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To the brave child survivors of war throughout the world: Those who are in the midst of battle as I write this. Those whose lives have been taken too soon. Those who are learning to live again. You are my heartbeat. May the world learn forgiveness, strength, and deep gratitude through your stories of redemption.


To my momma, the toughest and most beautiful cancer fighter I know. You and Dad are a part of me always. Keep fighting. All for the glory of God. Also, go Cats!


To Matthew, my love and my partner. You are a remarkable human for whom I have deep respect. You have taught me to love more like Jesus, and your surrendered life for these children humbles me. May we adventure through life together for eternity, dancing in the footprints of our Savior and kneeling at the feet of those we serve.




Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls; the most massive characters are seared with scars.


—KHALIL GIBRAN
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Foreword


by Katie Davis


No one laughs as loudly as my friend Beth. And when I am telling a story, no one is as quick to grab my hand tightly and say, “It’s okay, you can cry.” Beth knows real joy, the kind that comes only from Jesus. And Beth knows something that I am still just learning: the very deepest joy often comes out of our very deepest pain.


We see this to be true in the greatest miracle of all time, the story on which our entire faith is founded—the resurrection of Christ. Out of the ugliness of my sin, after the brutal beating and scourging and mocking, the Savior whispers, “Father, forgive them.” And out of the black of the tomb, new Life emerges and new Light shines forth. Our very greatest joy—salvation—is born out of the very deepest pain and even death of our Savior.


This world would teach us otherwise: that pain is what ruins us. The world would teach us that once we are broken we cannot be used, that we should run from pain just as fast as we can. But in fleeing the pain and brokenness of this world, we might miss the joy of the Father’s redemption. Beth knows that the Father’s heart is learned on our knees, face-to-face with the reality of sin in a fallen world and thus face-to-face with the restoration found in Jesus.


We sit on the beach and I let my tears flow, raw and vulnerable, while children run and shriek happily around us. We sit in the hospital waiting room while my daughter undergoes life-altering surgery, and the joy of the Lord is so evident that we throw our heads back and laugh so hard that we have to excuse ourselves to the elevator. Beth listens long and speaks grace. I see Jesus behind her sparkling blue eyes as I lament my failures and tentatively share my hopes and dreams.


It comes as no surprise to me that children living in the heart of darkness also find safety to share both their pasts and their hopes for the future in her warm embrace. I know that here they are listened to and they are pointed to the grace and healing found in Jesus. They believe that they are cherished, not just by the life-breathing woman in front of them but also by their Maker. We are really all just longing to be known, for a safe place to tell our story, for a place to belong. Beth calls forth the life and strength of the one who lives inside of them, in each of us. Jesus enables their dreams.


She cries as she tells me their stories. She doesn’t try to hide her tears as she shares with me the things these children have taught her. And what strikes me most is that she doesn’t just cry for them; no, she cries with them.


It’s messier doing it that way. It’s harder to cry with a real person, a real heart, than it is to cry about a hypothetical situation a world away. It is messy, this business of knowing those we serve, of learning from those we once hoped to teach. It is the harder choice, investing in lives and not just stomachs or bandages, knowing people and not just stories, letting these stories become not just our projects but also our lives. But people like Beth know that it’s worth it. Not just worth it when we see the redemption in the hearts and lives of those we love, but also worth it right here, right now. Seeing Jesus transform the worlds and hearts of others is worth spending our very lives for. I am honored to be able to witness Beth spending her life on behalf of these children, these people, who have captivated her soul.


In these pages, Beth listens to her heart and learns that hope is greater than fear and that joy is bigger than pain. She teaches us to find strength in our weakness and joy in our suffering. She knows that we are not here to save the people we serve, but rather that they will point us closer to the Savior. Beth tells the stories of her friends. Friends whose hands she has held, whose tears she has wiped away. She believes that their pain will make them stronger. She believes that their stories will make us stronger. We learn from these stories that there is hope. There is hope for each of us that in Jesus there will be redemption for our brokenness and purpose in our wounds. Jesus weeps with these children, as do we. But He also promises to bring beauty from ashes, to restore hope, and with them, we believe His promises.


I meet Jesus anew in Beth’s stories, in the stories of these children. It is my prayer that you will, too. It is my prayer that all of us will know and believe that Jesus can turn our greatest pain into our greatest joy, if we only invite Him to.





Opening Thoughts


Stories Are Lived to Be Told


There are some things in life that you are not supposed to survive, but you do. Some stories are so horrific that they beg not to be told, but they must be. Other stories are so beautiful that they transcend human understanding and embody a redemption rarely seen this side of heaven. These stories, too, must be shared. These stories—these realities—are lived out loud, by children who have survived war and slavery and by courageous men and women who have names—names that have been changed in this book to protect their identities.


Through this journey of stories, the Lord has revealed to me the deep places of the soul and helped me find answers to my greatest questions. I have found His glory in the reflection of my own tears, as I washed the feet of a recently rescued boy soldier, as I held the hands of young girls who had been raped as a weapon of war, and as I feared the death of children I love as my own who were hiding from bombs on the other side of the world. In these pages you will find wonderment, evil, survival, dancing, torture, redemption, adventure, and grace. In these pages you will find miracles.


By telling our stories and what we have learned, we step into the stories of others and give them hope for what the other side of pain can look like. In addition to the stories of these loved ones across the sea, I also tell a portion of my own story. Though it was difficult to reveal my own ugly past, if even one person’s life may be altered as a result, it will be worth it. I believe that when we are courageous enough to be vulnerable, we encourage others to find the intimacy and freedom that come only through being known and loved.


In an effort to be candid, I have been careful not to reveal specifics of my story that may cause hurt to others. Because the details of my own trauma involve a long-dissolved marriage (to a person I no longer know but wish well), along with other events that are deeply personal, I have been intentionally vague about some details that led to my own counseling and admittance into a day-treatment program for post-traumatic stress disorder. But, more important, in God’s beautiful plan, it was that journey of healing that remarkably intersected my path with the lives of former child soldiers, child survivors of war, and young sex slaves. More important than the details of a painful journey is what awaits us on the other side of brokenness. As you walk to the other side of the stories in this book, you will witness God’s story of redemption—not in details of broken pasts, but in the radiance of survival and dancing in the shadows of suffering.


But this is not a story about me. I am not special or wonderful. I do not and have not done anything my dear friends and our teammates in Africa don’t do every day of their normal lives. If there is anything good in me, it’s because I have tasted the mercy of a patient and forgiving Savior. This is a story of the gospel and the redeeming power of Jesus, and it’s a story of second chances that turn into third chances and . . . even fourth. I am not my own. I am a broken woman who is still in the process of being mended by the Creator of grace. Still falling. Still getting up. Still trying to learn how to live and love better, still often getting it wrong.


This is a story about grace—in all its many colors and wonder. One night when I was putting my niece to bed, she looked up at me and randomly asked, “Aunt B, if kindness were a color, what would it be?” She has an artist’s heart and probably knew the word magenta before she knew red. “I don’t know . . . maybe blue?” I said. She looked up at me and smiled. “Then if you were a color, you would be blue.”


Her innocent question led to pondering, What about grace? What if grace were a color? What about redemption or love? I finally concluded that these words, these soulful gifts that only exist because of God, would be an array of colors too beautiful for simple words, and they can only truly be seen by living them.


And so I invite you into this story with one request: that you keep reading. Sometimes you may fully identify with what you read and it will speak hope to your heart. Sometimes you will smile and sometimes you will cry—especially as you read the painful details of a child who survived war. When those difficult stories come, you may want to stop, but I strongly ask that you do not. Keep reading. Keep reading until the end. By doing so, my prayer is that you will find treasures that will change you, and, by doing so, you will certainly give honor to these children’s lives. I often tell myself that if these children can survive such atrocities, I can be strong enough to listen to their stories.


When I was asked to write this book, I accepted with a pounding heart and fear in my veins. But there was no doubt as to whether I would say yes—not because I necessarily wanted to, but because it was an act of obedience to the One who gave me a second chance at life and a responsibility that comes from being honored to sit with the world’s most broken and learning from them.


Through living this adventure, I tasted blood in the marrow of life. This life-giving blood is not found in the shadows of comfort or in climbing career ladders. I found joy in the regions of poverty and forgiveness in the land of betrayal. I discovered life in those who have known death, and light in the heart of darkness. I saw hope reflected in the tears of an orphaned child and felt purity in the violated. I witnessed power in those whose innocence was stolen. I sensed peace in the middle of war and saw magic in the eyes of the dying. I found spiritual wealth and a richness of life in places most of the world pities. And I have come to realize that many of us in the West live in great physical wealth, drowning in the things that surround us, but suffer deep spiritual poverty and loneliness as we strive for more.


If we would learn forgiveness, resilience, gratefulness, and joy from these children, we would be radically changed. And these young survivors would be our greatest teachers.


Oh, and also . . . keep reading.


His, Bethany





SECTION ONE



Broken to Be Poured Out


Our souls will never rise to the heights of the spiritual mountains unless they have first descended into the valley of humiliation.


—Father Andrew, S.D.C.





CHAPTER ONE


As Sick as Our Secrets


Every saint has a past. Every sinner has a future.


—OSCAR WILDE


“Paper or plastic?” the grocery store clerk routinely asked. I didn’t answer; I was focused on the lady in front of me. I watched as her manicured fingers slid her debit card into the neat slot of her wallet; the card sat perfectly in line with the others. She tucked her wallet into a perfectly matching purse, which coordinated perfectly with her suit, which already looked perfect with her peep-toe wedges. The shoes, of course, revealed that her pedicured toes matched her fingernails. Perfectly.


“Paper or plastic?” the clerk inquired again. I looked down at my hand to see the smudged remains of a hastily written reminder: “Wire food money to Congo for kids.” The baseball cap on my head covered my hair, which was three days unwashed. The holes in my hat matched the holes in my shoes, but any other potential for perfect matching ended there.


My interest in the perfectly matching lady had nothing to do with envy, nor did I judge her. She was simply familiar to me. She reminded me of a woman I once knew.


I finished my purchase, finally choosing paper, and went straight to wire money so our team could purchase food for the former child soldiers and orphaned children in our care at the Peace Lives Center in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). After completing the transfer, I walked to my car, praying with each step. I had spent the morning with our Exile International team discussing the need to evacuate the children at the center, knowing the rebels were moving closer to them each day. After three days of deep prayer, sleepless nights, and helpless tears, I was exhausted. I paused when I got into my car and looked at my cracked fingernails as my hands rested on the steering wheel.


That perfect lady—I used to be her.


While my wallet never remotely matched my purse—and definitely not my shoes—I had been perfect at seeming so in control, so accomplished, so spiritually on point. But my “perfection” was in truth a daily mask that I had put on like makeup to cover the scars of shameful decisions. My mask had hid a life shriveling from the cancer of comparison, a life sick from so many secrets.


How was I ever that lady?


That lady—whose life had been sick with secrets—had found the courage to walk into the truth when she met children who had lived through horrors that begged to hide in the darkness. But these children found the courage to tell the truth, and their truth opened doors of hope and healing, not only for themselves but for you and me as well. Children like Devine and Nelson.


When Devine was three years old, her mother found her bleeding in the forests of Congo after being raped by rebel soldiers. Devine’s mother scooped up her child and carried her two miles out of the forest. Unable to provide what her wounded daughter needed, she placed her in the arms of a man who took her to a care center for survivors of gender-based violence. Now a teenager, Devine is radiant. She is a leader among her peers. Her smile and song tell a story of survival. After all Devine has experienced, why is she so strong today?


Because someone believed in her. Because someone believed she was larger than her past and stronger than her greatest pain.


Nelson is a timid yet strong young man who lives in Uganda. When he was ten years old, the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) brazenly stormed his village in the middle of the night. Nelson woke to the sound of gunfire and the piercing screams of the mutilated. Smashing into his family’s straw hut, soldiers jerked Nelson up from his mat on the dirt floor and screamed commands he could not comprehend. He finally understood the horrific orders as the soldiers repeatedly pointed to his parents and forced a machete into his hands. Nelson was spattered with the blood of his parents, and their screams battered his ears. His hands were tied above his head and his feet were bound with chains. For two days and nights, he was prodded by the butts of rifles and led deep into the forest.


Today I sat at his feet as he bravely shared the story of his art-therapy drawing in front of several other children who had experienced similar pain. We walked back to our huts, holding hands. During our final day together, he allowed me to wash his feet as a sign of renewal and redemption. We wept together.


Now a teenager, he dreams of caring for other orphaned children when he completes his schooling. Why is Nelson able to dream today?


Because someone believed in him. Because someone believed he was larger than his past and stronger than his greatest pain.


There is a little girl in the United States. She lives inside the body of a grown woman. A woman who, because of her past and her pain, had given up on herself and on life. But this little girl . . . this woman . . . found purpose in the story of a girl in Congo named Devine and a boy in Uganda named Nelson. Because of these children and many more, her greatest heartache turned into her greatest ministry, and grace came full circle.


Because God never stopped believing in her. Because purpose can come from pain.


I am that little girl. I am that woman.


My story led me to Devine and to Nelson, and so—as painful as my story is to tell—I begin here. For my story helped me understand theirs. And I hope it will help you understand yours. My story showed me the way to a healing that transcends culture and time. My story begins with dreams.


As a young girl, I loved life. Bubbly, imaginative, and stubborn since the day I was born, I wasn’t the easiest child to reason with; but my parents were supportive, loving, and always pointed me toward God. Overall, my childhood was full of wonderment, joy, and laughter. I played in the woods, made mud pies, hoed rows of tobacco, went hunting, and ate juicy, red watermelons from Granddaddy’s garden with my brother, sister, and cousins. As a kid, I liked my feet to be dirty and bare—I still do.


My grandparents lived next door, which in the country really means a cornfield or two away, and my cousins lived down the street. I grew up in Farmington, Kentucky, with my older sister and younger brother, who shared my same outgoing personality. We were loud and lively. My dad was kindhearted, wise, and goofy (I inherited the goofy part). He served as a minister at small Kentucky churches throughout my childhood. My mom had a nurturing, thoughtful spirit and served others by writing notes of encouragement to the hurting, making casseroles for the grieving, and hosting showers or get-togethers at church and home. We were all raised to be leaders in our communities, to honor the Bible, and to stand for what was right above all. Life was sweet and simple. My childhood was certainly not perfect, but it was wonderful.


Even as a small child, I had a unique love relationship with the Lord, and the desire of my heart was to serve Him and help others come to know Him. When missionaries came to speak at church, I sat bright-eyed in the front row, ready to hear every detail. I dreamed of serving overseas, especially in Africa. I remember asking Santa Claus for a monkey one year for Christmas—fully believing he would come through for me. To my dismay, the only animal under the tree that year was a stuffed chimp, holding a banana that fit in the premade hole in his mouth.


As a naive and giddy eighteen-year-old, I went off to a small Christian college ready to take on the world. Actively involved in campus life, I couldn’t wait to get to know everyone I could—the outgoing kids, the kids eating by themselves, and those who didn’t seem to fit in. My heart has always been pulled toward the lonely. Being an overachiever, popular, and a perfectionist, I constantly found myself striving to do and be more. I always seemed to be in charge of something, speaking at devotionals, or serving as an officer in a club.


I traveled on my first short-term mission trip to Zimbabwe, Africa, during my freshman year. It was a dream come true! I fell in love with the culture and the people I met in Africa. Every sight, smell, and story brought me life. Feeling at home there, I knew international work would somehow be part of my life. Even then, I began planning when I could return.


I hadn’t dated much in high school; I was too busy soaking up life, leading pep rallies, and spending time with friends. To say I was a social butterfly would be an understatement. During college, I met a young man who was intelligent, very involved on campus, and admired by many. Unlike me, he was pretty reserved, but became one of my closest friends, as we shared much in common spiritually and in leadership. We began dating, and he soon became the first boyfriend I’d had for more than three months (which was a big deal).


We grew closer and closer—partially from the natural rhythm of sharing life together but mostly from an unhealthy dependency that came with repeated cycles of arguing, breaking up, and then getting back together. Believing to a fault that everything would work out, I was convinced we would be fine. We were both Christians and believed divorce was not an option in marriage—somehow we thought that made up for the emotional sickness that defined much of our relationship. Neither of us knew what healthy dating looked like, so we were blind to the signs of our dysfunction. Or maybe we just covered our eyes for fear that breaking up might mean having to start over with someone else.


So despite two tumultuous years of dating, we married in 1994, when I was twenty-one. We loved God and loved each other, but we did not know how to love each other well. Sometimes two very good people can have the best intentions, but without guidance on how to walk well together and love in a healthy intentional way, they fall.


From the beginning, the marriage was difficult. Arguing was our first language, and trying to be “good enough” became my calling. Sure, we had good times. We shared laughter, good memories, and vacations. But the good times were overshadowed by a growing wall of power struggles, secrets, rageful nights, and an inability to cope with our own internal battles. One night in particular stands out in my mind—though it was not much different from many other nights. We’d both spent our days pretending to have it together, and that night a casual conversation about finances erupted into a vicious power struggle and a clash of strong wills. When we had exhausted ourselves, I stormed out of the room to sleep on the couch, slamming the door behind me.


In the midst of our pain, we both honed the skill of keeping the truth of our home life a secret. We were both climbing ladders in our professions—I was building a counseling practice and he was getting promotions in his field of education—and both of us were pursuing advanced degrees. We wanted things to be better, but we didn’t know how to find the answers. We were much better at helping others than ourselves.


We were respected, admired, and sought out in both our church and community. We led a Sunday school class together and occasionally spoke at church and community events. Women struggling in their marriages looked to me for counsel; men admired my husband for being a leader in the community and in our church. As much as it pains me to admit it, I liked the view from atop the pedestal. It was comfortable. I liked the attention and the sense of accomplishment that came from being esteemed. Though we tore each other apart when we were alone, in public we bolstered each other’s facades. If one of us fell, we would fall together, so we nodded in sympathy, dished out encouragement, smiled, and hugged. When people asked how we were, we would say, “Fine,” and go about our business. We were masters of pretending.


Slowly, but in very real ways, I began losing myself. Feeling as if I were somehow the cause of all the emotional withdrawal, unhappiness, and anger, my confidence declined. My once-passionate fire for Jesus slowly started to fade.


Yes, we went to counselors, but we weren’t completely transparent. I was fearful of openly sharing details about my husband’s battles; he was a leader, after all, and I didn’t want to shame him. These sessions gave us a sense of improvement, but the results were temporary. Previous patterns of explosiveness and withdrawal always returned.


I was on my knees regularly. I begged God to show me the answer. I placed sticky notes on my dashboard as reminders of what I needed to do to “be enough.” I deeply desired to make my husband happy but felt totally unable to do so. But somehow my hopeful heart still believed we would be okay.


“Our marriage is like a lock,” I would say to myself. “We just have to find the right combination to make it better; and when we do, we will help so many others who are struggling. God will use this for good.”


But as our fighting escalated and our secrecy simmered, we slowly became the worst versions of ourselves. We both made choices from our most broken places, and the result left gaping wounds in our hearts and in what was left of our marriage. I will not venture into great detail here. My father once told me to be wise with my words because of the power they hold to give life or death. He also told me to always tell the truth. By withholding the salacious details that contributed to the outcome, I’m attempting to be both wise and truthful.


After around seven years of marriage, we started living two separate lives. Eventually, he started living upstairs and I lived downstairs; but no one knew. I mastered the craft of making excuses for why I went to activities alone, why my eyes were swollen from crying, why there was a hole in the wall, or why we weren’t having children. I think bringing a child into that relationship was the thing I feared most; it would only amplify our issues.


Then one day I met a new friend who slowly became a confidant and support. He valued me—something I had not felt in many years. He ignited feelings within me that simultaneously excited me and terrified me. For several months I would successfully refrain from seeing him, but then I’d cave in and we’d spend time together again. In my heart I knew I should cut off all communication with him and fight off my attraction to him.


I tried, but I failed. And though I hadn’t planned it and despite my desperately trying to end it, our relationship developed into an affair. What started out as friendship led to an addictive relationship and unfaithfulness to my marriage vows. The very things I had judged others for and the very things I had brazenly claimed I would never do, I did. Repeatedly.


I had my secrets and my husband had his, and our marriage spiraled into darkness. Sin has a way of shaming us. And shame and sin both love to feast on secrets, so we were a smorgasbord—we were as sick as our secrets. I hated myself and the entanglement in which I was living.


As if it were possible, our marriage became more volatile and unstable. I ended the affair, but the shame haunted me. We couldn’t hold up the walls of our crumbling home any longer, and I confessed the truth to my husband.


It was the worst of times. Soon our secrets came spilling out to my family and our friends. Knowing that rumors were spreading in our close community, one Sunday morning, we went before our church, and I admitted my affair. I was unmasked, humiliated, and filled with shame.


Heartbroken over my actions and the hurt I had caused others, I immersed myself in guilt. There was no punishment I wouldn’t take: I endured interrogations, being followed, and being verbally and emotionally torn down. The punishments deepened my shame and the break in my spirit.


The faces of those who once respected us and came to us for guidance were now filled with pity, confusion, and disgust. It was a scandal of the worst kind. In shame and regret, I left the church we had been part of for many years. My once-perfect dream lay crumpled on the ground, and I lay beside it, lost in grief. More than anything, I grieved for the plans God had for my life that I felt I had destroyed.


I moved out of the house to find solace from the war inside. After being forced to file for legal protection, I felt safer—but still racked with guilt. Then one rainy day in Nashville, at thirty-one years of age, I sat alone in a courtroom on a wooden chair, signed the papers that finalized my divorce, and ended my ten-year marriage. I walked back to the car in the rain, feeling as if my life was over. I had never imagined that divorce would enter my life; I was everything I hated.


Dangerous things happen to our psyches and souls when we give up on ourselves and allow our spirits to be beaten down. After the divorce I became trapped in a downward spiral. I was desperate for God’s love and guidance, yet because I saw myself as damaged goods, I made even more impulsive decisions—decisions that would bring deeper trauma and regret.


A divorce is a lot like a basketball game. People think they have to choose sides and talk bad about the other team. When that happens, relationships are damaged, and you sometimes lose friends. I lost friends not only because some distanced themselves from me, but also because I isolated myself out of shame.


During those moments, I could not see that God’s mercy is great and His love is steadfast, and I certainly didn’t want to hear it from anyone who had not walked my pathway. I could only see what was right in front of me—a broken woman and a broken life.


The pages of my journal, which once held detailed dreams, were now stained with tears and ink blotches, as I cried out to a Savior whom I could not find. Depression enveloped me like a heavy cloud. I saw no way out of its shadow.


At the time, I had no idea that God was going to use the remnants of my wrecked life to point others to the redemptive hope found only through Him—and I certainly didn’t know He would turn my silent, isolated mourning into dancing in a displacement camp with children who had survived war.


But He did.


And in the process, He saved my life, and walked me into miracles and wonderment beyond my wildest dreams.






Reflections from My Journal . . .


He Said No


“If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”


—C. S. Lewis1


I remember being in gym class when I was about eleven years old. I said something or did something. I don’t really remember what. But I do remember what she said. I remember a girl looking at me and saying, “You’re weird.”


And at that moment I thought, She’s right. I am. I’m not normal. But it’s like I didn’t care—or I didn’t know I was supposed to care. I mean, I wasn’t a social outcast. In fact, I was well-liked, receiving high school superlatives and homecoming queen crowns, but I seemed to be cut from a different cloth.


Not much has changed. And now it seems that the more I pray for spiritual eyes, the more God changes my lens and the more uncomfortable normal becomes. It is a peaceful wrestling. But in my wrestling, I sometimes feel a deep disconnection.


Like now.


I am lying on a beach chair, on my stomach, by myself, in the middle of downtown Nashville—reading a book and writing in my journal. I am surrounded by chatter about the latest parties, celebrity gossip, and fashion—people talking about how to make more money and climb more ladders. I have a cute hat on my head and black sunglasses covering my eyes. And I am crying. Crying after reading these words from Shane Claiborne upon his return from Iraq:


I grew especially close to one of the “shoeshine boys”—a homeless boy around ten-years-old named Mussel [in Baghdad]. . . . Day after day . . . we grew on each other. We went on walks, turned somersaults and yelled at airplanes “Salaam” [Peace!]. . . . Mussel began internalizing what was happening. Nothing I could do made him smile . . . he mimicked with his hands the falling of bombs and made the sound of explosions, as tears welled up in his eyes. Suddenly he turned and latched onto my neck. He began to weep and his body shook as he grasped for each breath of air. I begin to cry . . . we wept as friends, as brothers, not as a peacemaker and a victim.”2


And I wept with them. Lying in my chair a world away. Longing to be in the dirt with Mussel. Craving to be in the street with him. Dirty. There in Iraq. Who is with him now? He is not a name in a book. He is somewhere. He is somebody.


Some words should not go together: Children. Bombs. Guns. War. Slave. Just to name a few.


I close my eyes. By choice, I have become transparent. I’ve spent too many years wearing masks and hiding behind locked doors. Life is meant to be lived together and out loud. Not in the shadows with hidden tears. These days, I talk often about my fall from the pedestal. I talk openly about past struggles and am candid about poor choices that God has patiently used to teach me. He has taught me much, and there is no place I would rather be than at the foot of the Rabbi. Living. Learning. Loving. Even when it hurts. No, life has not been easy, and I am weary of many things. I am weary of coming home to an empty bed and an uncertain future. But I am not weary of Love. I am not weary of the heartache that comes from loving God’s children. The deeper I go into His heart, the more I find the broken and the beautiful. In every letter from a child across the ocean, in every story I hear from the sofa in my counseling office, in every insight of wisdom I hear from the suffering.


I once believed a reflection of Jesus had to be pretty—even perfect. I believed that if I could not be pretty and perfect, then I could not reflect Him. Even worse, I could not be close to Him, and He definitely would not wish to be close to me. But I have come to know that God loves scars. And Jesus, while walking with the righteous, also surrounded Himself with people who could win awards for immorality. In His human form, Jesus Himself loved perfectly and lived perfectly—but He bore the scars of suffering, scars He did not hide from others.


Imagining I am walking through the heart of the Savior, I do not see only the pretty. I do not merely see neat. I do not see married, 2.5 kids, and a picket fence. I do not see pretty faces and plastic smiles. I see the lonely. I see the deserted. I see the depressed. I feel the pain of those who are dying alone. I hear the heartbeat of the homeless child who is shaken at night by bombs. I feel the soft hand of the mother who longs to hold the baby she has aborted. I taste the salt in the tears of the father who was forced to say good-bye to his son too soon. No, I do not see the pretty, the perfect, the nice, or the neat.


Not in the broken heart of Jesus.


I see the woman at the well. Many men had known her body, but only One knew her soul. I see Paul, who persecuted Christians. I see the woman caught in adultery. Condemned to be stoned, she stood accused.


And He said, “No.”


“No. I do not see you as they do. I do not see you as you do. Not in my heart.


“You are not who you were or what was done to you; you are not what you have seen or what you have done. That is not what I see when I look at you.


“I see Me. In you. I am there. In the street. In the shadows. In the nights of silent tears. In the mirror and the feelings of inadequacy. In the bombs. In the thinking you can’t go on. In the hoping you won’t. In the fear. In the silence. In the dirt. In the loneliness. In the hiding. I am there. And I see you. And I love you. Scars and all.”








CHAPTER TWO


I Choose to Live


Nothing can hurt you if you can understand that whatever you are going through is your invitation to participate in the redemption of the world.


—FATHER THOMAS KEATING


Nothing in my life is as I had imagined, I thought. I was thirty-one, divorced, with no children and a scarlet past.


When the divorce was finalized in the spring of 2004, I retreated to the mountains of Colorado. I had visited Colorado only twice in my life, but I had fallen in love with the serenity of the mountains. The fact that I knew only one person in Boulder did not hinder or intimidate me. In fact, I knew I needed a fresh, safe place to mend—away from the fear of being followed and the whispers of gossip. I needed to be alone with my Lord to discover my worth again. There in the sheltering majesty of those towering peaks, I isolated myself in an attempt at self-preservation. I sought therapy in long drives up and down winding roads, pondering my future and grieving for my past.


Praying was difficult. For many years I had begged God to mend my marriage, but it was not mended. It was irreparably broken. Surrendering all self-created expectations, my primary prayer for many months became only these words: Mend my past. Magnify my present. Mold my future into what you would have it to be.


Beyond that prayer, I begged God for forgiveness. Over and over I pleaded. The shame over my affair had its grip on me and would not let go. Carl Jung says that shame is “the swampland of the soul.”1 This swampland had overtaken and wrapped itself around my spirit. I wept for my past decisions. I lamented disappointing my Lord. I flogged my spirit to punish myself for things I could not undo. Chest-deep in the swampland, I saw no way out. I absolutely and utterly gave up on myself, but somehow I did not give up on God. Even though I didn’t always feel close to Him, I knew He was my only constant. Kneeling became sacred. But even in that position of petition, I often had no words. Sometimes I would sit in His presence, saying nothing. I longed to imagine Him holding me, but I felt He was too disappointed in me to be that tender toward me. I now realize that my compass for coping with my divorce, unfaithfulness, and shattered expectations was as broken as my life.


Going to church in Colorado was as difficult as praying. I felt dirty as soon as I walked through the doors even though no one there knew my story. But these kind people greeted me with love and acceptance. They knew only my present, didn’t really care about my past, and wanted to walk beside me into my future. I slowly let them in. My new community of friends talked about their struggles openly and prayed for one another without judgment. This concept of authentic living was new to me. The church I began attending was known in town as the “me too” church. If you had struggled with something, chances were that someone at that church had as well. I often heard, “We are all sinners. We are all struggling or have struggled with something. You have struggled with lust? Me too. You are tempted by pornography? Overspending? Depression? Not feeling close to God or feeling inadequate? Me too.” I was blown away and refreshed by their transparency.
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