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Praise for Nothing Is Wasted



We serve a God who never wastes anything—because everyone and everything is valuable in His eyes. Davey Blackburn is a walking, talking illustration of how God can bring light out of incredible darkness. You may not understand everything you’re going through right now, but the message behind Nothing Is Wasted will challenge you to keep putting one foot in front of the other.

—Dave Ramsey, bestselling author and nationally syndicated radio show host

Davey Blackburn’s story is one of the most heartbreaking, yet faith-building, stories I’ve ever encountered. If you are hurting from a betrayal, grieving a loss, or struggling to overcome a deep wound, Davey’s book Nothing Is Wasted is for you.

—Craig Groeschel, pastor of Life. Church, and bestselling author

For my friend Davey Blackburn, “the valley of the shadow of death” is more than a line from a psalm. It’s a permanent part of his story. The murder of his wife, Amanda Blackburn, sent shockwaves through a local community and the community of faith. In Nothing Is Wasted, Davey tells his story—their story. But at some level, it is or will be our story. In the end, it’s a story of hope and redemption.

—Andy Stanley, pastor of Northpoint Church and bestselling author

Moving. Hope-filled. Faith-building. Scripture tells us that suffering is the refiner’s fire God purposes for the purification of our faith. Davey Blackburn is walking through that fire, and his made-like-gold faith is evident in the way he’s stewarding his story. If you’ve ever wondered what your Father’s plan is for your pain, Nothing Is Wasted will help you anchor in His promises and trust His purposes.

—Louie Giglio, pastor of Passion City Church, founder of Passion Conferences, and bestselling author

God is in the business of taking what the Enemy intends for evil and using it for His purpose and for our destiny. I am grateful for stories like Davey’s that remind us of that truth and fill us with hope no matter what unexpected challenges we face.

—Christine Caine, founder of A21 and Propel Women

Davey’s story of love and loss with his sweet wife, Amanda, is touching, devastating, and God-glorifying all at the same time. If you’re questioning the Lord in the midst of your own pain, Nothing Is Wasted will help you find healing and trust that God is good even if our circumstances aren’t.

—Lysa TerKeurst, New York Times bestselling author and president of Proverbs 31 Ministries

Every single one of us at some point will come face-to-face with circumstances we perceive to be “impossible.” In this book Davey walks us through his journey of how he found himself in that exact situation—but what seemed impossible to get through was actually transformed into a miraculous story as Jesus didn’t deliver Davey from the storm, but rather through the storm. As you read the pages that follow, you will be not only encouraged but also equipped to walk through your “impossible” circumstances, knowing with confidence that Jesus will see you through.

—Perry Noble, pastor and author of Unleash and Overwhelmed

I’ve known Davey and his family for some time. I watched him as a college student, passionate about reaching the student-athletes surrounding him. I mentored him as he and Amanda cut their teeth in ministry at NewSpring Church. I stood by them as they planted Resonate Church in Indianapolis. And I’ve walked with Davey as he’s endured the loss of his precious bride. In Nothing Is Wasted you’ll experience a story of love, calling, loss, heartache, hurt, forgiveness, and fear at a gut-wrenching level. But more importantly you’ll also experience the faith, hope, peace, resolve, strength, and courage our God is willing to give anyone walking through trial. Regardless of what situation you currently find yourself in, this book is for you—an inspiration and guide to faith in the midst of fire.

—Kevin Myers, senior pastor of 12Stone Church in Atlanta and author of Home Run

Davey Blackburn is a courageous person of faith who has found strength from God in the midst of unspeakable pain. He offers powerful encouragement for all of us in difficult seasons and points the way forward in faith and hope.

—Jud Wilhite, pastor of Central Church in Las Vegas

In Nothing Is Wasted, Davey Blackburn tells an incredible and emotional journey of overcoming. The tragedy Davey faced was unthinkable. His strength in the face of heartbreak and his unyielding faith in God will inspire and give hope to so many.

—Roma Downey, actor, producer, and president of LightWorkers Media

Few people these days are willing to be transparent in the midst of a trial. Even fewer are willing to openly explore issues as sensitive as trauma, forgiveness, and race relations. As someone who is passionate about racial reconciliation, I admire how Davey seeks to build bridges in an age where many are driving division. His journey is sure to prompt an introspective look into your own heart and bring a fresh perspective to your pain.

—Miles McPherson, pastor of The Rock Church in San Diego, motivational speaker, and former NFL football player

I remember sitting across the table from Davey when we were interviewing him for our ministry team at NewSpring Church. As I heard him talk, I knew with all confidence that God had great plans in store for him. I, of course, had no idea how that journey would unfold. No one should have to experience what Davey has. Yet, even in the face of tragedy and pain, it’s evident that God’s goodness and mercy still prevail. Be inspired by this incredible story.

—Tony Morgan, founder and lead strategist of The Unstuck Group

Davey Blackburn is a great friend and brother. His life’s journey has taken him through the valley of unimaginable tragedy to the heights of healing and hope. This book recounts every step. If you have ever questioned the purpose in the pain of life, Davey’s book Nothing Is Wasted is for you.

—Brad Cooper, pastor, NewSpring Church

When I met Davey, it was not how you’d want to meet anyone. He’s now had a little time to heal and process, but I met him right after the death of his wife. When I heard about what happened, I remember thinking about my own wife and my daughters, who were around Amanda’s age. I wondered if I would have been able to stand back up and proclaim the goodness of God after such a tragedy. Then I met Davey. I could already sense that a power greater than his own was at work. I believe in that power. I preach that power, but I’ve never had to rely on it like this. Nothing Is Wasted is a book that you should read for yourself and then pass on to people in your life who question their faith for whatever reason. While an educational degree might give you some credibility when it comes to explaining God, nothing comes close to having a story of your own. Davey has a story, and if he can say God is good—then God is good!

—Dr. Tim Harlow, senior pastor, Parkview Christian Church in Orland Park, Illinois, and author of What Made Jesus Mad?

I hate clichés. Even more, I hate psychobabble. Let me assure you that Nothing Is Wasted is neither. It is gut-wrenching truth that testifies to the fact that our God is very near, very involved, really does care, and works both upstream and downstream. This book reassures us that this is true when you can see it and when you can neither see it, feel it, nor sense it in the moment of utter despair and pain. This story is a testimony of hope and goodness in the darkest of times. It’s the real deal! How can I say that? Because I personally took professional care of Davey shortly after this tragedy. Nothing Is Wasted is a must-read for anyone who wants to live well in spite of…

—Dr. John M. Walker, president and chief psychologist, Blessing Ranch Ministries

I honestly wasn’t prepared for the emotional journey that this book took me on. God used every excruciating detail and impeccably timed revelation to remind me that His plan for our lives is far beyond our understanding. And although the events that happened in Davey’s life were tragic, this book does so much more than recount a tragedy. Davey’s unflinching and vulnerable telling of his journey serves as a road map to restoration and to God’s provision for all of us. I believe that for all the pain that was endured, there is infinite wisdom and blessing for any and all who come across this story. It will most certainly leave you encouraged and determined to trust Him through any valley you might find yourself in.

—Bear Rinehart, songwriter and lead singer of NEEDTOBREATHE

It is unimaginable to me the horror that Davey Blackburn and his family had to face as told in this book. Even harder to understand may be a faith so unshakable that it could lead them to such a powerful lesson about trusting God. If the difficulties you are going through have convinced you the only fruit of those hard times is sadness, read this. Now.

—Walt Aldridge, songwriter and coauthor of I Loved Her First

I’ve never met Davey Blackburn. He and I are connected only by my prior knowledge of his story, and his appreciation of a wedding song I wrote years ago. But when his editor gave me a copy of this book, she could not have known the bitterness I have been grappling with this past year. Though nowhere near the degree of loss Davey suffered, I felt the bond of understanding and encouragement from a fellow life traveler. This book is a journey through the joy of things beginning, the maddening pain of things ending, and the courage of life continuing. It is both heartbreaking and heart-lifting, and so becomes a confidently centered message of hope to anyone struggling with great loss.

—Elliott Park, songwriter and coauthor of I Loved Her First
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For Amanda Grace

You taught me to love, to lead, and to leave a beautiful legacy.

Thank you for running hard after Jesus and loving Weston and me so well in the process.

With all my heart…






FOREWORD

IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, BISON were slaughtered across North America almost to the point of extinction. The worst and most appalling killings occurred when rail companies allowed paying customers to shoot buffalo from the windows of moving trains for fun, mowing them down by the thousands. It is appalling to think of the corpses of these magnificent beasts that once roamed the prairies and plains left behind to rot on the ground so senselessly.

Juxtaposed to this is the approach of the Native Americans who also killed the buffalo, but they did so not for fun, but for a purpose. They killed only enough to feed their families; and out of sincere respect for the life they’d taken, they left nothing behind after the hunt. In addition to the meat and hides they procured, they also made leather strings for their bows, glue out of the hooves, and even used dried dung for fires. Blood was still shed and the buffalo was still dead, but it was all for a purpose.

My first encounter with Davey and Amanda Blackburn was while they were heading to Chicago on a train and I was on the other side of the country. As the Blackburns shared iPhone headphones, split between their ears the way Lady and the Tramp shared pasta, they listened to me speak about my own journey and discovered that where His children and suffering are concerned, God has the mindset of a Native American hunter—nothing is wasted. Davey had earlier listened to this message alone and had decided to bring the Through the Eyes of a Lion podcast on this day trip to share with his wife. Like bison hide, hair, and hooves being harvested and put to use, God skillfully took a great pain my family had walked through and turned it into something beautiful and helpful as He prepared Davey and Amanda for the days to come.

I found out about their day on the train as one hears most things these days, on social media. Thanks, Twitter. Learning about the Blackburns and our connection made my heart soar and sink at the same time. In the days and months following Amanda’s murder, I joined countless others who stand in awe, watching courage be personified and Jesus be glorified again and again through Davey’s boldness and honesty in response to unfathomable pain. He has taken a principle I believe in and have found instrumental in handling suffering—running toward the roar—and has lived it out to an unimaginable degree.

It makes me tremble with anticipation knowing that the book you hold in your hands is destined for the same glorious purpose as the podcast they listened to that day on the train. No matter what the future holds for you, God wants to use the precious words on these pages to help you train for the trial you are not yet in. What God has entrusted to my friend Davey is sure to buoy your heart and tether it to a heavenly anchor that will keep you steadfast and immovable no matter what life sends your way.

Levi Lusko

Whitefish, Montana






INTRODUCTION

I’VE ALWAYS WANTED TO WRITE a book. Books have had a profound impact on my spiritual and intellectual formation throughout my childhood and on into my adulthood. My dad is a pastor, and while I grew up, my mom and dad would bring me along to all of their get-togethers, board meetings, and Sunday service rehearsals. My mom, always concerned with my early development, would stick a book in my hands rather than a Game Boy. I learned how to tune out the hum of adult conversation and put myself in the plot of whatever happened to be in front of my eyes at the time—The Hardy Boys, The Chronicles of Narnia, Little House on the Prairie.

I always wanted to write a book. But this is the book I never wanted to write. Nor could I have ever fathomed I would have to write. No one imagines stepping into a story like this.

In my mind, my story would read a bit differently. Tenacious twenty-five-year-old maverick moves to Indianapolis with his wife to start a church. After a few years their church explodes to a membership of a few thousand people. Leaders everywhere clamor to find out how they did it. Read the tale, discover the secret sauce, and hear lessons learned along the way as they took this little group of four people and willed it into a movement that turned a city upside down.

At least that’s how I dreamed it would go. I thought God would use my talent and tenacity to grow something that would influence the world. And then I’d write about it. But what I’m discovering is that God usually generates more impact from your brokenness than from your talent (I talk more about this later, so I’m getting ahead of myself).

Immediately after Amanda was killed, some very influential people reached out to care for me, encourage me, and walk with me. One of those influential people was Bob Goff, the author of Love Does. One evening in December after Amanda passed, Bob invited me to an event he was speaking at in Chicago. I made the three-hour drive up from Indy, and we shared a plate of sushi before his gig. I was on the verge of tears the entire dinner as this author—who has impacted hundreds of thousands, if not millions—took a couple of hours to love on me individually and personally.

At the end of our dinner, Bob gave me one of the best pieces of advice I could have ever received as a writer. He said, “Davey, you need to be writing down everything you’re feeling right now. You’re going to have the opportunity to help a lot of people, but before you can help them, you have to connect with them. There are a lot of hurting people in this world, and they need to know what you’re feeling and how you’re processing through your pain.”

A couple of months later Bob invited me to fly out to Anaheim, California, to hang out with him and a couple hundred other folks for one of his “Living Room” events. One night during that week, he invited all eight of the event presenters and musicians to join him at Club 33, one of the most exclusive cigar clubs in the entire world located in the middle of Disneyland.

I sat on a couch socializing with a few of the presenters when from across the room a woman waltzed over and plopped down on the couch across from me. I can’t remember if she introduced herself or not before she cut straight to the point. “Are you going to write a book?” she asked.

I told her I had certainly thought about it but had decided I would wait for a few years, until I was completely healed from this whole thing—whatever that means. I’ll never forget what she told me. It went something like this:

“Davey, the Lord has put His hand on this story unlike anything I’ve ever seen. People are connecting with Amanda’s life from all over the globe and clamoring to hear more. I think you should tell your story while it’s fresh and while you can portray the raw emotion of what you’re living in every day. I’d love to be of some help in the process if I could. I coach writers on how to take their project from infancy to fruition.”

A couple of months later I hired this woman, Ally Fallon, to be my writing coach. I don’t think I could have walked through this process without her. Even the idea of writing can be so daunting it paralyzes you. Most people don’t know where to begin. Ally helped me put the process into bite-size steps and craft a flow to the book that would tell the story in a way readers could engage with. After one day with her, the entire book was outlined, and we started down a road that would arguably bring more healing to me than to any one of my readers.

When I finally sat down to write Nothing Is Wasted, I knew there were things the Lord had been teaching me, new perspectives He had begun to show me. Since most pastor books I had read were of a self-help nature, I figured that’s how my book would flesh itself out as well. I assumed I would take the things I had been learning and the messages I had been preaching since losing Amanda, compile them, and that would be my book.

But when I began writing in that style, it felt sterile. It lacked depth. It almost felt as if I were telling you—the reader—how you should walk through tragedy. Like I was now the expert on it.

The reality is I’m not.

The past two years have not been about me demonstrating expertise on trudging through the valley of the shadow of death. I’m not some virtuoso on the subject. On the contrary, I’m a victim—a victim of God’s grace. He’s carried me. He’s taught me. He’s loved me. He’s walked with me. He’s healed me.

So I scrapped it. All of it. And I started over.

I sat down at my kitchen table one Friday morning and began writing out the story. In detail. Everything. Beginning with the morning I walked in to find Amanda. There were several moments when I had to get up and walk away—my heart pounding, my head swimming, my ears hot, my breathing heavy—just remembering how I felt in those moments kneeling beside my beautiful bride waiting for the paramedics, convinced this wasn’t really happening.

I finished chapter 1 that day and sent it over to Ally. I told her I didn’t know if it was appropriate to be this raw in a book and that if she didn’t think I should submit it to my publishers, I was fine with it. I told her just writing it all down had brought more healing to me than almost anything else I’d experienced since Amanda passed. I had written that chapter in a way that the reader could walk this journey with me—inside my head—discovering things as I discovered them.

To my surprise, Ally told me she loved it and she thought that publishers would too. So I kept writing.

Page by page, chapter by chapter, everything seemed to flow, like some supernatural force was taking over my fingers and doing all the typing for me. In the initial manuscript I didn’t once experience the infamous writer’s block. My mind was clear, my creativity free, and my focus crisp. And only the Lord is to get the credit for it. This project quickly turned into a labor of love, like a final love letter to my beautiful bride.

As the story laid itself out, something profound happened—I began to heal even more. The entire story slowly came into focus. Before, I saw merely bits and pieces, excerpts and clips, but now I was beginning to see this beautiful canvas, a tapestry of God’s redeeming story emerging through my tragedy.

I began to realize that I am not the author of this book. I didn’t come up with this story. God did. He’s the author. I’m merely the reporter. I’m the journalist showing you the goodness of God during the little part my family has played in His grand narrative. He’s the author and perfecter of our life and faith. As you read this book, I don’t want you to think that I’m someone special; rather, I want you to say, “Wow, God is a really good God. And if He can do that for Davey in the midst of his pain, He can do that for me in the midst of mine.”

I must warn you. What you’re about to read is very raw and transparent. I realize I’m taking a huge risk by being as vulnerable as I am here. I realize I’m opening myself up to even more scrutiny and criticism. But I also realize that many people face the same feelings I’ve felt. If even one person is moved, touched, healed, or brought closer to Jesus because of my transparency and brokenness in these pages, it’s worth all the scrutiny I may endure.

Amanda used to always joke around with me that the real litmus test on whether or not I had written a good book was if she could sit down and read it. She wasn’t much of a reader outside of her regular morning Bible reading. If she read a book all the way through, I knew it was because it had captured her heart and imagination. Oh, how I wish she could read this one. Not many people have a book written about their love story, their life, and their legacy. Amanda undoubtedly deserved it.

In the pages to follow, my prayer is—and I know Amanda’s prayer would be—that you find hope in the midst of your trial, joy in the midst of your sorrow, purpose in the midst of your pain, and a good Father in the midst of your circumstance—a Father who never wastes our pain but brings strength and new beginnings.






PART 1 WHEN TRAGEDY STRIKES







1 DREAM TO A NIGHTMARE


IT WAS SUPPOSED TO BE a normal Tuesday. My wife, Amanda, and I had spent the last four years laboring tirelessly to get a church plant off the ground in the city of Indianapolis. Preaching and pastoring people occupied Sunday mornings, meetings filled up Sunday afternoons, and follow-up appointments ranged all day on Mondays, which ended with our late-night leadership meetings. By the time Tuesdays rolled around, I looked forward to an early morning workout, getting started on the next Sunday’s message, and kicking back for a quiet evening at home with Amanda and our fifteen-month-old son, Weston.

This Tuesday I was even more excited than normal to spend time with Amanda because we had recently found out she was pregnant. She wasn’t far along yet, but Amanda was convinced the baby was a girl, and I could already envision the four of us together as a growing family. We had planned to put up Christmas decorations and continue a discussion on baby names we had started the weekend before. Amanda had mentioned the name Everette (Evie) Grace if it was a girl. After only a couple of days of mulling it over, I was already dreaming about daddy/daughter dates with little Evie.

As usual, I woke up around 4:30 a.m., spent time reading my Bible, grabbed my gym bag, and headed down to the fitness center. I left the house frustrated that I was running a little behind from what I had planned and that I hadn’t thought to pack a change of clothes so I could shower at the gym. Showering there meant I could save time by going straight to the coffee shop and drinking a cup of joe; calling my best friend, Kenneth Wagner; and getting an early start on message prep for the next Sunday. As someone who loves productivity and forward progress, I typically packed each moment of the workday full. Plus I wanted to wrap up sooner rather than later on this particular day so I could get on to a cozy and festive evening with Amanda.

Oh well, I’ll just run back home, shower after my phone call, and hop over to the nearest Starbucks.

It was 7 a.m., and I had started on my lat pull-downs and upright rows when Kenneth called.

“Hey, dude! You good to start our convo?”

“Absolutely, bro! As long as you’re okay with me finishing up my workout while we chat.”

I grinned slightly, thinking how annoying it must be for him to hear me breathing in his ear with every rep. But hey, if this was going to maximize my work time so I could get home even sooner, I would do whatever it took. Headphones in place, I began our normal Tuesday conversation.

Kenneth and I had been best friends since our time playing baseball at Southern Wesleyan University. I remember meeting him at freshmen orientation and immediately thinking of him as a brother from another mother. We soon discovered we had much in common—interests, personality, dreams, ambitions, and best of all, before we had ever met, we both answered a call to full-time ministry during the same message at the same youth conference in Charlotte, North Carolina.

He and I soon became inseparable and remained that way through college. I was there when he met Sherry, who is now his wife. I was the one who often drove him around as we discussed how their relationship was developing. I was there to snap pictures when he proposed to her in front of Wrigley Field in Chicago before a Cubs game. I was in their wedding. He was the first person I told about Amanda after meeting her on a blind date over fall break. During college, while Amanda was at school in Florida, Kenneth, Sherry, and I would go on what we called “Davey Dates.” These were double dates without Amanda. Often we’d call her and tell her how much we wished she were sitting with us at Starbucks in Clemson. He was my leaning post when Amanda gave me up for forty days of Lent (that’s a whole different story, which I’ll explain later). He was one of the first people I called when I proposed to Amanda, and he stood by me on our wedding day. With him alone I had shared my hopes and dreams of building a church that would turn a major metropolitan city upside down for Jesus, of growing old with Amanda, and of raising a family who made a dramatic impact in the world for God’s kingdom.



Amanda and I trusted Kenneth and Sherry unequivocally. When we first made the decision to move to Indianapolis to plant Resonate Church, they were two of the first people we asked to join us. They felt called to remain in Delaware, and we celebrated with them when they made the decision to start their own church in the heart of Dover. Kenneth and Sherry became our biggest cheerleaders through what would be, up to that point, the toughest four years of our lives.

Even from a distance, every Tuesday morning we would talk about whatever came to our minds: victories, defeats, stresses, marriage, pastoring, people pressures, church planting, financial struggles, and most recently, parenting.

That morning, after finishing up my sets in the gym, I jumped back in the car and began driving home. While I drove, Kenneth and I chatted about the amazing success and growth he was seeing at United Church, his two-month-old church plant.

I pulled back into the driveway of my house around 7:40 a.m. and paused there. Our Tuesday morning conversations had become such a routine that Amanda had asked me to finish them outside. Weston would sleep, without fail, from 8:00 p.m. to 8:00 a.m., and the 7:00 a.m. to 8:00 a.m. hour was the only time Amanda had space to herself to read her Bible, talk to Jesus, journal, and gather her thoughts for the day. On a few occasions I had barged back into the house at 7:30, only to accidentally wake Weston and interrupt her alone time.

So I paced in the driveway, talking on the phone, waiting for the time when I knew it would be safe to go inside. From the little window of the front door I could see the door to Weston’s room. An open door was always the indicator it was safe to enter. This occurred at 8:00 a.m. on the dot every Tuesday. But not this Tuesday. The door was still closed.

At 8:05, I peered through the window again, and Weston’s door was still shut. No problem. I would take a couple more minutes and wrap up this call.

At 8:10, still no sign to come in. At 8:15, nothing.

“Hey man, I probably better go,” I finally said to Kenneth. “I have a lot of work to do today and should get a start on it. Love ya, dude.”

I hung up the phone, opened the front door, and walked in.

Nothing could have prepared me for the scene I stepped into—or just how, exactly, my life was about to change.



You don’t realize how fast your life can be turned upside down without any notice. But in just one moment, it’s possible for everything to go from normal to tragic. And this was that moment for me.

When I stepped through the doorway, there was Amanda, my bride, my beauty, my love, lying face down next to the fireplace. My heart stopped. I froze.

“Babe? You okay?”

No response.

“Sweetheart? Amanda Grace?!”

Still nothing.

“Amanda!!?”

My headphones and car keys both fell from my hands and crashed against the floor in the entryway. I flew down the two steps that led from our doorway to the living room and straight to Amanda’s side.

Immediately, everything began moving lightning fast and in slow motion at the same time. My heart pounded, my mind began to swim. All my senses became suddenly heightened, crystal clear, and at the same time I felt like I was wading through a muddied blur.

“Jesus, no. Jesus, no. This can’t be happening!”

The words escaped my lips without my permission. I dropped to my knees beside her, noticing the pool of blood surrounding her head. I moved to turn her over. Maybe I could wake her up, I thought to myself. My mind raced to figure out what could be happening, how she could have possibly ended up here, like that. During pregnancy, she would often get lightheaded and have to sit down. Maybe a dizzy spell had overtaken her, she fell and hit her head, and I could somehow wake her from it.

But when I turned her over, I gasped. Blood covered her mouth and nose. Now on her back, breathing suddenly became an intense struggle for her. I quickly turned her back over and returned her head to the position I originally found her in. It was then I felt the blood matting the hair on the back of her head. Not knowing what to do, I just kept my hand there. I desperately scanned the room for something I could get to stop the bleeding, at the same time refusing to leave her side.

“Amanda, baby, can you hear me?! Wake up, sweetheart!”

Oh, Jesus. I shouldn’t have turned her over.

I reached for my phone, my fingers shaking. Blood now smeared over my thumb made it almost impossible to swipe the screen and unlock it. After what seemed like a hundred attempts, I finally got it open, and as quickly as I could, dialed 911.

It wasn’t until after I spoke with the 911 operator that panic began to set in. Had I made sense? Was I coherent? Did I give them the right address? Why are they not here yet? What could be taking them so long? The operator didn’t seem as urgent as this situation certainly calls for!

It was probably only a couple of minutes but it felt like an eternity. I knelt there as questions about the scene I had just entered frantically swarmed in my head. My mind began taking snapshots of what I was seeing scattered around me.

What happened here? Why are her clothes off? Did she get out of the shower and get lightheaded? Did she fall? Did the decorative wall ladder that was now on the ground fall on her? What could explain her head bleeding and the cuts on her back? Why is her wallet on the floor, and credit cards strewn all over the ground? What was she trying to purchase this early in the morning? Did something go horribly wrong with the pregnancy? Oh dear God, I’m sure we’ve lost the baby! If we can get Amanda to the hospital she’s going to be okay. She has to be okay. This kind of thing isn’t supposed to happen to us. We’re going to get through this. We have to get through this!

Then suddenly, Where’s Weston!?

In the shock of the situation I had completely forgotten about Weston! His door was still shut upstairs. He was okay, right? Almost on cue I heard the squeaking of his vintage crib and soft coos coming from upstairs. “Dah dah dah dah, oooohh.”

Of course he was okay. Why wouldn’t he be? Since the door was still closed, it didn’t appear Amanda had even made it up to his room yet. My attention quickly switched back to my beautiful bride, struggling for her life in front of me.

“You’re going to be okay, babe. Stay with me. Help is coming. Keep breathing! Stay with me!”

I remained fixed by her side listening to her labored breaths, and felt more and more helpless and alone with every passing moment. I had to call someone! The paramedics weren’t there yet, and although I was calling out to Jesus, He didn’t seem to be responding. I felt like there had to be someone who could just fix this situation for me right now! I picked up my phone, now smeared with blood, and touched my dad’s name on speed dial.

“Hey buddy.”

“Dad!” I could barely get words out of my mouth. “I need you to pray. I just found Amanda on our living room floor. She’s unconscious; I don’t know what’s wrong. Just pray. Please, Dad, pray!”

I hung up before my dad could even respond. Hearing his voice still didn’t seem to ease the helplessness and despair that was quickly enveloping me. I turned my focus back to Amanda.

Just then, I heard the faint scream of sirens from the ambulance coming up the street. I pulled my blood-soaked hand from Amanda’s head and instinctively darted for the front door that was still wide open from when I came in, back when life was still normal. When it was a normal Tuesday morning. When I was expecting to find Amanda in her normal spot on the couch, sipping her cup of coffee—Weston on her lap with his sippy cup drinking his morning milk.

Now looming questions filled my mind: What on earth is happening? Would Amanda be okay? Would we ever have a normal Tuesday again?



As I reached the street to meet the paramedics, the thought occurred to me: Should I have just left her in there? She’s all alone now! I couldn’t think straight. Nothing made sense to me anymore. I just knew she needed help, and I knew the people parking the emergency vehicle were the only ones who could.

“Please hurry! She’s breathing but it seems very labored! Hurry please!”

The EMTs couldn’t move fast enough for me. Didn’t they understand what was happening? My wife was unconscious in our house with blood all around her!

Once the EMTs finally entered the house, everything seemed to swirl around me. Lightheadedness began to set in. What did he just ask me? I can’t think right now. This can’t be real.

They very quickly got Amanda on a stretcher attached to a ventilator and lifted into the back of the ambulance.

“Which hospital do you want her to go to?” the paramedic who looked in charge asked me.

“Huh? Wha…? Hospital? I don’t care!! Just get her somewhere fast and bring her back to me!!”

I grabbed Weston and his milk and we jumped in the car to follow them. The next thing I knew, I was in a private hospital waiting room, sweating, shaking, freezing, clutching Weston, and telling him, “Everything’s going to be okay, buddy. We’re going to be okay. It’s okay.” The only thing was, I wasn’t sure I believed myself.

I’m not sure how long we sat there before investigators entered the room.

“Mr. Blackburn? We need to ask you a few questions.”

A little dazed and confused as to why policemen were there, I looked up at the two men.

“Okay, yeah. Absolutely. How is Amanda? Is she going to be okay?”

“The doctors are getting her taken care of right now.”

They proceeded with their questions, many of which made me wonder what they had to do with her and the pregnancy. I felt my mind slipping away from their inquiries to her face after I had turned her over on the living room floor. Her precious lips had been swollen and bloodied.

At that moment, my mind flashed to the first time I ever noticed her lips. We had just been set up on a blind date, spent an incredible evening together at a concert, and were now sitting at a Steak’n Shake in Grand Rapids, Michigan. I couldn’t understand why this senior in high school had me so smitten already. It was only a couple of hours into our first meeting and I was already taken by her.

Up to that point, I had almost given up on the dating scene. I was frustrated that I hadn’t met a girl who was truly and primarily passionate about Jesus. One who didn’t place her identity in who she dated, or that she was dating. One who didn’t play games. Most girls I had met seemed more in love with the idea of love rather than being grounded in God’s love and building her identity from that. I was exhausted by the girls who, out of deep-rooted insecurity, constantly asserted their presence in social settings to get guys to notice them.

Now, here was this gorgeous blond, somewhat quiet, reserved, and yet confident in who she was, sitting across from me, sipping on a strawberry milkshake. She seemed principled, sanguine, and mysterious. I couldn’t help but want to dig deeper.

“Milkshake drinking contest. Ready, Go!” I blurted out, struggling to figure out a way to get past my butterflies and have a little fun with this girl.

We began slurping from each of our shakes. Her lips closed over the straw amid a flirtatious smile. Earlier, I’d learned from a friend that Amanda had never kissed a boy. In fact, she’d made a pact with her sister, Amber, that she wouldn’t until she was engaged to be married. Those beautiful, pure lips had never been touched by anyone! She glanced up from her shake and looked into my eyes. I saw my opportunity to cheat my way to victory. I made a goofy face at her that caused her to break away from her straw and laugh, milkshake spewing from her mouth and nose.

She grabbed a napkin and wiped up her mess while I sucked down the final remnants of my shake. Winner! As I came up for air she looked at me with this huge smile and said, “That wasn’t fair… but it was cute.”

I could look at that smile for the rest of my life, I remember thinking. I believed I might be the one to put a ring on her finger and kiss those lips for the first time.



“Thank you, son. The doctors will be in to see you in a moment.” The investigator’s voice snapped me back to reality. Had I answered any of their questions? What had they even asked? I wasn’t sure.

“Um… Yeah. Absolutely. Thank you,” I said.

They left and the door closed behind them, leaving me alone again with my spinning, swirling thoughts and all my fears about what had happened to Amanda and what was going to happen with Weston and me.

Within minutes, the door opened again to three doctors, all in blue scrubs, and one donning a white lab coat. They made their way across the small room, and before they could take the open seats next to me I rose from my chair to meet them halfway.

“Doctor, how is she?! Is she going to be okay? What about the baby?”

“Mr. Blackburn.” I sensed a strange hesitation in his voice. “Can we sit, please?”

“Sure… What is it? She’s going to be okay, right?”

“Mr. Blackburn, we’ve done everything we can right now. It looks very serious. We discovered three bullet wounds in Amanda. One in her arm, a flesh wound on her back, and the last one in her head. The third bullet is still lodged behind her eye.”

My heart dropped to my stomach and my body began to shake again. I wanted to throw up. I put my hand over my mouth and felt my eyes get wide. I could feel the skin stretching on my face as I pulled my hands down. I couldn’t believe it. Bullet wounds?

“Wha…? What happened?”

“It seems there was an invasion in your home this morning and Amanda was caught in the middle of it.”

All of a sudden my mind began to recall the snapshots it had taken not an hour earlier. The credit cards. The purse emptied out over the counter. The cut on her back. The ladder that had fallen from the wall. The blood matted on her head.

“Well, she was still breathing, so she’s going to be okay, right? You can get the bullet out can’t you?” I could feel myself panicking. “You have to do something?!”

“At this point, Mr. Blackburn, we can’t do anything. We’re waiting for the swelling to go down in her brain, and unless it does, there’s nothing more we can do.”

Immediately a wave of nausea hit me, followed by a burst of confusion and helplessness. I clutched my chest with one hand, and with Weston still in my other arm, I began taking deep breaths. I suddenly felt as if the room were suffocating me, the hands of a slow tidal wave of darkness slithering up my chest and closing off my mouth from gasping for air. I felt my eyes widen, my face surged with heat, and the room began to spin. I was weightless, like my body was tumbling through space. The ceiling and the floor had no distinction, and I couldn’t decipher which way was up and which way was down. And then, what happened next, I can’t fully explain. Maybe it was shock. Maybe it was faith. It was probably some weird combination of the two. But for just a moment, the riptide of panic broke and I was just moving with the current.

I grabbed the doctor’s hand and said, “Can I pray with you, Doctor?” Everyone in the room looked up somewhat confused.

“Umm. Sure,” the one sitting next to me responded.

I could tell none of these doctors were accustomed to this. I don’t think they’d ever had a patient’s spouse grab their hands before, the way I was—so tightly it probably hurt—and force them to pray. But I didn’t care. I already knew God was doing something big. I knew that nothing happened without purpose and that God was going to use Amanda’s suffering, and ours, in a big way.

But I didn’t even know the half of it.

That’s when a memory came back to me, in a flash. It was just a few months earlier, in August, when it was still warm outside. I went on a long walk with Amanda, and we were reflecting on how well things seemed to be going at our church. We were finally seeing traction and growth. She looked at me and said, “Davey, things seem too easy right now. There’s no way this can last. I feel like we’re about to walk into a tough season soon.”

My wife was always right about these things. She had a strong sense of intuition and discernment. She was such a woman of faith, such a fighter. And as my mind returned to the doctor’s report, I was sure she was going to pull through this.

So I held that doctor’s hands like they were my lifeline, and I began praying. As I did, I pictured a revival sweeping through the halls of that hospital.

“Lord, we don’t know what to do right now,” I began. “But You’re the Great Physician. You can heal with the snap of a finger. I pray that You would begin to heal Amanda. Cause the swelling to subside. Rebuild brain matter as we speak. Give the doctors wisdom to know what to do every step of the way. I know there are people in this hospital who don’t know You. I pray that You would perform such a powerful miracle here that everyone in this hospital puts their faith in You. Sweep a revival across this hospital. We know You can do this. Amen.”

As I stood there, I leaned on my faith, convinced God was going to heal my Amanda. I had such reassurance that she was going to be okay and that we were all going to be reunited as a family. But if faith is the confidence that what we hope for will actually happen, the assurance of what we cannot see, my faith still had some growing to do. There were so many things I could not yet see.

What do we do about faith when the thing we hope for doesn’t happen? What are we supposed to do when we pray—in great faith—and God doesn’t answer the way we want Him to? Standing there in that hospital waiting room, I wasn’t asking myself any of those questions. I didn’t know I needed to. Not yet anyway.






2 OUR WEAPON AGAINST WORRY


WESTON AND I WERE ONCE again alone in the hospital waiting room. Every so often a nurse or attendant would come in and offer us a glass of water or some crackers. But I mostly just sat and shivered. My entire body was locked in shaking tension, my arms crossed to cradle my stomach. I felt outside of myself, as though I were watching the two of us from above the room. This couldn’t be happening. It was some strange dream and soon I’d wake up. My whole mind was numb except for two looming questions: Is Amanda okay? And when can I see her?

Amanda’s sister, Amber, was the first to arrive at the hospital, followed quickly by Derek and Ashley, our two best friends on staff with us at the church. The night before, Amber happened to be staying at her grandparents’ house, which was three hours closer to this hospital than where she lived. She and Amanda had spent the entire previous day together, carting all the kids—Amber’s as well as Weston—from one activity to another and enjoying time as sisters.

The two were closer than I’ve ever seen sisters be—they were the best of friends. Amber always spontaneous and winsome, riding the emotional highs and lows of life, and Amanda always grounded, methodical, and straightforward—the perfect complement to one another.

I honestly couldn’t believe it when eight years before they both agreed to a double wedding.

Gavin, my now brother-in-law, was one of my best friends in college. As fellow athletes at Southern Wesleyan University, we lived directly down the hall from each other in the same dorm. To be honest, we didn’t get the best first impressions of each other. He saw me as the loud kid who carried his guitar around everywhere to impress freshman girls. I thought of him as the guy who bought his friendships, since he had taken a couple of my buddies out for a steak dinner one Sunday night and paid for everything. But over time we realized that, for all our differences, we had a shared passion in wanting our lives to count by doing something great for Jesus. We became the best of friends.

Gavin and I would always joke that we needed to go down the road to Clemson University and meet two girls who were best friends and loved Jesus so he and I could double-date and hang out all the time. Then, toward the end of our freshman year, he rekindled a relationship with Amber—his former high school sweetheart.

At that point I gave up on the idea of Gavin and me dating close friends, until the beginning of our sophomore year when he approached me with an idea. “Bro, I don’t know why I haven’t thought about this, but you should meet Amber’s sister. I saw her again this summer and she’s really grown up, she’s gorgeous, she comes from a great family, and I could see you guys hitting it off! She would be perfect for you!”

“What do you mean she’s ‘grown up’?” I remember only one of Gavin’s comments jumping out at me. “How old is she exactly?”

“Well, she’s a senior in high school, but I’m telling you, dude, she’s really mature for her age. And she is outrageously passionate about Jesus.”

“Not a chance, Gavin. I can’t date a high schooler. I’d never be able to live that down from the guys on the baseball team. Plus the whole long-distance thing never works. Besides, I give you and Amber two more months and you’ll be a thing of the past.”

Despite my reluctance, there was something about the way Gavin described this girl and her family that intrigued me. Then he showed me a couple of pictures and convinced me to go home with him to Elkhart, Indiana, over the upcoming fall break to meet her. And I was smitten—Amanda and I spent the entire week together. I called my mom that week and told her I had met the girl of my dreams.

She replied, “The Davey I know makes levelheaded decisions. Who is this girl and what has she done with my son?”

After almost two years of long-distance dating, we were all four nearing graduation—Gavin, Amber, and I with four-year degrees and Amanda with an associate’s. I knew by this point I wanted to marry Amanda, and Gavin had already decided Amber was his soulmate. We weren’t too sure, however, what their dad was going to say about two weddings happening in the same summer.

Gavin beat me to the punch and asked for Amber’s hand in marriage in May 2007. So when I asked their dad for permission to propose to Amanda, he gave me his blessing and some conditions—either wait another year or convince the girls to do a double wedding.

Soon after my conversation with her dad, I planned a scavenger hunt around Indianapolis. My whole family was in Indy for my cousin’s wedding, and Amanda had driven three hours from Elkhart to be my plus-one. Each stop of this scavenger hunt represented a pivotal moment in our relationship and revealed a cheesy, romantic clue to the next location. The hunt culminated in a gondola ride in a downtown canal. My guitar just happened to be in the boat. When the gondolier stopped at the spot I had predetermined, I sat her down and sang a song I’d written that ended with “will you marry me?” I pulled out a half-carat, princess-cut diamond ring, got down on one knee, and proposed.

She said yes, and we both cried, hugged… oh, and I kissed her for the first time… then I broke to her the news of her dad’s stipulation. “So I guess we’ll have to wait six months or so longer than we originally wanted,” I said.

“No we won’t! Amber and I want to do a double wedding! We both think it would be a blast! What a fun event with all our family and closest friends! Plus, you and Gavin are so close! You guys wouldn’t mind, right?!”

I couldn’t believe it! What girl would share her special day with someone else? The wedding day is the one instance where it’s acceptable for all the focus to be on the bride, and this girl wants to share the spotlight? The selflessness of that decision made me love Amanda all the more—but this was Amanda, always willing and ready to redirect the spotlight, to take the focus off herself and give up what she wanted for the sake of those around her.

This was my favorite quality about her. And it’s also the greatest lesson she ever taught me, the most beautiful legacy a person could leave.



Amber was steadily there for the major events of Amanda’s life. The two were inseparable. They walked down the aisle together, on either arm of their dad. Amber was the only person other than me that Amanda wanted in the hospital room when she was giving birth to Weston.

Amber was with Amanda when her pregnancy test was positive and she discovered we were having baby number two. And now Amber and I found ourselves once again at the hospital with Amanda. Only this time instead of welcoming another baby into our family like we had planned, we sat there shocked and distraught over the looming possibility that we’d be saying goodbye to both Evie and Amanda.

“Mr. Blackburn. If you’re ready, you can go back and see Amanda now.” A nurse’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “We have her on a ventilator, and she is somewhat stabilized. I just need to warn you she probably isn’t going to look like herself. She’s pretty beat-up.”

“Um… yeah. I definitely want to… I mean I think I’m ready.”

Something about the reality of seeing my beautiful bride in a hospital bed, unconscious and hooked up to a ventilator, terrified me and caused my stomach to clench. I looked at Amber. “You’re going with me, right?”

I knew Amber had been in situations like this before. As a nurse for the past seven years, she was proficient and comfortable in hospital settings. When I saw her face go as white as a sheet, however, I knew this was not going to be a typical stroll down a hospital hallway for her. Suddenly her experience no longer provided the security blanket I was hoping for.

I left Weston in the waiting room with Derek and Ashley, who were arranging someone to pick him up and watch him the rest of the day. I didn’t know what I was about to see when I walked into Amanda’s room but I was sure I didn’t want Weston having that image burned into his memory. Amber and I followed the nurse back to the Intensive Care Unit room. With every step forward it seemed like my heart was trying to grab my whole body and get it to run as fast as it could in the opposite direction.

This whole thing can’t be happening! I was convinced that when we got to her room, Amanda would be sitting up in her bed sipping some water through a straw and smiling at us. Surely we’ll all sit around sighing in relief that we just narrowly missed a dangerously close call.

We entered the room and all these thoughts quickly dissipated like a morning mist burned away by a scorching hot sun. There was Amanda, slightly propped up in the hospital bed, eyes shut, a breathing tube in her mouth and bandages wrapped around her head. Her right eye was puffy and bruised, remnants of dried blood still caked under her nose.

I sank into the seat on the right side of her bed, overwhelmed by all the gadgets and machines she was connected to. Numbers, beeps, monitors, gauges, all of which spoke a foreign language to me on the true condition of my best friend. Again, a sickening helpless feeling slid over me. I grabbed Amanda’s hand, now swollen from all the fluids they were pumping into her body.

“Come on, baby. Give me a sign you’re still here with us.” I gently squeezed her hand like I always had, expecting the familiar response of a warm, reciprocating squeeze. Nothing.

Immediately my mind flashed back to the first time I held her hand—the first time any boy had held her hand.

It was a little over two months after we began dating. I was visiting her for a week over Christmas break. She had planned a ski trip an hour into Michigan for the two of us for the day. We drove up in a little 1997 Civic. She and her siblings had driven this car since high school, her dad gave it to us when we got married, and I still have it in my garage. I can’t bring myself to part with it and all the nostalgia that lives inside its doors.

Amanda and I had spent that entire day frolicking around the ski slopes. Having grown up in the South doing only lake sports, I barely knew what snow was, let alone how to navigate the white landscape with boards attached to my feet. She, on the other hand, was this cute snow bunny who had learned grace on the slopes during family trips to California and Colorado.

She thoroughly enjoyed giggling at me slipping around like Bambi on the bunny hill all afternoon. Although I was terrible at it, I saw it as an incredible opportunity to hold her hand for the first time—that is, if I could keep my balance long enough not to drag both of us into a powdered wipeout.

Every time I thought I had mustered up the courage to grab her hand, I would chicken out. Several times that afternoon I had started to reach for it, but the timing never seemed quite right. Now we were driving back to her house, the heat thawing out our feet below the dash. It was late in the evening, and I was in the driver’s seat of the Civic, kicking myself for not having had more guts.

In the middle of a conversation, I looked over at her hands. In one, she was holding the package of Sour Patch Kids we were sharing, and in the other, a road atlas to get us home (this was before smartphones and Google Maps). But I wasn’t going to let these two trifles keep me from my goal. So I held my hand out toward her over the middle console.

She looked at it… and put the atlas in my hand.

“No. That’s not what I want.” I peered into her eyes with a playful smirk.

So she handed me two Sour Patch Kids.

“Ha ha! No! I want to hold your hand!”

“Oh!” She giggled and her face flushed.

She slipped her hand in, each finger interlocking with mine. It felt so right. It felt like home. My heart skipped a couple of beats and I grinned at her. No words were necessary. We both knew this was perfect.

Now I sat in this ICU room, holding her hand and wondering how many more times I would be able to, thinking to myself how many more times I would have reached out to grab her hand had I known my last opportunity would come so soon.

For the first time, my emotions caught up to my shock, and tears began streaming down my face. And then they came, uncontrollably, like a torrent, a rush of pain and grief erupting from my chest and squeezing out every corner of my mouth and eyes. I sobbed right there over her hospital bed. I clutched her hand and sobbed.

“I’m so sorry, baby! I’m so sorry! I can’t believe I wasn’t there! I’m so sorry I wasn’t there! I’m so sorry you had to go through this! I’m so sorry!!”

After a few moments I managed to gain control and I looked up at Amber. Tears streamed down her face as well. She clutched Amanda’s hand on the other side of the bed. We were seated in the exact same positions on opposite sides of Amanda’s hospital bed and holding the exact same hands we had fifteen months before when Amanda gave birth to Weston.

“She’s going to make it, Davey. It’s going to be okay. She’s going to be okay. She has to be okay.”

Amber and I are both notoriously optimistic, so this is what we kept telling ourselves as we sat next to Amanda’s near lifeless body, even though, deep inside, we still weren’t sure we believed it.



Just then a doctor walked into the room. “There are other family members and friends here, Mr. Blackburn.”

Between Amber, Derek, and Ashley, the phone tree had been activated. Everyone was receiving word of what had happened. My parents, as quickly as they could, drove eight hours to Indy. Amanda’s parents, Phil and Robin, and her brother, James, and his wife, Angela, were all in California on vacation at the time and took the first flight they could from Sacramento. Over the next several hours, family and friends swarmed the Intensive Care Unit. One by one they entered, and each time I hugged them, I witnessed them react to the situation—some quiet and somber, others convulsing with sobs. With each hug it triggered more tears in me. After about eight hours of this—which seemed both like an eternity and only a few minutes—I didn’t think I had any tears left in my body.
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