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To Missy, my Kansas sunflower





The ideas presented in this book are in no way intended to be a replacement for proper medical care (including medication) or for specialized, professional counseling/psychotherapy. If you feel like you are in imminent danger of harming yourself or someone else, please seek professional help immediately. You are valuable and your life is too precious to put at risk. The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline is 1-800-273-8255 (available 24/7, toll-free). Their website is: www.SuicidePreventionLifeline.org.





Foreword
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“WHAT’S wrong with me?”

This is a common question from people who suffer from depression. I heard that many times from my late wife, Shirley, who suffered with bouts of the Blues. Shirley and others tend to start with self-blame. “If I were all that I should be …” Once they make such statements, they find endless ways to focus on their own shortcomings.

I reminded Shirley that we can’t change our basic nature. Some people are prone to depression just as some have varicose veins or poor eyesight. We all have emotional or physical weaknesses that aren’t our fault. My good friend Stan Cottrell is a professional runner, yet he struggles with controlling his cholesterol—a proclivity he inherited from his dad.

If you’re prone to depression, rather than focus on what’s wrong with you, Dr. Ryan Fraser offers valuable suggestions on how to change your perspective. One way to start is to say, “I am depressed. It’s a normal, human emotion.” If you can accept that it’s not something you caused, you can begin to avoid the poor-me syndrome.

My wife learned to say (often many times a day), “My feelings are my emotions; they are not reality.” By that, she referred to her sense of uselessness, sadness, and feelings of no self-worth. Or as she said, “The more I can do for myself, the more I can shake those haunting inner voices. I try to focus on giving and not on receiving.”

As Dr. Fraser advocates in Overcoming the Blues, she focused on others as much as possible. Simple things like sending get-well cards or calling people she hadn’t seen at church. She participated in church activities, such as women’s Bible study.

As her health deteriorated, every morning—regardless of her negative emotions—she went into her office, pulled out the church directory, and prayed down the list for each member by name. She said it usually took her three days to cover everyone. Then she started again.

I strongly agree with what Dr. Fraser says you can do for yourself.

Exercise. It’s not easy to get started on a daily exercise program. Enlist a friend to help.

Learn to eat healthy. Avoid resorting to the so-called comfort foods. Emphasize nutritional meals.

Get enough sleep. That posed the most trouble for Shirley. By not napping during the day, she was tired at night and slept better.

In Overcoming the Blues, Fraser offers a number of practical tasks you can do for yourself and others. Consider them carefully. You may not be able to cure yourself, but you can certainly manage your depression.

—Cecil Murphey

USA Today and New York Times bestselling author and coauthor of 140 books, including Gifted Hands: The Ben Carson Story; 90 Minutes in Heaven, and People I Met at the Gates of Heaven: Who Will Be There Because of You?





Introduction
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YOU are depressed. You’re feeling down and disillusioned—even despondent. You’re extremely discouraged. Your energy level is at an all-time low. Your body is literally aching inside and out. And your heart is hurting. Life is hard for you. Really, really hard. And you’re struggling to make sense of it all. More than that, your faith is perhaps floundering, even gradually disintegrating bit by bit. You feel lost, confused, angry, and alone. You crave some kind of immediate relief, respite for your soul, but don’t know exactly what to do about your seemingly hopeless situation or where to turn for help.

Don’t worry! Help is on its way! But it is aid of a different kind. It is relief that comes from a unique and unexpected place—a fresh perspective on your depression and psychological and spiritual recovery process. This book is about transformation. It’s about personal growth. It’s about rising above your own emotional pain and meeting a spiritual challenge head-on.

I want to help you deepen your faith, increase your compassion, and strengthen your care. Not in spite of depression, but precisely because of it. Now, I certainly don’t intend in any way to trivialize depression or downplay its seriousness (see Appendix on page 161 for stats), nor am I advocating that people abandon their medical doctors’ orders, including necessary prescriptions. This is a book about how to live faithfully as a believer while struggling with depression at whatever level—whether mild, moderate, or severe.

Those who suffer with depression possess an emotional connection and sense of solidarity with fellow sufferers. If you’re reading this book, it’s likely that you either struggle with depression or are concerned about someone close to you who does. I know it’s a great concern to you. Hope is often eroded, sometimes all but destroyed, by depression. As you may know from your own painful experience, an individual’s personal sense of well-being and self-esteem are frequently dismantled when depression gets the upper hand. Like a solar eclipse, the light of day is vanquished by impenetrable darkness. A shadow suddenly sweeps over the sufferer, infiltrating every single nook and cranny of his or her existence. For some, this experience can be absolutely terrifying, but your battle with the blues presents you with a unique opportunity to grow as an individual. To love more sincerely. To reach out with the compassion of Christ. To possess his heart and be his hands in this world in a more potent and meaningful way than ever before in your life. Depression can be a doorway to greater depth and discovery. The apostle Paul states something rather revolutionary:

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. For as we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through Christ we share abundantly in comfort too. (2 Cor. 1:3-5 English Standard Version)

In Paul’s way of thinking that suffering produces an increased sensitivity to the needs of others, deeper compassion, and a greater capacity for spiritual care and comfort, one of the most effective strategies for coping with the blues in your own life is to shift your perspective by taking your eyes off self and turning your heart’s attention toward others and their needs. Serving can be more than merely a short-lived distraction from your own suffering; it can act as a powerful and restorative antidote. It can be a transformative way of life that facilitates healing, health, and hope.

So, are you ready for something different? Are you wanting a positive and proactive change in your life? If so, prepare for an unparalleled and extremely challenging but extraordinarily fulfilling journey. Get ready to flex your faith, build your spiritual muscles, and move out of the dark shadows of your (dis)comfort zone. It’s time for you to grow!

There are numerous ways others have suggested to combat depression, such as basking in the sunlight, listening to uplifting music, taking up a hobby, getting involved in the arts, exercising regularly, or reading a good book. Additional strategies include such things as immersing yourself in nature, taking a candlelit bath, learning a new language, escaping through entertainment, journaling, talking positively to yourself, getting a massage, aromatherapy, praise and worship, memorizing Scripture, developing mantras, and looking for glimpses of God. These ideas all have merit, but I’d like to challenge you in three distinct ways:


	to recognize God’s abiding presence,

	to reconnect by reaching out to others, and

	to respect your own limitations.
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The God of All Comfort

It’s important, first of all, to recognize that despite the emotional pain and distress produced by depression, God’s abiding presence remains and he is going to take care of you no matter what happens. Spiritual peace is fostered through a trusting relationship with God.

The Bible demonstrates that God desires a deeper and more intimate relationship with you as his beloved child. Although depression often sabotages your ability to respond to God’s loving overtures, he is in relentless pursuit of you. The source of your strength is God’s unfailing love in your life. My intention in employing scriptures in this book is solely for the purpose of providing much-needed encouragement and hope. I am drawing on the Word of God to demonstrate his deep empathy and unlimited compassion for his children who suffer with depression. When you hurt, he hurts. When you cry, he cries. The scriptures are not being employed to point fingers, cast blame, minimize your problem, or guilt you into feeling worse for experiencing the pain of depression in your life. God’s inspired Word is included here to supply new life and spiritual sustenance.

David was a man after God’s heart, but one who struggled at times with depression. He models for us an authentic and honest relationship with the Lord. Rather than attempting to hide his melancholy heart, he was open about his darkest emotions. The psalms he penned are beautifully transparent and so sincere and poignant that it seems he lends words to our own thoughts and feelings. David’s primary strategy against depression was prayer and worship. Elijah’s story in the Old Testament confirms this deep truth. Prayer is a powerful tool for combating loneliness since God is always listening.

Second, it is critical to reconnect to your loved ones and foster deeper levels of intimacy with your friends. Reach out to them and to others who may be discouraged. Though we will offer more examples further on in the book, a simple example would be to drop a card in the mail. Though we live in a day and age where technology seems to rule supreme and most personal communications are handled electronically (via emails, texts, or messaging), people still appreciate receiving a handwritten note or card of encouragement in their mailbox. It’s something tangible they treasure, a kind expression of Christian love, which can make a positive difference for them. By your going to the trouble, it shows that you care enough to go the extra mile in demonstrating your genuine concern and/or appreciation for them. They will feel affirmed and valued.

Third, it is essential that you respect your own limitations. Since there are definite limits to your physical and emotional energy resources, it is important to maintain healthy personal and interpersonal boundaries. This requires appropriate self-love and self-care. It’s nearly impossible to be there for others, when you’re not first there for yourself. Proper preventative medical care (including regular check-ups and taking prescribed medication) and professional counseling are also vehicles through which God’s sustaining grace is provided. Knowing your boundaries and respecting your limitations demonstrates maturity, self-awareness, and wisdom. Jesus once said to “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:31). This commandment implies self-love at its core, so as to allow for the possibility of loving and caring for others.

God loves you and hasn’t abandoned you despite your depression. He has put this book in your hands to help you find a hope-filled path toward emotional and spiritual healing. The Creator of heaven and earth is lovingly initiating into your life today. Now it’s up to you how you will choose to respond. God is doing His part. Will you do yours?
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A Note about Blue Tasks

At the end of each chapter, I include a “blue task” as an ongoing part of your journey toward overcoming the blues. It is my hope that you will complete this task before moving on to the next chapter. I encourage you to pick one task to start with. If you’re only able to do one, that is perfectly okay. Complete more tasks as you feel you are able. After you finish reading this book, the blue tasks will remain integral to your recovery process. Return to the blue tasks on a regular basis and continue to work on them consistently. The blue tasks should not be considered works of completion, but works in progress.








Chapter One
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The Beginning

I’M trying to remember back to the first time it happened. She had been mad before, but not this mad. She had been sad before, but not this sad. One day she confessed, when the children were little, she would buckle them into their booster seats, but leave her own seatbelt unclicked on purpose. Though she wasn’t actively suicidal, in her despair, she’d hoped God would take her so she could escape the intense emotional pain. We cried together that day, and she promised me she wouldn’t do that again. The children needed her, and I did too.

My precious Missy was slipping into the dark indigo (one of the shades of blue explained in chapter seven) and I didn’t know how to help, which is hard for me to say. My job is helping people. I help people fix their marriages. I help them with their rebellious teenagers. I help them cope with anxiety and panic attacks. I help businessmen learn to self-calm. I help law enforcement officers manage their anger. I help the grieving widow and widower. I even help others with depression. But this was different. This was the love of my life, my soulmate, and my best friend. Somehow, I couldn’t help her. I was at a complete loss on how to intervene.

We had had a very difficult year. And when I say difficult, it doesn’t seem to do that year justice. We learned to rate her days. To evaluate them based on how deep into the blue she was. This is what we would call a dark indigo year, the deepest shade before everything goes black.

It all started June 20th, 2005. Our son, Austin, at the age of four, was having severe health problems, Missy’s precious mother, Jeannie, passed away unexpectedly, and my Missy’s kidneys were failing. It was all too much! She had sunk into the dark indigo and I wasn’t sure how to bring her back. How could I reach her?
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It resembled the story of the Jewish prophet Jeremiah who was thrown into a waterless cistern and sank into the mire (Jeremiah 38). There was no way for him to get out. He needed help. Jeremiah was extremely weak, hadn’t eaten anything in days, and couldn’t feel his legs. He was stuck and he knew it. How long would it take him to die in the solitary confinement of the dark cistern, cold and alone in the mud, abandoned? The strength would not come from within. He had none left. Jeremiah would require help—help from above, so God sent Ebed-melech the Ethiopian, a eunuch who was in King Zedekiah’s house, to tell Jeremiah what to do. Ebed-melech then came with thirty men. Jeremiah wondered if he was hallucinating, but when Ebed-melech lowered down the makeshift fabric rope, he felt it. That cloth cord was his only hope of getting out of this deathtrap. But could he make himself do what he needed to in order to help himself survive?

Ebed-melech was shouting, “Put it around your waist and under your arms!”

It all sounded so simple, so why couldn’t he get his body to respond and do what his mind wanted so desperately to do?

You know, we’ve all heard it before: “Just be grateful for the help. Take it and get better. Just put on your big boy/girl pants and get over it.” But how? When had everything become so difficult?


Jeremiah was once a strong and vibrant prophet, and now the weight of the fabric seemed to crush him, but slowly he worked it around his waist and looped it under his arms. Then, Ebed-melech and his helpers began the slow and painful process of hoisting Jeremiah up and out of the pit. As he moved upward, he caught a glimpse of the cobalt sky and began to feel a small seed of hope growing within him.
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Have you been there? Or have you seen someone you love sinking deep into the dark indigo and felt helpless? I have. I pray that you find seeds of hope to help your spouse, your coworker, friend, parent, child, or even yourself. Like grief, depression moves through stages. You will become familiar with the different shades of blue as you read this book.

Let’s begin with perhaps the most difficult part of your journey: caring for yourself. You see, often the one battling with depression is a good caregiver. They care for others well. But they struggle with being on the receiving end of care. They find it hard to ask for help.

Depression, like any illness, can affect anyone. The CEO who can take care of his business in his sleep, the mother who takes meticulous care of all her children’s and husband’s needs, the straight-A student who serves on the student government, the nurse who provides excellent care to her sick patients, or the minister who looks after the spiritual needs of his congregation.

I’m here to tell you something important. God has placed me here for this purpose and this time. You are a child of God. You are a son or daughter of the King of kings. You are a promised gift to this world. Therefore, you are worthy of care. But, before you can care for anyone or anything else—your business, your career, your family, your students, your patients, your customers, your employees, your church, or even your pet—you must first realize how important you are to God. You see, you are His! You were created for a special purpose, just like Esther was brought to the throne for “such a time as this” (Esther 4:14).
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Imagine for a minute that a king sent out a proclamation to all the land. He was looking for someone to take care of his little daughter. He wanted this person to be kind to her, to forgive her of her faults, to nurture her growth in mind, body, and spirit, to make sure she had superb medical care, and give her the best nourishment possible. Applicants responded throughout the kingdom. Though many responded, only one was selected. It was you. You were the one chosen to care for the child of the king. And, my precious friend, you are that child.

Like Ebed-melech did for Jeremiah, I’m lowering you a lifeline, a way up. Please find the strength to secure it. Let me help you out of the pit you’re in.
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It Starts with Self-Care

Many people feel like they’re being selfish if they invest any time, energy, or resources into taking care of their own emotional and spiritual needs, but to care for yourself is to care for God’s precious child. It is to treasure his beloved offspring and spiritual heir.

Self-care takes many forms: physical, emotional, intellectual, relational, and spiritual. It involves caring for your body, your heart, your mind, and your soul and spirit. Think back to a time when you felt better. What is it you were doing at that time that made you feel good? Ask yourself the following questions:


	Were you participating with others in a benevolence project?

	
Were you enjoying a particular activity such as your favorite sport or hobby?

	Were you eating healthier and exercising more regularly?

	Were you pampering yourself on a consistent basis? For example, going to the gym, beauty parlor, or spa?

	Were you taking time to smell the roses, or going to the river or lake to fish, to watch the ducks swimming, or just to sit and watch children playing?

	Were you going golfing with your buddies once a week?

	Were you going on occasional shopping trips to the outlet mall with the girls?

	Were you working on creative projects out in the garage or workshop?

	Were you painting, sculpting, or making pottery?

	Were you going out to concerts or sporting events, or out to eat with friends?

	Were you watching a particular sitcom or reading a certain genre of non-work-related books?



If you’ve answered “Yes” to any of the above questions, compare your life from back then to the present day. When did you begin backing off these activities and engaging in them less often? Did something happen to throw you off your game or derail you? And why did you ultimately quit? Did it happen gradually or all of a sudden? What was it that interfered and got in the way of your happiness?

Now, make a written list of every item you can think of that applies (and any other clue you can possibly think of) on a piece of paper or your electronic device. The list needs to have two columns: the first should be labeled, “Things I used to do for myself that I enjoyed”; and the second can be labeled, “Things that sabotaged my happiness.” Once you have the list written, put a checkmark beside or highlight the items in the first column that you would like to re-implement in your life. Next, carefully choose three of the items you are prepared to commit to and will actively pursue in the coming week to practice better self-care. Sound like a workable plan? At the end of the first week of making some much-needed changes, you may add a few items to the list, but not so many as to feel overwhelmed. This isn’t supposed to feel like a chore or burden, but a proactive strategy, because before you can really reach out to others with Christ’s love and compassion, you must first learn to extend that same type of love and compassion to yourself. Again, remember that you are a beloved child of God and belong to him. Therefore, you’re worth it and deserve it.
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Blue Task
#1


	Go to my YouTube channel (Ryan Noel Fraser, PhD) and listen to the song for Blue Task #1. Think about the words and how they apply to your own life.

	You may choose to add the song to your personal playlist and listen to it as needed throughout the day. Music can touch the soul in a powerful way and minister to your spirit.

	Next, share that (or another) song with someone else that may stand to benefit emotionally and spiritually from hearing it and being edified through it.

	On my website, RyanNoelFraser.com, post the title of a song that has encouraged you to keep going. Alternately, make a phone call to check on someone that you’re concerned about and tell him or her that you care. You can even offer to pray for the person over the telephone, if appropriate.










Chapter Two
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The Positives of Depression

LIVING with depression isn’t easy. In this chapter, I will ask you to try and see the good in your struggle. I know this may sound crazy. And let me be abundantly clear that I would never want anyone to suffer with depression, but since you do, or someone you love does, I’m going to ask you to lay aside your preconceived notions about this debilitating disease for a moment. And I’m going to challenge you to think outside the box by looking beyond the conventional ways of dealing with it.

Our first step together will be searching for the good among the bad. It may be difficult to see anything good ever coming from depression. To even entertain the thought of such a thing being a remote possibility seems counterintuitive. When one thinks about dealing with the blues, the tendency is to focus only on the noticeable negatives. But for every negative, there is generally also a positive. Now, please understand that I intend in no way to downplay or trivialize the intense emotional pain and serious difficulties associated with the symptoms of depression, nor do I wish to insult your intelligence. My purpose, however, is to challenge your thinking and reframe your perspective just enough to make room for some new possibilities. I want you to look at depression from a fresh perspective. Because—sure enough—if we gaze hard enough together, we will be able to discover some helpful aspects to struggling with the blues. I view each of these hidden facets as a potential opportunity for personal development. As the old saying goes, “Every dark cloud has a silver lining.” Please hear me out before you make up your mind. This will likely be different from anything you’ve ever heard before.
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Over the years, I’ve worked in faith-based clinical mental health settings and, more recently, in private practice with hundreds of believers who suffer with depression. At times I’ve struggled with how to respond appropriately. My faith has definitely been challenged in the process. Trying to grasp the immensity of their struggles and uncover potential paths to their recovery has been challenging. However, my clients’ amazing courage in the midst of unimaginable emotional duress has been inspiring to me. I have learned a lot from my clients’ remarkable stories and their faithful resilience under trying circumstances. For this blessing I’m truly thankful.

I’d like to provide a dose of much-needed encouragement. Depression offers us the chance to grow in our understanding of God, self, and others. Introspection is a catalyst for digging deeper spiritually, emotionally, and relationally. Yes, the painful experience of depression carries within it the inherent power to heighten your awareness of not only your own suffering, but also of the struggles of those around you. It intensifies your ability to authentically sympathize and empathize with other individuals who are also going through difficult times in their lives. It gives you “insider” knowledge. This experiential knowledge or rather practical wisdom is a powerful resource holding within it a great potential for good!

Remember, the presence of depression in your life isn’t indicative of God’s judgment or disapproval. As your loving and compassionate father, God cares deeply about you and hurts for you in the midst of your struggle. He cares more deeply than your depression can go. Yet, depression doesn’t need to define your life. It’s just one facet of the overall picture and not the sum of who you are. It is only a part of your identity and not all of you. It doesn’t need to define your walk with God, either. In fact, it can push you to a deeper walk.
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More Than Conquerors in Christ

It’s not uncommon for suffering Christians to have the following kinds of unhealthy ruminations in their heads, though they seldom say them out loud:


	“I feel like my faith is under attack. Sometimes I find it hard to pray and almost impossible to make myself go to church. It’s just too hard. Why can’t I snap out of this funk and be the faithful Christian I desire to be?”

	“Where is God in the midst of my struggle? He doesn’t seem to be hearing my prayers. Does he even understand my pain and care about me?”

	“At times God seems so far away—and I feel totally disconnected from him. It really hurts me.”

	“In the past, I used to be bold and courageous in my faith, but I just don’t know anymore. I’m beginning to question my faith altogether.”



Do you relate to any of the negative sentiments above? Do you feel like your faith in God and sense of devotion are being attacked or eroded? If so, I want to remind you, depression is not a symptom of faithlessness, just as physical illnesses are not symptomatic of faithlessness. Christians are not exempt from their painful presence in their lives, but diseases of the mind are often harder to see and easier to hide than other types of illness, so it’s time we take depression seriously before it takes more of those we love.


God certainly has the sovereign prerogative to place his healing hand upon someone and totally eradicate depression from his or her life. I fully believe he possesses that kind of limitless power. But what if he chooses not to? What if that’s not part of his plan for your life? What if, like in the apostle Paul’s case, God decides not to remove your thorn in the flesh but instead asserts, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my strength is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9)? God can teach you to live with your depression faithfully and courageously. It is possible to bring glory to him in your life despite—or even through—your struggle with depression. Indeed, he may be calling you to accept your circumstances and glorify him by setting a positive example for others in your unwavering faithfulness and Christ-like attitude.

Depression can push us to the very threshold of our psychological and spiritual limits. Our human frailty is laid bare, our complete vulnerability exposed. It requires an inordinate amount of faith and courage to survive depression’s vicious onslaught. We are forced to dig deeper. To go where our faith has not yet ventured. A faithful response to depression does not necessarily entail the eradication of it, as much as it means learning to live with it without abandoning hope in the Lord. The big challenge is learning to develop a greater reliance on God in light of your struggle, trusting in His goodness, grace, and unlimited power.
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A young woman handed the following statement to me one Sunday evening when responding to the “invitation” (or altar call) following a sermon. Her desperate, candid words speak volumes and eloquently articulate the plight of many faithful Christians who struggle with depression.

I’ll just cut to the chase. I can’t seem to shake this demon. Depression has been a part of my life for eleven years now, and I’m coming to terms with the idea that it may always be, in one form or another. I go back and forth in how well I handle it, but I’m starting to understand just how greatly it’s shaped who I’ve become. In many ways it’s made me strong, empathetic and full of gratitude, but all too often I’m overwhelmed with weariness, exasperation, inadequacy, and guilt. And my coping mechanism is to stop allowing myself to feel anything at all, and it hurts other people as well as myself. Please pray that I can learn to let God do what he does best and turn something empty into something full and wonderful.

Dealing with depression is neither easy nor simple. The pathway of depression is riddled with complexity and uncertainty, but it’s not hopeless, so please take heart! God relentlessly pursues us. He desires a deeper and more intimate relationship with his children. But depression often sabotages our ability to appropriately respond to God’s loving overtures. We must fight back!
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Growing through Service

Depression presents us with a unique opportunity to grow by showing us the power in serving others. Investing our time, energy, skills, and resources in kingdom work is an effective way to dwell on positive and worthwhile things. While focusing on the needs of others distracts us from our own problems, it can also help us discover a clearer sense of spiritual purpose and fulfillment.
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A Cross-Shaped Life

Standing at the epicenter of Christianity and our lives is the cross. It is the symbol that captures our hearts and draws us closer to God. Its striking silhouette stands bold and upright on the horizon of time, summoning us into a more intimate relationship with our maker, redeemer, and friend. The cross is God’s calling card, declaring, “I see you. I love you. I want you.” It reaches out its arms to embrace the world and says, “I’m here for you.” And it points upward to heaven and proclaims the Creator’s care for creation.

In Christ’s sacrifice upon the cross, we see not only the true depth and extent of God’s loyal and unfailing commitment to us, but also the extreme measures to which he was willing to go to save us. The cross is love in action. It is love defined, and it is divine love revealed. The cross summons us, shapes us, and saves us. Furthermore, it sensitizes and mobilizes us to compassionate care.
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The Challenge

No matter who we are as Christians, we are all fragile, broken, and imperfect earthen vessels—jars of clay. But God has chosen to use us nonetheless to carry the magnificent gospel of his amazing grace within our beings. We are commissioned to share this good news of peace and salvation with the world. Therefore, Paul writes, “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; … struck down, but not destroyed” (2 Cor. 4:8-9). There are extremely valuable lessons we learn through suffering that can’t be learned any other way.
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