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Thanks to Marilyn,
for the New Year’s Eve Edna Mode pep talk,
and to Tarisa and Willa,
for vital first reader feedback.


And to my husband, ,
who, in the months when I was writing this,
when I would anxiously wring my hands and say,
“I need to get a job,”
would calmly say, “You have one.”
Thank you.




Lord, help us to live a life of speaking what’s true.
Thank you that our brokenness
is a greater bridge to other people
than pretending to be whole ever is.


SHEILA WALSH





INTRODUCTION


Growing up, I always thought that money spent on someone else’s words was worth more than food, clothes, or even a new BB gun. Reading and breathing seemed about the same in importance, with only one filled with ideas and new experiences. And I really wanted to go places besides the hayloft.


Now, decades later, I find I haven’t really gone as far geographically as I thought I would. But my words are on these pages, someone made them look really professional, and they will soon be in the hands of others. I did not expect this in any daydream.


This book came as a result of five very difficult years, including four funerals, all suicides. It made me desperate to not let one opportunity pass to show others their unique strength and beauty. To reflect the value and love God has for us, even as we are frantically kneeling in front of our own self-destruction.


I see that in myself. And in writing this, I was reminded, and could see more clearly, the love relationship He pursues with me. With you. So thank you.


Who we are, including all of our ugly backstory, is a one-of-a-kind message of His transformation waiting to be told.





ACCEPTED


O LORD, you have searched me [thoroughly]
and have known me. . . .
You understand my thought from afar.


PSALM 139:1–2 AMP


I was at college in Chicago when I received a letter from my mother that mentioned my sister had prayed with a friend to receive Jesus. I was glad to hear it, but as I walked down La Salle Street on my way to work, comparison reared its ugly head: I have never prayed with one of my friends. Here I am, going to Bible college. I felt like a hypocrite. A failure, even.


My sister and I always have been more different than alike. I’ve had six inches and fifty pounds on her since birth, practically. She is social, I am not. She went through a Pat Benatar stage, I liked Bing Crosby. (I remember this only because of the Bing Crosby’s Greatest Hits album that she bought for me in high school. I think she bought me that album because I did not want to change the radio station in the car when Bing came on. Did I like the song just because she didn’t? A strong possibility.)


But our differences didn’t matter. Did Jesus say, “Go ye extroverts into all the world . . .”? No.


When I reached the door of the drug rehabilitation center where I worked, I stood and held the door open for Regina, one of our clients, who was coming down the sidewalk with her shopping cart.


She stopped halfway through the door and looked at me. “Are you a Christian?” she asked quietly.


I was surprised, but even more so by her reply when I said yes.


“I can feel the love of God coming from you.” She looked at me intently for a few seconds, then continued in.


Something that I had known in my head moved to my heart: God saw me. He used a homeless woman like an angelic messenger in the exact moment of my self-accusation to tell me I was accepted, loved, and could be used by Him.




Father, thank You for the priceless timing of Your message of value to me all those years ago.
Thank You for never comparing Your daughters or wanting us to be more like one another.
Thank You for my sister’s strengths, thank You for mine, and thank You so much for the tender way You care for each of us.








GRACE-GIVERS, TRUTH-TELLERS, STANDARD-BEARERS


Let His banner over me be love.


SONG OF SONGS 2:4 NIV


When I was in high school, I asked a teacher if he would fill out a college reference form for me. He did, and gave it back to me to mail. He said very positive things, one that I remember still: Jill can do anything she puts her mind to. I was humbled and amazed that he saw that in me. Many times in the years that followed, I thought about that. Sometimes not believing, but never knocking it down. I came back to it often.


Our words have the power to breathe truth into others. They can be a lasting gift, a mirror, reflecting what someone has lost sight of in themselves, or maybe has never seen at all.


When the Israelites were walking through the wilderness to their land of promise, they carried banners that identified each tribe. After centuries of slavery, it served, among other things, as a visual reminder of who they were: God’s chosen. God had made that clear to their forefather:


Your name is Jacob, but you will no longer be called Jacob; your name will be Israel. . . . A nation and a community of nations will come from you, and kings will be among your descendants. The land I gave to Abraham and Isaac I also give to you, and I will give this land to your descendants after you (Genesis 35:10–12 NIV).


The banners proclaimed the truth of their identity, the names of the tribes, Jacob’s twelve sons, as they journeyed toward their promised land.


Armies at the time also used banners, which identified rallying points before battle. The Bible gives us a rare glimpse of the important position of those who held up the banners, also called standards. Isaiah 10:18 says when the standard-bearer faints, the nation’s glory fades away (KJV). The identity and rallying points are gone.


I want to be that standard-bearer. As those around me battle for victory day after day, I want my words to brand them with truth about who God says they are: people who are loved by Him, honored by Him. I want to marshal them to the purpose God has written in their names, to the identity planned before they were born.


Let’s hold high a banner of love by revealing the beauty of people, by speaking kind and encouraging words to them, always keep those words of truth in plain sight. That banner of truth may be the very thing that keeps them going.




Father, thank You for the power of our words over others.
Help us to speak truth about the incredible love You have for them.








PURSUED


The Son of Man has come to seek
and to save that which was lost.


LUKE 19:10 NASB


We all make bad decisions at times. But even in the midst of wrong choices, God says, “I’m not leaving you. You’re mine” (1 Samuel 12:20–22, paraphrase). It was a life-changing surprise to me, during a time when I knew I was experiencing God’s discipline (the painful consequences of my own actions), to feel that He was closer than ever. It was like He pulled me into His lap right in the midst of my despair to whisper His gentle acceptance and continued love.


Jesus’s acceptance of Zacchaeus was life-changing for him too.


Zacchaeus takes up a mere ten verses in just one Gospel, but his creative approach to Jesus is well remembered. He wanted to see who Jesus was, but couldn’t because of the crowd surrounding Him, so Zacchaeus ran down the path ahead of everyone and climbed a tree.


Imagine Zacchaeus’s surprise when Jesus stopped near the tree, looked up, and spoke to him by name. “Zaccheus, hurry and come down, for today I must stay at your house” (Luke 19:5 NASB).


Jesus didn’t tell Zacchaeus He might stay at his house or even that he would like to stay at his house. It appears Jesus’s time with Zacchaeus was written long before that sycamore started to grow.


Jesus interacted with people in a lot of different ways, but this is the only time we see Him inviting Himself over to someone’s house. Jesus showed a fondness for this man whose sin was so very public, and the man was more than giddy.


Zacchaeus quickly climbed down and took Jesus to his house in great excitement and joy. But the people were displeased. “He has gone to be the guest of a notorious sinner,” they grumbled.


Meanwhile, Zacchaeus stood before the Lord and said, “I will give half my wealth to the poor, Lord, and if I have cheated people on their taxes, I will give them back four times as much” (Luke 19:6–8 NLT).


Jesus doesn’t hold back in disgust at our sin. We encounter Him right there in the middle of our own way, and find Him loving us unconditionally. And we are never the same.




Jesus, thank You for Your love that pursues us, even in the pain of our own mistakes.
Thank You that a time-out away from You is never part of Your plan.








YES. WHAT ELSE?


Casting all your cares [all your anxieties, all your worries,
and all your concerns, once and for all] on Him,
for He cares about you [with deepest affection,
and watches over you very carefully].


1 PETER 5:7 AMP


A family friend of ours was a paratrooper with the 101st Airborne Division during WWII whose unit parachuted into Normandy in the dark. A few months before he died, I asked him what he thought about being called the Greatest Generation. He was quiet before he responded. “I don’t know if we were great as much as we were hearty,” he said. So both.


There are times when it doesn’t matter much what is going on inside you, you just have to push forward no matter what. Emotions can be seen as things that need to be overcome.


But for many of us, this push forward no matter what, or “buck up” mentality, is a way of life, inherited from generations of those who associate it with survival. We can mistakenly see God like that, as someone who has His foot on our backs to push us out of the plane, rather than One who picks us up and jumps with us.


There was a time when I had more anger and anxiety than I could handle. I asked God to take it from me regularly, but victory was always short-lived. One day, I just started typing furiously, describing to God in detail what I was feeling, the darkest and ugliest I had.


Instead of feeding the fire or feeling like trash, with all of it staring at me in black and white, I was surprised by the feeling that this was exactly what I should be doing. It was almost like God was coaxing me on, responding to every admission with, Yes. What else? I learned that my anger was a response to something more that God couldn’t address with me until I took the time to present it to Him in detail. I needed to walk into the details with Him before I could let it go.


In the verse above, Peter could have said, “Why are you concerning yourself with those cares? Don’t you realize how powerful God is?” Instead, he shows us the heart of God and gives us the how-to: cast all your cares on Him, for He cares about you.


If we try to just buck up and push forward, we’re denying the intimate relationship and restoration He desires for us. In His gentleness and respect for our choice, as cliché as it sounds, He will only take what we give Him.




Thank You, God, that there is not a place we can go, inside or out, where You aren’t there, waiting for us to come to You.








WHY DO YOU CALL ME GOOD?


A man ran up to Him and knelt before Him, and asked Him, “Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call Me good? No one is good except God alone.


MARK 10:17–18 NASB


For many years this response from Jesus confused me. Why in the world would He question His own goodness? It seemed like He was being a witness for His own prosecution. I could just hear the Pharisees’ courtroom-like accusations: “And wasn’t it you yourself who questioned why you were being called good because God alone is good?”


One day, I determined to be the persistent widow and continue asking until He gave me clarity. I asked for wisdom, battering again and again: “Lord, I don’t understand. Why would you question someone calling You good? You invented good. Will you give me an understanding beyond my own here? Jesus, please show me why You said this.”


I don’t know how long I was at it, repeating versions of the same request, before I understood the answer. It dropped into my mind and I praised Him for it, at the same time feeling like the last one aboard the USS Common Knowledge.


Jesus was asking a leading question. He really wanted the man to think about what he was saying and draw the conclusions himself.


Jesus continued to lead him. Instead of mentioning that whoever believes in Him has eternal life, as He had said to Nicodemus, Jesus listed six commandments—ones He knew this man had kept. And when the ruler replied, “Teacher, I have kept these from my youth up,” the Gospel of Mark records that Jesus felt love for him.


This man wasn’t attempting to prove his own goodness. He was kneeling before Jesus, sincerely seeking. Jesus’s response showed him that he’d gone as far as he could in his own efforts. “One thing you lack: go and sell all you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me.”


Jesus’s response was like a mirror, revealing the man’s own heart to himself, and he walked away grieved. Then in the following verse Jesus gave the remaining crowd an unforgettable word picture: “[I]t is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” Their astonished “Who then can be saved?” prompted the beautiful answer of a loving God to our inability: “All things are possible with God.”
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