mother called me and asked me to go with her to an appointment with an oncologist. The news was not great. She had stage 4 ovarian cancer and there was very little they could do to treat it. I remember getting home, locking myself in the bathroom and sitting on the edge of the bath feeling upset that my mother had chosen such an inconvenient time to begin to die. I didn’t know how I was going to cope, nor how I could be a good father and husband while this was going on. And then I remember being hit by my utter selfishness in being more concerned about how this was going to affect me than about how my mother would cope.


I had a degree in medicinal chemistry, but I couldn’t stop the cancer. Instead, I clung to a small tin of aromatherapy balm that promised to help me sleep. I had a PhD in theology, but I couldn’t find any sense in what God was trying to teach me. Instead, I stumbled across occasional solace in the bedtime Bible stories I read to my young children. I had years of experience of being a pastor, but all my tried and trusted methods of helping people persevere and hold on to faith in difficult circumstances now seemed pathetic. I found it very difficult even to think about God, let alone love him.


I was too weak to face up effectively to the bullying at work, and I was too weak to be able to trust God. I was too weak to support my family and I was too weak to help my mother. I felt a failure.


I meet many people in these sorts of rock-bottom places. Bad things have happened to them, and the very people who could be helping them up out of the pit seem to be pushing them back down again. When we are in that position, there seems to be no hope. We begin to believe that God has abandoned us. Our faith weighs us down instead of buoying us up through the storms.


I am writing this book more than ten years after that dreadful time in my life. I couldn’t see it at the time, but God had not abandoned me. It’s just that he wasn’t quite where I expected him to be, and he wasn’t doing quite what I expected him to do. God is like that. He is higher, greater, more mysterious than we sometimes like to think. ‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ he says in Jeremiah 29:11. He knows the plans and we don’t. He has plans to give us hope and a way forward, even when we are feeling hopeless and directionless.


God’s plan for me was a most unlikely plan, seeded years, maybe generations, earlier. My wife and I had both grown up hearing first-hand stories of orphanages around the world. Both our mothers, for very different reasons, had found themselves living in homes for vulnerable children. And so it had seemed entirely natural for us when we got married and had children of our own to offer our home and family as a safe place for children in need to be loved and cared for. The process to become foster and adoptive parents got off to a terrible start when we failed the initial telephone screening. Our deficiency? Not enough bedrooms in our otherwise sizeable West London home. So that was the end of our fostering and adoption journey. Until, that is, a job came up at a prestigious university with a rather wonderful house thrown in for good measure. Suddenly we sailed through the thorough home assessment, background checks and intense panel interrogation and, before we knew it, we were caring for a beautiful newborn baby girl.


Over the next twelve months, as both my situation at work and my mum’s health deteriorated, this little girl grew and thrived. When I couldn’t sleep at night, her presence provided a little company. When I was drowning in my sadness, her infectious giggle was a lifeline of brightness. When I couldn’t pray, I pushed a buggy round the block and spoon-fed pureed fruit into an appreciative, hungry, toothless mouth, and at least one of us was gently nourished and nurtured.


And then came 11 September. This was the date we went to court to adopt that little girl formally into our family. It is, of course, a date that brings to mind the worst atrocities humankind can wreak against itself. But for me that date will always signify one of the highlights of my life. Perhaps it shines even brighter because of the darkness that surrounded it, the darkness of terrorism wherever and whenever it occurs. The darkness of a world full of cancer, and mental health crises, and children removed by law from parents who had not been protected themselves when they were young. The darkness of a world where workplace bullying is allowed to continue unchecked.


I never did rediscover my previous relationship with God. I say that because I encountered a whole new relationship with him. My family had grown from five to six and then to seven as we fostered another little boy. We had moved house and job and community again, not knowing what the future would hold. There were a lot of strange connections and new relationships unfolding. I always knew that God was my father, and that I was his child, but after 11 September my developing relationship with my adopted daughter opened my eyes to the truth that God was my adoptive father, and I was his adopted child.


That changed everything.


Imagine you were to attend a family get-together today – perhaps a birthday party or an anniversary. The sort of event where your distant relatives appear – the relations you usually forget you have. The sort of event with lots of food and little expectation, and children running around the crowded rooms. These are the events that end with the leftovers being boxed up for guests to take home and people saying they ought to do this more often. Imagine, at this get-together, that an elderly aunt drinks a little too much champagne and, while she’s telling all the old familiar stories, she lets slip a family secret and utters the party-stopping words: ‘Didn’t you know, dear? You’re adopted!’


This has actually happened to friends of mine. When they try to explain what it feels like to hear those words, they liken it to experiencing an earthquake, as though the firm ground beneath their feet had given way. You lose your balance and are sent into mental and emotional freefall. In a heartbeat, those you thought were your family feel like strangers, and strangers are somehow family. The cracks come to the surface and you begin to see or imagine the cover-ups, the conspiracies, the lies. You wonder who you are, where you have come from, and what you are going to do with yourself now. Adoption changes everything.


My daughter will never have that earthquake moment because she has always known she was adopted. That does not mean she will not struggle with seismic issues of identity and belonging, but it does mean she is piecing together her life story with the knowledge that she was once loved and lost, but also loved and found. She was chosen and welcomed unconditionally despite the mysteries of turmoil in her biological ancestry, and regardless of what the future may hold. She both blends in and stands out in her adoptive family. Whether she is learning to sing, or giving blood, or sitting exams, or brushing her hair, she is growing up with an awareness that adoption and its aftershocks somehow impact everything.


When we adopted her, I felt something of the ground-shattering force of suddenly realising my own identity as an adopted child of God and how this affects every aspect of my life and faith. Over time this realisation has substantially shifted the way I view myself, and the way I view people around me. It has made me question what I really know of God. It has exposed some of the cover-ups, conspiracies and lies regarding my faith to which I had previously been blind. It has also revealed some of the untold treasures and mysteries of the gospel that I may otherwise never have discovered.


I wrote this book for two reasons. First, because I meet many people who have similar secrets to me. People who struggle to find God and to love him. Perhaps this struggle is because of difficulties at work or with health or church. Perhaps it is because of the terrible things we see on the news or hear about in our own communities. Perhaps it is because we sense that there is some sort of cover-up going on when it comes to faith. Perhaps it is for totally different reasons. From my experience and from talking to others it seems that many more of us struggle to grasp God’s love than we might expect. There are swathes of us who find ourselves feeling that we don’t quite fit in, wondering if we have lost out when it comes to faith, to life. I wonder if God wants you to know that you are his adopted child? Exploring some of the implications of this truth could change everything.


I also wrote this book for my daughter and for those like her, forging a way through complex family dynamics, wondering how faith fits into all that. As she approaches her teenage years, I know that for many adopted children this time can be particularly challenging as they grapple with huge questions about their identity and their parentage and with how to make sense of the story of their lives. Whatever happens, I want her to know that she is mine. I will not give up on her. I will not be going anywhere. I love her fiercely. I wonder if God wants you to know a Father like this – perfectly like this? Many of us experience the anxiety of not being sure if we are really good enough, or if we really belong somewhere, or if we are truly loved, or if we can really trust anyone. Many of us struggle to make sense of our life stories – we have unexplained or unresolved episodes in our lives that we long to piece together. Understanding that God is our adoptive Father could begin to change everything.


Adoption has been a dirty secret in the Church for too long. There have, indeed, been cover-ups perpetuated to avoid talking about it. Our pastors and youth leaders have much preferred to preach and talk about forgiveness or rescue, about freedom and redemption, without noticing that without the missing ingredient of adoption even these amazing truths are impoverished. The theme of adoption is neglected in our pulpits, our songs, our programmes and our gospel, even though it is present throughout our Bibles, from Job to Jesus, from Moses to Paul, from the prophets to the epistles. Failing to reflect on or to celebrate our adoption skews our faith, limits our relationship with God and undermines our sense of identity, purpose and confidence. The good news is that everything can change. Instead of a flawed sub-biblical understanding of Christianity, the Spirit of adoption wants to seismically recast the way we understand faith, read Scripture, practise discipleship and experience God’s love.


It wasn’t my PhD in theology that helped me unlock new depths to my relationship with the God who adopted me, nor was it my role in the divinity faculty at a prestigious university. It was a baby girl who appeared in my life at just the right time. Sometimes, I think she saved my life. I wonder if she can save yours too?




Chapter 1


The secret that changes everything about everything


A claim hidden in plain sight – and a clue to the meaning of life, the universe and everything.


In an uncharacteristic, quavering voice she whispered, ‘May I have a word?’ The hairdresser had just finished and Jazbinda was adeptly applying her make-up while everyone kept telling her she looked radiant in her wedding dress. But her mother couldn’t keep eye contact while she murmured: ‘I thought you should know, you know, before …’ As she walked down the aisle, Jazbinda’s legs felt like they would buckle beneath her. When the priest asked her if she, ‘Jazbinda Shah’, would take Brian Jones to be her husband, she didn’t know how to answer, because she didn’t know who she was any more. As she paused, everyone in the chapel held their breath.


Bill had been tasked with clearing out the attic. His mother’s house needed to be emptied quickly so it could be sold to pay for her care. It was so hard watching her health deteriorate, watching strangers nurse the one who had nursed him, watching the family home slowly declutter and de-personalise. As he moved one box after another, he noticed a half-open envelope with a picture inside he had never seen before. It was him as a toddler, in the arms of a woman of whom he had no recollection. On the back of the photo was his birthdate, but next to a different name. That was the day his world changed.


A dirty secret


Adoption has, for many generations, been a dirty secret, something of which to be ashamed, to be sealed in an envelope, to be boxed in the attic with the dust. It is a word best whispered, if spoken at all. Adoption became, at some point in history, synonymous with failure. Didn’t it seem to shout infertility or impotence or illicit relations? Didn’t it declare to the world that the adults involved were somehow defective, without the physical capacity to produce offspring and forced to accept someone else’s cast-off children? While other people could get pregnant by accident and far too often, it seemed, why, despite their most determined efforts, couldn’t certain couples get things to happen and why was it them who had to resort to plan B, the booby-prize option of adoption? Didn’t an adoption journey go hand in hand with pain, disappointment, shame and feelings of inadequacy and failure? Didn’t it undermine a sense of identity, a sense of masculinity or femininity? Didn’t it underline an incompetency to parent? The shadow fell across the children, too. Were they deficient, unwanted kids of birth parents, and plan-B kids of adoptive parents? Talking about adoption only brought these heartaches and questions to the surface, and so it was best to hide it, bury it, silence it. Adoption became the dirty secret that was only revealed by accident or in an emergency.


Adoption, the act of legally taking in a child to raise as your own, never needs to incur or imply such feelings of shame and failure. In fact, films present it in a whole different angle. According to Hollywood, children who come from foster homes can be superheroes saving the world from evil beings such as Voldemort, Darth Vader, Lord Sauron or Dr No. Those adopting such children can be well-respected heroes like Jean Valjean in Les Misérables as well as well-meaning villains like Despicable Me’s Felonius Gru, or Batman.1


But while adoption has been celebrated in fiction and science fiction, it has too often continued to be a dirty secret in real life. Somehow this negative misperception of adoption seems to have infected the Christian faith too, causing generations to have neglected the Bible’s teaching on the subject. It has become what some might call a Cinderella subject. Just like the unwanted stepdaughter in the fairy tale, the doctrine of adoption was deemed to be an embarrassment, locked away from the public eye, not given the attention or honour it deserved, and definitely not permitted to come to the ball. It didn’t get invited to the worship parties or the conference main stage. Instead it was banished to the cellar. Perhaps it would be let out when all the endless chores were done.


We know how the story ends. The silenced and forgotten one, downtrodden, unacknowledged and unappreciated, turns out to be more precious and beautiful than anyone could have imagined. Once she is discovered and given her rightful place, due honour is bestowed on her. The whole kingdom celebrates.


A Cinderella revolution


It’s time for a Cinderella revolution. The one who is neglected needs to be celebrated. The one who is forgotten needs to be remembered. The one who is suppressed needs to be liberated. It’s time for a seismic reversal. We need to pull the doctrine of adoption out of the dust and ashes and display it with all the glory it deserves. And guess what? The shoe fits. We don’t have to cut our gospel down or squeeze it awkwardly out of shape to accommodate this strange new doctrine. Quite the opposite – it fits together perfectly with our faith because it was always meant to. Everything we value most about life, faith and the universe makes better sense when we understand God’s adoption of us. It does not have to be a dirty secret. It is the key to unlocking untold riches, joys and treasures of the Christian faith.


Perhaps you think that sounds slightly ambitious, dramatic, overblown. Maybe it reminds you of one of the many books that over-promise and under-deliver – the get-rich-quick book, the transform-your-prayer-life book, the everything-you-need-to-know-about-decision-making book, the ultimate-diet bible. I should know as I have read most of them (although I decided not to read the decision-making one). They offer so much, but ultimately fail to deliver. I never want to write a book like that. But here I am saying that understanding our adoption may just be the secret to everything – our true identity, our prayer life, our church life, our family life, our hopes and dreams, our history and our future, the meaning of the universe. I can only make such fantastic claims because this secret has been fully accessible for two millennia. It is written in clear and unmistakable language in the world’s best-selling book, in one of its most influential sections in one of its most beloved chapters: Romans, chapter 8.
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