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DAY 1
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“And the LORD went before them by day in a pillar of cloud to lead them along the way, and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light, that they might travel by day and by night.” Exodus 13:21, ESV

I ran upstairs with a lump in my throat. Saying good-bye was never easy, but this time, the old farmhouse was even emptier than before.

Sibling number six had just gotten married, and her room was empty, still, lacking those two vibrant sisters of mine who always brightened my visits home. Living on the other side of the country made me wish everything stayed the same when I did get to make the long trip home.

But everything changes. Dad’s beard was grayer, Mom’s hair a bit whiter. They were talking of selling the house.

Gone would be the old wooden gate my brother built for Mom before he passed away. I thought giving him up was change enough, but life keeps moving at such a pace I wonder how the heart can keep up.

Home is different now. Two kids out of ten remain there, and the old home place may soon be sold to another family of ten, just like we used to be. Life is a swirl, a flurry, and even my own darling kids are growing at an alarming rate.

I can’t hit “pause.” On anything. Not even my own wrinkles, age, or youth. I keep growing older while the kids grow taller, needing me to buy shoes as large as or larger than my own.

This is freaky, scary business. Sometimes I want to bury my head under blankets while life speeds by. I mean, really, who ever thought I’d have a thirteen-year-old who is taller than her mama—and nowhere close to being done growing?

They eat, and they grow. That grocery cart in Costco holds enough to feed an army, and I grow silent when I see the bill. With four in tow and an overloaded cart, I get plenty of stares.

I’m proud of walking town with a ring on my finger and four lovely kids around me. Life is good, and I’m blessed. But this stage won’t last forever. Soon, they will be teens, then be gone, and it will be my husband and I sitting in those chairs with graying hair and bones just a bit more brittle than before.

So why this dread of change? Isn’t life all about change? Isn’t change what makes the world go round?

Because if no one grew up and left the nest, no babies would be born. If no one grew old, the young would be left to navigate life alone. If there was no death of the seed planted in the ground, there could be no birth of new plants springing up. If leaves didn’t grow brown and fall to the earth, new leaves wouldn’t form in spring.

Life comes in stages, in phases, full of change, with nothing permanent. Even trials don’t last forever, though we think they will. And each season is just that—a season that will soon be over.

Fruitfulness is a choice, not the happenstance of a certain phase of life. Fruitfulness comes when the heart is fixated on the Creator and making the most of each phase as it comes.

Let the kids be young, then let them grow. Let them surround you constantly, then let them leave more than you wish they would. Let yourself be called “Mama,” then “Mom,” by your growing son who wishes to appear manly.

There is nothing to fear. Not even old age, empty house, or growing kids approaching teen years. “Perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18, ESV), and He’s come to bring abundant life that doesn’t end when one season flows into the next before you catch your breath.

You are born with purpose, created by a magnificent God, and you have no more say over your life than you did over your birth. He has a plan, a story to write, and He wants us to walk each chapter without turning away in mental avoidance of any season.

Each phase of life has His stamp of approval, His touch, His grace, His answers, and His deliverance.

We have only to hold His hand, and all of it becomes a story of grace, one more stroke of His brush over the canvas of our lives. He brushes beauty, He breathes grace when we fully live in each present He brings.

Life needn’t be a merciless chase; it can be a flow of grace, a story unfolded, a learned rest that will lead us straight to the end with both purpose and peace.

We have only to find Him, walk with Him, delight in what He gives, and thank Him from the depths of our hearts for it. We have only to worship, to be thankful, to rejoice in the place we have in His story.

Because it remains that, at the end of it all, it really is His story, not ours. And because He’s good, He wants to bless us at every turn of the road. We have only to find those blessings and really live them up.

Let the years unfold with all the changes they bring, because when the heart is set on Christ, more years mean more wisdom, and changes call for added dimensions of grace. The soul becomes rich, supple, amply supplied by tasting of it all.

We need fear no passing years, need dread no change, because embracing it all means being embraced by Christ.

Let such a Love lead us straight on with uplifted eyes, right into change without a hint of fear because this life is meant to be power-filled by a powerful God, to be love-drenched by the Founder of Love, to be safely lived in Arms that know how to carry us right around the next turn of the road to our final destination.

“Lord, teach us to make the most of each season, for each
stage of life is ordained by you and is full of purpose.”


DAY 2
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“To one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to each according to his ability. Then he went away.” Matthew 25:15, ESV

I watched her, this neat little lady teaching Protocol and Latin, and trembled a bit when my turn to teach came around. Truth be told, I’m just not as proper, researched, or knowledgeable as she.

We had joined a homeschool co-op for the first time, and I was navigating different waters, feeling out of the loop and unprepared. To top it off, my son appeared at the door as I was teaching to inform me that he had just locked all the keys in the car.

This time around, I didn’t try unlocking it for two hours on my own. I dialed a number and soon the locksmith was on his way, this guy who rescued many people in their self-made mini crises every day. And as I watched him, it hit me once again, just how many people it takes to make the world go round.

We needed the learned lady teaching Latin, and we needed the locksmith. The mother doing science experiments trumped my own boring method of reading facts while trying to absorb the most important ones. My friend who organized and headed this class was indispensable, as was the lady who brought her gift of art to the classroom.

And later, I was struck with the simplicity of joy in the little ones as they played. They were free, happy, living up the moment in toy cars and trucks. They are such an important part of our world, just being themselves—not striving to be anyone or anything other than the children they are.

In the same way, we are an important part of God’s world. See this? God’s world.

There is the mail lady, the author of the books we read, the baker who creates the loaves my husband raves over, and the teacher who organized the class to begin with.

The humble in heart are satisfied to be a piece of the world, rather than believing the world revolves around them.

In His kingdom, there is no high or low, no striving to be what we aren’t created to be, no boasting but to boast in Him and the cross.

There is no joy fuller than living out exactly what He’s gifted us in without comparison to another.

No security greater than to dwell securely in the knowledge that He made us to be who we are, and is pleased with His creation.

There is no acceptance sweeter than knowing we are fully accepted by the Author of all things created.

No circle to be part of, but the circle of Love.

“Father, thank you that our purpose was preordained by you,
for your pleasure.”


DAY 3
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“Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. For behold, darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord will arise upon you, and His glory will be seen upon you.” Isaiah 60:1–2, ESV

The three oldest kids were gone when my husband and I sat down to dinner. When he asked how my day was, the brave face disappeared into my hands, and the eyes that had tried to hold it all in for the kids’ sake welled up in tears nearly spilling onto the food in front of me.

“I’ve received horrible news for days now, and I’m not sure how to process it all. One friend just lost her son, another discovered four more tumors after already fighting cancer for four years, Hurricane Matthew threatens to devastate the island of Haiti, and the Syrian families are still brutalized by ISIS.”

There we were, in our own cozy home with a delicious meal before us. But it didn’t seem so long ago that it was us receiving sudden, tragic news.

I can still feel it, that gut-wrench inside when my brother disappeared under eighty feet of foreign water and stayed there for three days. Still picture my own dear mama riding those very waters in hopes her son’s body would surface. Still see my father’s face filled with unspeakable pain after dealing with the aftermath of his own son in the water for three days.

But I also remember something else. Those glory gates swinging wide for my brother seemed to swing wide for me, too, as we left the country and the plane lifted above clouds billowy and white. I knew it was a miracle that my heart felt just as soft as they appeared.

It was the miracle of grace.

This world is overloaded with tragedy, but we get to be overloaded with grace. When the heart breaks open, grace pours into the cracks, running deeper than if it had never broken at all. We need not fear the broken, because it is an invitation to wholeness.

When Job’s children were killed, his livelihood taken, and his health gone to the wind, he sat and mourned, but he never cursed God as even his wife urged him to do. Somehow he knew there was a greater story going on than his own circumstances, and though he didn’t know what it was, he trusted.

“Though He slay me, yet will I trust in Him” (Job 13:15, KJV).

If he could have known that God and Satan were having a discourse over one of God’s most worthy servants, had he been aware that he was on trial before the powers of darkness as they did everything this side of heaven to remove his trust from his Father, he would have been even more faith-filled.

But he didn’t know the full story.

Friends, our lives aren’t the full story—they are merely a part of the play in a great universe mastered by both light and darkness. Don’t let darkness deter your faith in the Light, because in the end, Light will triumph, and if you are to triumph with it, you must trust now before victory is full.

Either we allow darkness to overload us with the weight of it all, or we allow ourselves to be overloaded with grace because of, and in spite of, it all. We are on the winning side, and we get to bear a persona of hope, courage, and triumph as did those family members of the martyrs killed by ISIS when they forgave and expressed desire for their enemies to also know the light.

They saw the story, that light and darkness wage war. They chose to be free and bring others to freedom because they knew that only those overtaken with darkness would brutalize another. They know, and we know, that “our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:12 NIV).

There are spiritual forces of evil, but see this? There are also heavenly realms!

We face loss and death and see the atrocities of evil all around us. Our enemy would bind our hearts with all of it so our eyes are blind to the Light. He knows what God knows, that light pierces darkness with rays so brilliant that darkness is dispelled.

You may live in a dark world, but remember this—Light pierces, Light dispels. Not only that, but Light shines even more brilliantly in darkness, and darkness must always give way because, though we are surrounded with it, it remains the lesser of two powers and will ultimately be cast down.

Lift your head today, allow light to flood your soul to its depths, and then, allow it to shine from your countenance and life in a dark world.

“Father, thank you that you’ve given us light greater
than any darkness we may encounter.”


DAY 4
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“You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; You anoint my head with oil; My cup overflows.” Psalm 23:5, ESV

We all like to envision tables set before us, and most of the time, we think of a loaded table in an atmosphere of light and pleasantry. Overflowing cups and someone anointing our head seems to indicate a loving, safe, unusually grace-filled time.

But see this: “in the presence of my enemies.”

This means when all is wrong and nothing’s right and you want to sink into darkness because your world is heavy, shattered, and full of turmoil. When your enemies are still present, and their presence permeates your atmosphere and unsettles your heart and makes you want to cringe in fear or distress.

Here is where He prepares a table for you—right here.

Right in your enemies’ presence, He wants you to sit and be fed. He wants them to see your feasting, and know you are a child well cared for. He wants others in your life to see His goodness to you in the face of impossible odds.

He’s glorified in the dark, friends. We crave ease, but if all were ease we would not need a Savior and He wouldn’t get to display His care in the presence of our enemies.

“Those who look to him are radiant; their faces are never covered with shame” (Psalm 34:5).

He says to you, friend who is in the trenches, friend who has a fatal illness, friend who doesn’t know what to do with her past, friend who has discovered an unfaithful spouse, He says to you, right to your heart, that if you look to Him your face will be radiant, and you will not be ashamed.

You won’t bow your head low in shame as you walk about town; your heart will not wither, because He’s preparing a feast to sustain you.

He even has a trickle of oil for your head, just to let you know you are loved.

We mustn’t be afraid of broken things. When the heart breaks open, it leaves a crack all the way to the core for Love to trickle in. If we were whole, competent, and satisfied, our hearts would not be as tender or receptive for the greatest Gift of all to saturate us all the way down.

That shattered place in your life that makes you want to cringe, run, or shut down—brave friend, will you embrace it today? Will you bravely say, “This is where I am, and God is right here with me?”

When you do that, Heaven comes to lead you right into the greatest grace you will ever know. Embrace your broken, for in doing so you embrace Grace. And that grace will prove to you a greater gift than if you were never shattered at all.

In that place, you become a testament of Love for the Love-Giver who so wanted the world to see how strong love is, that He sent His one and only son to walk among us, suffer, and die a cruel death in the hands of angry men—the very men He created.

He died, and then He rose gloriously. He wasn’t afraid of death because He knew He would rise. And you, friend, when you are no longer afraid of your own broken places, will rise with Him.

“Father, thank you for feeding us right in the presence of our
enemies. Thank you that your love is known even more deeply
when trouble surrounds us. Thank you that you triumph.”


DAY 5
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“Freely you have received.” Matthew 10:8b, NIV

We drove away from the conference, us three ladies who had shared the car, the room, the table.

We shared lives, too, and deep places of our hearts, sitting there on the beds and floor with pajamas and pillows. But it wasn’t until we drove home that she said it.

“Sara, you don’t know how to receive from others.” Her words hit me. She, who was constantly giving to me, was saying what? But I knew what she meant. I was more comfortable giving than I was receiving.

I had no problem serving others, but when they served me, I often felt uncomfortable. Like I was putting them out, and surely must be a pain in their side. I worked hard to love on others, but didn’t want most others to sacrifice much to love on me.

It took many years to realize that God didn’t need me to work hard for Him, either. He had already done what I could never do. My life changed when I quit trying and began trusting.

Do we really get this, that we will never be good enough for God? If we were, why would He send His Son to die a brutal death in sacrifice for our sins?

But do we also get this, that when we trust, His goodness is finally realized in our hearts and changes us from the inside out?

My journey of working to gain God’s approval ended as I began trusting Him for His grace. My endless, exhausting efforts were replaced with an immediate run for His arms when I felt sin rise in my heart.

Where are we safer from our enemy’s darts—on our own, fighting for all we have, or safely wrapped in Arms that hold it all, created it all, have it all? Which place guarantees more security? More victory?

We mistakenly struggle, strive, exhaust ourselves, when all God wants is for us to quit so He can begin. How can we realize His yoke is easy and His burden is light when we are running ourselves ragged trying to carry our own burdens?

And how, soul, will you ever receive gifts from others if you haven’t yet received real sustaining grace for each and every day? Your difficulty receiving gifts may indicate your lack of tasting grace you could never earn. Because if you’re performing to sustain friendships, are you possibly also trying to maintain your relationship with Christ by your own good works?

When you cease trying, He begins doing, and you never have to be afraid that He won’t, because He will. When you allow yourself to be loved without performing for love, you end up drenched with love by Him who knows best what love is.

Be still. Know you are nothing, but He is everything. Know that, each and every day, you must not work hard for righteousness because He works mightily in you. And nothing changes your life as quickly as He does.

He breathes life into dead places.

He forgives when you can’t stand yourself.

He gives victory freely when you cease trying to earn it.

His mercy is new each morning, even when your troubles are old.

His peace permeates and changes the churning spots of your heart.

His grace makes you new, washing away the hard and old to replace it with soft, fresh, waves of peace surpassing all understanding, all turmoil, all sin, all trial.

Allow yourself to be loved with such grace, given freely with no wages save that of His Son. From that loved place, allow those around you to give, sacrifice, and love hard on you.

You are treasured. You are loved. No matter where you’ve been, His plans for you stand and He wants to fill you with grace and joy, just as soon as you open yourself to Him.

“Lord, thank you that we cannot know true giving
until we know how to receive your free gift. Help us
to receive it, each and every day.”


DAY 6
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“Jesus answered them, ‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.’” Luke 5:31, NIV

The soldier walked, limping, about the town he knew and loved before the war. How he wished the pain in his leg would cease.

Perhaps if he ignored it, it would heal in time. Daily, he rewashed and bandaged the wound. Each night, he applied cold compresses and elevated his feet. But nothing seemed to help, and months later he was still limping.

He had tried so many things, he didn’t know what else to do. So he tried pretending. As long as a smile was on his face, no one would know about the wound on his leg or about the pain he felt with each step.

Living life pretending everything was OK seemed a better option than anything he’d tried before, so that’s what he did.

Problem was, the wound never healed because he never did the right thing to heal it. He did what he thought would help, but it never really helped. Then, rather than stopping life in its tracks and doing whatever it took, he decided to perform as if it wasn’t there at all.

The wound got worse with time, and before long he was in bed, unable to move. Still smiling when others walked through his apartment, still pretending the pain was much less than it truly was. But after a while, when life became too painful, he called a taxi and made his way to the nearest hospital.

Finally, he realized he’d rather be dubbed as the “sick guy” who needed months of recuperation than spend the rest of his life with hidden pain. He’d even rather spend his life’s savings to get well than be unwell with a full bank account. He was sick. And he was sicker now than he was at first.

Oh, soul. How many of us are the “sick guy?”

Do we forget that certain wounds need certain types of care? Pretending an infection isn’t there just gives it a chance to get worse, to spread all the way to the bones, until your limb may need to be amputated. And if your limb is removed, your crippled life will affect not only you, but all those around you, and especially the ones you love most.

I’m not writing this to recommend different types of care; I’m writing this to encourage you to get care.

I know what it’s like to hang on for years and then discover I’m about to go over the edge. I know what it’s like to have tears right under the surface about the same old thing, and to pretend it doesn’t bother me because I feel like others won’t get it or I just don’t know what to do with it.

I know what it’s like to realize I’m going downhill instead of up, and to become more frightened with the slide down than of reaching out for help.

And then, I know what it’s like to reach out and find healing, answers, love, and grace. I know what it’s like to cry old tears from some deep place in my soul and for some wise person to know exactly what I need.

Someone saw clearly through the haze and reached into depths I didn’t even know existed. Someone handed me books to read that described my wounds, and yuck, even described who I was.

God used many people, places, and times to keep removing layers and all I could do was say yes, and lean into it.

We want it all fixed right away, or to pretend the wound doesn’t exist. Sometimes, we need to embrace our broken instead; need to lean into it; need to accept it fully, need to admit it’s there. Always, before we find healing, we must cease to pretend it doesn’t exist, and cease to care who knows it exists.

We must want healing so desperately we no longer care if we land in the hospital and everyone knows we’re there. We must quit expecting ourselves to be spiritual enough to know all the answers, and cease blaming ourselves for having trouble.

Rather than expecting one size to fit all, and berating ourselves for not being healed (especially if others think we should be), we need to look deeper, and allow those we know and trust to see straight into our hearts for what’s really going on.

We are but one, and one person was never expected to know all the answers. It’s just that we mistakenly believe we need to be a certain someone in order to belong, and be loved.

Do we know it’s OK to be sick?

Owning your illness means you also search for a cure. But you will never look for a cure unless you first own your illness.

It’s OK if few understand what’s really going on in your heart. Find someone who does, and match their words to Jesus’ words to see if they are suitable for healing. Whatever you do, don’t pretend, don’t go on, don’t perform. There are always answers for your heart, and they are not contingent on others.

The gospel is personal, and comes to your own soul whether or not another receives it. And healing is one of the most blessed things about the gospel message.

Jesus came for those who are at the end of their own performance. He will do what we cannot do, give answers we cannot conjure on our own. Today, dare to say you are sick, then reach out and dare to apply the correct salve to prevent that wound from festering—and getting worse—with each passing day.

Then, dare to live whole and breathe deeply the delight of a soul at rest. You see the scar, but the wound is gone. You are no longer defined by your wound, but by your healing.

“Lord, thank you that in asking us to own our wounds, you do
so that we may know your forgiveness and healing.”


DAY 7

[image: images]

“And provide for those who grieve in Zion—to bestow on them a crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of joy instead of mourning, and a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair. They will be called oaks of righteousness, a planting of the LORD for the display of his splendor.” Isaiah 61:3, NIV

For the hundredth time, she took the shovel and scooped. Perhaps this time she would unearth something other than ashes. Something like rich, dark compost all mixed up to create the finest soil.

That’s the kind of stuff all gardeners want. It’s the kind of life all of us want. Somehow, we want the strange mix of our lives to decompose into something of great value.

But ashes aren’t any good. And some things in life, no matter how long we scoop, remain ashes. We could go on for years trying to turn ashes into compost, but it just won’t happen. Ashes are ashes are ashes.

We sit before the pile and stare at the hole we’ve dug, then give one last desperate attempt to turn those nasty flakes into something of worth. It doesn’t happen.

That’s how I felt one day as I walked the trails alone. Here, all is still, natural, quiet. The storm of my heart feels out of place and I want what nature is. “God, it just does what You created it to do. No questions.”

Nature doesn’t hurry; yet, because it is the art of God, everything is accomplished.

And He speaks to me, “You can, too. You can walk exactly how I created you to walk, to live, to be.” I breathe it in. I know it’s true. But it’s such a journey, and I make mistakes as I go. I stumble hard, and sometimes I fall. So do those around me.

When I fall, I crash into them and hurt them. When they fall, I go backward and struggle to catch my breath.

I walked on. The sun set gloriously over the water and dusk settled on the trails.

I climbed up on a rock, and stood staring at the beauty of it all. Water swirled up the beach and washed sand around the rock on which I stood, safe and dry. I gazed at the foam, madly soaring up, crashing into the rock then down the beach, washing sand back into the deep.

But I stood on something that didn’t move, and even remained intact despite the wildness around it. Ah, hasn’t Jesus said He’s our Rock?

Is it so terrible to have things we can’t make sense of and have no idea how to fix? Is it really so bad, when He holds out His hand to lift us to a solid place?

I stood on the beach until the sun was gone, and I looked up into complete darkness. The waves still crashed and swirled, sand was still swept away, but the Rock remained firm in light or darkness. The trail was there, too, leading me into the trees toward the car.

I walked quickly, for the trail was dark and the woods deep. I glanced around furtively, and flipped on my flashlight and the beam splashed rays through the night, leading me safely to the car.

I didn’t have all the answers, and my thoughts still swirled around just like the foam on the beach. But I had the Rock to stand on, safe and dry, and I had the Light to lead me through the night.

I wouldn’t be able to handle the foam, but the Rock could.

I wasn’t able to pierce the night with light, but my God could.

I could walk through night, and I could stay dry in swirling waters.

Hard things don’t always mean you’re in the wrong place; sometimes hard is the only way to get to the best place.

God doesn’t always end the trial. You may expect Him to, because you pray and you do what you think you need to do. You may feel let down, disappointed, or even panicky when things remain right in front of your face.

Ashes are ashes and they remain ashes. But, when you stand on the Rock and walk in the light He promises to give, guess what? He promises to give you a crown of beauty instead of ashes, because that’s what God does.

Sometimes those crowns of beauty don’t come in the form we may wish. They may come in the silent hours of night as you talk with the Lord. They may be things of the heart that can only break forth from the fire.

Some people burn brighter and better from the fire; others are burnt up and devoured.

Climb up, flip on the light, hang on, walk patiently. That thing will not get the best of you, because God has the better of it!

“Lord, You promise to turn ashes into a thing of rare beauty.
You promise to lead us into light. Help us simply to follow.”


DAY 8
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“Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior.

“The Sovereign Lord is my strength; he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, he enables me to tread on the heights.” Habakkuk 3:17–19, NIV

They told us not to be afraid of broken places, these two women who were interviewed on Life Today.

One had a cross penned on her wrist where she used to slice her skin with broken glass in a desperate attempt to get to the pain in her heart; the other voiced her recovery from the psychiatric ward where she occupied a padded cell to keep herself from harm.

Why are these two both listed in the top fifty women shaping Christianity today? One would never know by Sheila Walsh’s bright smile, or by the fact that she has sold over four million books, written music, and recorded albums. And you certainly couldn’t guess by Ann Voskamp’s enthusiasm and excitement over the cross and “living given love,” or by her remarkable success in publishing written truth.

The two lovely ladies seem to have two things in common: they are not afraid of their own broken places, and they are not afraid to share about those places to a broken world. They own their pain—and then, they own the victory miracle.

The couple who interviewed them also had their stories. An angry man turned gentle. In fact, more than gentle—he’s a missionary and loves on a multitude of kids with his lovely wife. But that’s not all; they’ve lost a daughter.

These four, so broken. So torn up. So down under in the muckiest trenches.

The fig tree wasn’t budding, and there were no grapes on the vines.

The olive crops failed and the fields produced no food.

There were no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls.

These influential people either lashed out in anger, mourned a daughter, cut themselves, or occupied a padded cell in a psychiatric ward. Do you see this? Is your life as bad, or worse? Or not as bad at all, but you still have your own empty stalls and fruitless vines?

They told us all the same thing: no one has to be afraid of their broken places. Your identity is not your brokenness, it is Christ. When we realize this, He makes us walk on high places. He’s our strength, leading us to Himself in spite of our brokenness.

Make not your wounds your identity. Make not your success your identity. Make it Christ.

Did you know you can go from living broken to living love? Ann Voskamp spoke of the cross, how it’s vertical, bringing love down to us; then horizontal, arms outstretched, giving love to the world around us.

Christ is always giving. If we allow our wounds, failures, or even successes to define us, we will always feel as though we are lacking something, that we’re not living fully who we’re intended to be. It’s only when we allow our identity to rest fully in Christ that we will feel peace, rest, and fulfillment.

The words from the TV interview breathed life into my soul, and I knew I gave it all.

My wounds were healing, and I didn’t need to be defined either by them or by success. I didn’t need to accomplish things to be loved and worth something. I didn’t need it—I really didn’t need anything else to be valued.

These lovely ladies weren’t worth something because they were successful. They saw redemption and their worth to Christ when they were in the trenches. They pulled out because they believed the love they felt. Then, God used them for Himself and the advancement of the kingdom.

None of it had to do with their own personal success.

My heart whispered one thing: Christ Jesus and Him crucified. Let Him be my all, not what I do. Let Him be my Source, my joy. Let grace be the defining factor permeating my soul until I reach those glory gates. With Christ as my identity, I have nothing to hold on to, nothing to grasp for.

I’m indebted to these two women who poured life words into my heart that day as I sprawled on the bed after a crazy morning with four kids who couldn’t stop bickering. I’m eternally grateful to them for being vulnerable about their broken places.

I pick up my laptop and take a dare. I write of my lowest, most broken places to a friend who’s walking the trenches. It’s humiliating; it’s scary. But could it be that the cross holds more glory for the world when they see what it rescued us from?

I pen it out, these inner battles of my soul, that time I wanted to hurt myself to get to the core of me that was so full of anguish, when I dreamed of being hit head-on by that semitruck barreling toward me, because the pressure in my heart made me want to crack open. What I needed was to allow love to pour into the broken places rather than create more empty brokenness. Breaking more wouldn’t help; sealing up tightly wouldn’t help, either. Only allowing love to pour through the open, broken cracks of my heart all the way to the innermost places healed my heart.

Perhaps if I share my broken places, others will know they are not alone. The cross I love to sing about will hold more weight, more glory. Because Christ, not me, is the good news.

“Lord, thank you for being news more wonderful
than any we could ever hear. Thank you for asking us
to own our need for your grace. Help us to show our
broken places with one another.”


DAY 9
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“And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also.” John 14:1, ESV

Jesus gathers, invites, wants to live with us. His presence draws, includes, and embraces. Our enemy scatters, excludes, and rejects, but Christ embraces, holds, and pulls in with belonging. When we know Christ, we offer the same to others. We are not alone, therefore, we don’t leave others alone. We don’t want anyone left out of the encompassing love we know, and our lives are marked with including others.

Christ doesn’t just say He will come and live with us (though He did that, too); He says He is going to prepare a place so we can live with Him. He wants us, friends. He wants to live with us.

Who do we invite, include, and cover with warmth and belonging? Are our own hearts closed up because we’re afraid or feel unworthy, therefore shutting us out of the love and belonging that Christ offers?

We can’t give belonging unless we first belong. We can’t possibly invite others into our lives unless our hearts are opened by a large, magnificent love that can’t be contained, can’t be boxed in.

Belonging to God means you get to have others belong to your heart. The world over, those around you are hungry for love. We are born to be in a circle, not an empty box.

When we know the largeness of God’s love, we find capacity to love large. Loving large means you approach others—your neighbor, your enemy, that rich friend, or that homeless woman—with love first and foremost. As God’s love fills you, your heart will expand to love more people more deeply.

Breathe. Love large. Include all. Invite others.

“Father, if you hadn’t included us, we would be lost.
Help us to reach beyond our comfort zone to the vulnerable
and weary, just as you did for us.”


DAY 10
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“Behold, I have allotted to you as an inheritance for your tribes those nations that remain, along with all the nations that I have already cut off, from the Jordan to the great sea in the west.

“The Lord your God will push them back before you and drive them out of your sight. And you shall possess their land, just as the Lord your God promised you.” Joshua 23:4–5, ESV

I folded another load of laundry, and wondered at my restless heart. Why did I feel so dissatisfied with the daily routine, and why did I long for some deeper sense of fulfillment?

I sat across from my husband last night, and wondered it aloud. “I feel so insignificant, so small, so useless. All I do is teach school, prepare food, bring home the groceries.” He smiled, almost amused. To him, a homemaking, homeschooling mama’s day isn’t small or wasted.

But I wanted more. I wanted to feed refugees, and make a great difference in a vast world of need. I wanted to heal the sick and raise the dead and feed the homeless.

I want to love large, and my home seems small. But even here, I’m having trouble loving large. The little people I love with all my heart, also take all my heart to love.

I grab at the Word today, the day I’ve taught school again, took the twelve-year-old to get braces on her teeth, folded laundry, and fed the crowd one more time. I’m coming to God for my heart nourishment just as my kids came to me all day for their needs.

I see it here, “I have allotted to you an inheritance” (Joshua 23:4a, NAS).

Me, an inheritance. Me, the home-staying, homemaking, homeschooling mama who can’t travel far or even write much these days because life swirls and the kids need and the Mr. arrives home from training, then leaves again for more.

While my sister travels to Africa with her brood to fulfill her life calling of bringing the gospel to the lost, I’m in a cozy house with my four kids. I’m at the gym with my husband. I’m talking life and love with him in the car. I’m washing dishes and grading worksheets and teaching little ones how to be kind.

The little kids I wanted to teach in addition to my own never came, because I saw I couldn’t add more. I kick and buck hard, because I want to do more. But I believe, as I see it today, that He’s allotted an inheritance for me, right here. The longing for fulfillment can be met in Him, and it’s OK if it all seems small and insignificant.

Large accomplishments were never meant to satisfy the soul. The best of the best, after hitting the goal of his life, can still turn inward in dissatisfaction. The high of accomplishing lofty goals dims quickly and the heart turns to the next goal. We want the boost. We crave the rush. We want to dare, do, risk, and be rewarded.

Why did Marilyn Monroe design her own death after gaining the fame many of her fellow sisters long for? The one who had it all, ended up knowing she had nothing.

Jesus-loving, God-fearing women may not long for Hollywood fame, or even popularity. But we may crave things other than Christ just as much, and for just as selfish reasons.
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