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			Praise for

			The Girl in the Middle

			“The Girl in the Middle speaks directly to women navigating life’s in-between seasons. Emma Mae McDaniel meets you where you are while gently calling you forward. Her heart is refreshingly pure, which you feel as she shares her personal story of anxiety and search for peace. She is equipping a generation of girls to use God’s Word and His wisdom, using real-life examples to encourage and help transform anyone in any season.”

			—Oneka McClellan, lead pastor at Shoreline City Church

			“The Girl in the Middle is such a beautiful overflow of Emma’s heart—full of joy, life, and deep love for Jesus. Her words remind you that you’re not alone in the in-between, and that freedom is found not in getting it all right, but in walking closely with Him. This book will inspire you and anchor you in real truth to live out life with Jesus with boldness and joy.”

			—Laney Rene, founder of The One He Loves ministry

			“Reading this book feels like sitting across from Emma Mae at a coffee shop—being encouraged, poured into, and gently pointed to Christ. The Girl in the Middle equips you to face big decisions with boldness, grounded in grace and truth. Whether you’re standing at a crossroads or see one coming ahead, Emma beautifully shows the power of walking in step with the Spirit, even in the most confusing or chaotic seasons of life.”

			—Allyson Golden, author of Arise and Shine

			“In this book, you’ll learn how to find true confidence in Christ that will change your life and your perspective. Emma reminds us that following Jesus truly changes everything. All young women need this book, and if they read it, they’ll leave changed.”

			—Grace Valentine, bestselling author, speaker, and podcast host of Water into Wine

			“Emma’s knowledge and wisdom given from the Lord are all over this book. The Girl in the Middle will help any girl fall deeper in love with the Lord and know how to go all in with Him.”

			—Jeanine Amapola Ward, author, Christian influencer, and podcast host of Happy & Healthy

			“Emma’s boldness, even in the face of hurt, will stir something deep in your heart. She shows what it means to choose Christ over comfort, and, y’all, it’s powerful. If you’re ready to stop living halfway and go all in with Jesus, The Girl in the Middle is your next read.”

			—Sadie Robertson Huff, speaker, author, and founder of Live Original

			“Emma writes with joy, honesty, and conviction as she invites you to truly live out faith in a practical way. The Girl in the Middle will compel you toward Christ and give you the confidence to choose Truth whenever you’re stuck in the middle of faith and fear.”

			—Jordan Lee Dooley, bestselling author of Own Your Everyday

			“Emma Mae’s perspective and example are exactly what I want for myself and the women in my life: my daughters, my friends, those I get to lead, and those I am being led by. The Girl in the Middle will make us stronger and sweeter as we chase and trust Jesus together. Thank you, Emma Mae, for this brave and beautiful offering.”

			—Donna Stuart, daughter of the King, wife, mother, mentor, friend at Passion City Church in Washington, D.C.
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			Middle Moments

			
				Millions call themselves by His name, it is true, and pay some token homage to Him, but a simple test will show how little He is really honored among them. Let the average man be put to the proof on the question of who or what is above, and his true position will be exposed. Let him be forced into making a choice between God and money, between God and men, between God and personal ambition, God and self, God and human love, and God will take second place every time. Those other things will be exalted above. However the man may protest, the proof is in the choice he makes day after day throughout his life.

				—A. W. Tozer

			

			When I was fourteen, I found myself overwhelmed by an ongoing struggle to keep anxious thoughts from taking over. Though I fought hard, I felt like I was losing the intense war for peace in my mind. I was worn out, missing the simpler days when it seemed like I didn’t have a worry in the world. I remember one particular night when my chest was pounding and my nerves felt as tense as they could possibly be all throughout my body. I wondered, Where is peace? Why am I grappling so hard to find it but finding myself empty-handed over and over again? I couldn’t carry the weight of the fear any longer, but the problem was that I didn’t know where to put all my spiraling thoughts. So I continued lugging the burden around, almost convinced that was just how my life was going to be.

			That night, as I sat crying at the foot of my bed, my dad walked into my room, checking to see how I was doing. With deep love, he patiently listened as I stumbled over my words, trying to articulate the exhausting internal conflict I was in. After we talked for a little bit about the fear that was stealing my joy, he turned to my bookshelf and pointed at my Bible that was stacked against fifty other books. He asked, “Emma, when was the last time you carved out space to be alone with God, reading His Word?”

			“I honestly don’t know,” I said. I knew a lot about God, having grown up in the church and having been raised by parents who loved Him. I didn’t personally know Him, though. “I can’t think of the last time I sat with God by myself and read the Bible,” I said.

			“Emma, when Jesus comes back, I will not be standing beside you, holding your hand. It will be just you and Him,” he said. “He will either tell you, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant,’ or ‘I never knew you; depart from me’ ” (Matthew 25:21; Matthew 7:23).

			My dad then left the room, and I sat on my bed pondering what he said. I knew that in that moment, I was in the company of both God and the anxiety that had been like a dense fog so cumbersome on my soul. Reflecting on the words my dad had spoken and feeling the pursuing love of God drawing me close, I decided to give my life to Jesus that night, telling God that I wanted to know Him more than anything else. My tears of heaviness were joined with tears of hope and light all at once. My chest, which had been pounding with worry, was now beating with a strange joy, an awareness that in that moment things were different. I knew that even in the fears and anxiety, I had been given the victory in Christ in that very instant. The journey of learning to walk in full freedom was just beginning for me, all because of Jesus. I was confident that I was not alone. My soul had a friend in God. I knew He was with me. I didn’t have to wait for the mess of fear and anxiety to get cleaned up to experience His joy. He met me in my mess and loved me that night.

			Filled with the Word and Overflowing with Love

			For the next two years I immersed myself in the Bible. I set my alarm early enough so that I could have time before school to talk with God and read His Word. Being with Him before doing anything else set the tone of my whole day. I taped notecards with Scripture written on them all over my room. To memorize God’s words, I would strategically place the notecards next to things associated with whatever verse was written on them. On my lamp, I taped Psalm 119:105: “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.” I stuck Psalm 4:8 on my bed frame: “In peace I will both lie down and sleep; for you alone, O Lord, make me dwell in safety.” I placed Proverbs 31:25 on my closet door: “Strength and dignity are her clothing, and she laughs at the time to come.” Romans 1:16 hung on my door so I could see it right before I stepped out of my room and into my day: “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.”

			Before long, I realized these words breathed by God were not just written down on notecards and taped all over my bedroom. Surely enough, because I was regularly seeing them and thinking on them throughout the day, these Bible verses were being written on my heart, to have with me moment by moment. The Scriptures were guiding me, comforting me, and equipping me in my daily life, helping me navigate how to treat those around me and even how to process through my own anxious thoughts. Through God’s Word, I learned who He is and who I am in Him. I discovered that the life He called me to had a purpose bigger than myself. Because my life was eternally changed by Christ, the way I lived my life daily in the here and now would never be the same. He filled me with joy that can only be found in His presence.

			Personally knowing Him motivated me with the desire to make Him known to as many people as possible. As I was filled with eagerness to share Christ in any space I could, the Holy Spirit prompted me to start intentionally leveraging my Instagram account for the purpose of encouraging people and telling them about Christ. I changed my Instagram name from “emmamaej99” to “1corinthians13_love” because it was a simple way to say that my life wasn’t about me anymore, it was all about Him. I wanted to help people know His love that would never fail them. I wanted to lead people to have a genuine relationship with Him. Even if someone simply came across my account, only catching a glimpse of my username, I hoped that they would be drawn to His heart through it.

			Rarely would I be writing a caption to post and not be cut off by the red bar that read “Caption too long.” The maximum number of words Instagram allowed had been surpassed. Yet, the 2,200-character limit couldn’t contain the words of life bubbling over from within me. My cup truly was overflowing! I had so much to say because I loved God so much and He was changing my life.

			Each day, I sought out opportunities to have a conversation with somebody and encourage them in the truth, because reading the Bible didn’t only impact me, but it also compelled me to share its impact with others. As each day passed, I felt more and more discontent at the thought of keeping to myself this light that had shined in my own darkness. I empathized with the prophet Jeremiah, who wrote, “If I say, ‘I will not mention him, or speak any more in his name,’ there is in my heart as it were a burning fire shut up in my bones, and I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot” (Jeremiah 20:9). My soul would ache if I did not talk about the Lord who saved me. How absurd it would be not to live differently once taken from death to life. How sorrowful it would be not to share life with the spiritually dead around me. By the power of the Holy Spirit, I was driven to give the truth to as many people as I could.

			When I shared on Instagram to the few family members and friends who followed along, the goal was never to have tons of followers; it was to help as many people know Him as possible. My focus was not a platform; it was people. My priority was not to gain a large sphere of influence; it was to follow Jesus and lead others to do likewise. Little did I know all the ways I would get to tell people about Him! It really is crazy what God will do through our lives when our hearts are postured in humility with the pure desire to know Him and make Him known.

			An Unassuming Moment Turned Pivotal

			When I was sixteen, I lived in Alabama. I was visiting extended family for Thanksgiving in West Monroe, Louisiana, where my family used to live. One afternoon while there, I met up with some of my childhood friends at a frozen yogurt shop to catch up and just enjoy being with one another. Before we left for a basketball game, we did what most girls love to do when they get together. We took a picture. Sadie Robertson was on my left, Mary Kate Robertson was on my right, and I stood in the middle.

			On our way to the basketball game, Sadie shared the picture in a simple, casual Instagram post. Upon getting to the high school gym, Sadie met up with her team and I made my way to the bleachers. As sneakers squeaked along the court and the subtle smell of nacho cheese filled the air, I found my seat. The gym was loud with excitement, and I felt a sweet sense of nostalgia as I got to see family friends I hadn’t seen since summer camp. I had so many reasons to smile! While watching the game, I checked my phone and noticed the picture Sadie had posted was getting a lot of attention. And with just one click, my world was rocked. The all-too-familiar desire I had for people to like me was crushed as I read one of the comments: “Who is that ugly girl in the middle?” My heart tightened and felt heavy, like an elephant was standing on it.

			In a matter of moments, hundreds of people flooded the comments section with their thoughts about me—the girl in the middle. Crowds of people shared that they didn’t like my smile, saying it was cringey and too big. As a sixteen-year-old girl who hoped to get married one day, reading that boys thought I was ugly hurt me deeply. Their comments sent a wave of sadness over me. Were they typing the words every boy thought about me? Would they have still said these things about me in person, if there weren’t a screen between us? Did they forget they were talking about a real person who could see everything they wrote? The words were brutal and cut like a knife. Their words made me feel like I wasn’t enough and like I was too much all at the same time. To them, I wasn’t pretty enough, and my joy was way too over the top. How was I supposed to come to terms with that? How could I boldly be my true self while people were saying that they didn’t like the way I looked?

			Even now, reflecting on that moment, I am asking God to guard my heart as the emotions return. I wish I could go back and hug that girl sitting in the bleachers. I wish I could go back and tell her how beautiful she is, how wonderful her smile is. I wish I could go back, look her in the eyes, and tell her how thankful I am for her, how proud I am to be her.

			That night, my parents were witnessing the cyberbullying from a few miles down the road at my grandma’s house. They saw the comments posted on Sadie’s account. They texted me, downright angry that so many people would have the nerve to speak such things about their girl. They asked how I was doing.

			In that moment, sitting in the bleachers, I found myself in the middle of two options. I could sulk in fear of what everyone thought. I could come into agreement with the cruel comments and join them in critiquing my own smile. I could conform to who I thought the bullies wanted me to be and try to fit the mold they thought would be attractive. I could grow timid and stop smiling so much so I wouldn’t run the risk of being bullied again.

			…Or…

			I could think on “Whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise” (Philippians 4:8). I could stand firm on the truth I had come to know about who my God is and who I am in Christ. I could keep smiling with confidence because I was unashamed of the joy God had undeniably given me. I could stand on the truth that this joy I carried was not cringey or too much; rather it was a testament to the holy God alive inside of me. I could pray for God to be glorified through the horrible circumstance I found myself in the middle of as I sat in the bleachers. And I could pray for the very people who found it necessary to let me know they thought I was ugly.

			The first option seemed to be the easiest. Shrinking back seemed like a choice that was offered as low-hanging fruit, to be grasped with almost no effort. My feelings were hurt and so many of my thoughts were steeped in insecurity. To join in with the critiquing and become timid in my own skin wouldn’t have been all that difficult. So, yes, the first option would have been easier in the moment, but easiest doesn’t always mean best.

			As I sat there, I navigated all the thoughts and feelings that filled my heart and mind. I experienced what seemed like a tangible dichotomy. While there was a pang in my stomach from the sickening words people spewed, I was also fully aware of a peace and calmness that was clearly guarding my heart and mind (Philippians 4:7). I felt the protection of God’s Word surrounding me. The scripture I had filled myself with for years leading up to this moment was being brought back to my full attention.

			Psalm 91 says that God “will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways. On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone” (Psalm 91:11–12, NIV). I was still in the moment, but at the same time, I was lifted above my circumstances and given eyes to see God was doing something bigger. His angels ministered to me (Hebrews 1:14) amid the scoreboard buzzing and mean comments pinging. In that brief period that felt like an eternity, God reminded me that my battle was not against the bullies. As I sat in the bleachers that night, my battle was “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 was more happening than met the human eye. While the words of people were so harsh, God’s words of authority met me and secured me as I pondered in such a deep space of vulnerability. The social media opinions coming in one after another were chaotically loud, but God’s still, small voice is the sound I heard most distinctly. God’s words were more powerful than the words of people—I was personally experiencing this in real time. Amid processing so many feelings and thoughts, God brought to my mind a quote I had written on a notecard and taped to my bedroom wall: “I am a daughter of the King, who is not moved by the world. For my God is with me and goes before me. I do not fear because I am His.” I responded to my parents’ text with this quote, fully confident in every single word.

			I don’t mean to make it sound like I was impervious to the pain of criticism. Fear was on the scene. Insecurity made an impressive effort to take up great capacity in my mind. But rather than directing my response, these real emotions gave me more reasons to cling to God. My struggles reminded me of how much I needed His guidance, His counsel, and His peace. I was discovering firsthand that there is great strength found when we take all that we are feeling to the Lord and trust Him as we walk with Him in the middle of it all.

			This is what Paul must have meant when he wrote to the church in Corinth, “Christ’s love compels us” (2 Corinthians 5:14, NIV). In my own strength, I could not move forward with boldness and joy. My own willpower was not enough to give me the endurance I needed that night. Christ’s love, on the other hand, was more than enough. Dwelling on His love for me gave me a soul at rest, and reflecting on His love toward me drove me to extend that same love to others—even the people who hated and berated me. The love of Christ changed my perspective. The love of Christ called me out of my comfort zone. The love of Christ compelled me to respond differently—to respond in a way that was not focused on myself, but rather on Him who died, was buried, and rose again for me, and for them.

			After the basketball game, Sadie gave me a ride back to my grandma’s house. She had not yet seen the spiral of cyberbullying that had taken over the comments section of her post, as she had been playing basketball when it all went down.

			Not too long into our drive Sadie asked, “Emma, what do you do when people misunderstand your joy?” I looked at her, thinking about how ironic and timely it was for her to ask such a question.

			I said, “You know, it’s funny that you ask, because there are a lot of people misunderstanding my joy right now.” Explaining the situation that had unfolded in the bleachers, I told her that the people who weren’t loving me well probably didn’t know how much God loved them. “We never know what people are going through,” I said. “What a great opportunity this is to love people!” I knew that if my confidence wasn’t in what people thought, my confidence couldn’t be taken away when people thought poorly of me.

			Jesus said, “If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you” (John 15:18–19). We don’t need to be surprised when the world tells us to calm down and mocks proudly as it does so. Jesus already warned us that many would respond to us in this way. These words of Jesus challenged me that night to keep letting my light shine even when my feelings were hurt (Matthew 5:16). They also comforted me with the knowledge that Jesus deeply understood what I was going through. He was not only Lord over my situation, He also empathized with me in the middle of it.

			Later that night, though I was trying to stay away from Sadie’s post, the comments felt like they were screaming through the phone. Curiosity tugged at me. I just wanted to know what one more person was saying, even if knowing would set me up for a spiral of discouragement. Putting my phone down and choosing not to read what people wrote was often harder for me to do than I would like to admit. In frequent moments of weakness, I needed the help of my closest people and the Holy Spirit to continually set my gaze on Jesus rather than on the opinions of people. Fixing my thoughts on the thoughts of strangers was only stirring up anxiety and giving fear room to take root in me.

			Compelled by Love

			Confidence in God was, and still is, a moment-by-moment journey. Trusting in God was not a one-time decision I made at age fourteen, when I surrendered to Christ as my Lord and Savior. Living by faith is an everyday, step-by-step walk with God. And when we set our hearts on Him, His comfort brings us joy when anxiety is great within us, and His presence encourages us to not fear because He is our God (Psalm 94:19; Isaiah 41:10, NIV).

			When I had woken up on that dreary November morning, I didn’t know all that would take place in that day. But God did. He knew all that was coming and was faithful to carry me in His arms from the moment I woke up, to the moment I sat in the bleachers, to the moment I laid my head on my pillow that night (Psalm 68:19). God is the one who made the difference in my ability to respond boldly in love. Remembering God’s faithfulness and recalling His promises strengthened me in the fullness of joy (Psalm 16:11). The Bible says in 2 Timothy 3:16–17 that the Word of God thoroughly equips us for every good work. That day, I witnessed how His Word gave me all that I needed to trust Him even when it was hard. I experienced how His Word spurred me on in zeal to keep following Him with my whole heart.

			When I woke up the next morning, I found out that thousands of people had made their way to my Instagram account. Coming to see more about “the girl in the middle,” they found more about Jesus. Whether they were coming to my account for encouragement, whether they were coming out of curiosity as to what all the talk was about, or whether they were coming to get a good laugh and make fun of me, it didn’t matter. They were coming! And I kept sharing. I kept sharing because sharing mattered more than the ridicule that could come from it.

			If we were to look at any sports team, we would find that they have put in hours upon hours of practice. They schedule time for early workouts, they put intentional meal plans in place to meet nutrition goals, and they prioritize late-night studying of film to prepare for the competition against their next opponent. Why is this? Why are they putting in so much time and effort day in and day out?

			Because they want to win.

			The team works so diligently and stewards their time as they do because they are driven by a desire to be champions. In other words, they are compelled by a longing to be the best.

			We are all compelled by something. We all have a reason why we live life the way we do. The way we go about our days, make our decisions, and leverage our time reflects what compels us. For

			
			We All Stand in the Middle
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