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			This book exists because you ask big questions. Please don’t ever stop.

			—MC

			For Finn
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			I started making these pictures before I even met you, imagining the world I wanted to gift to you. And then you grew inside me as I grew this book. This world isn’t quite as kind or safe as I’d like, but I want you to know that your mommy tried hard to make it better not only for you but also for other kids and their grown-ups, and most especially for the in-betweeners, lost sheep, and wandering ones. We all belong.

			—RE
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			Introduction
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			[image: T]his is a book inspired by stories from the Bible. And what is the Bible? The Bible is a very old, very long book, made up of many different types of stories. Some of the stories are told through poems and songs, some are more like history lessons, some are official royal records, and some are letters.

			But they all work together to teach us what God is like. What is God like? Well, that is a big question with many lovely, complicated answers—answers that you will likely spend the rest of your life exploring, because most of the time, these stories don’t just come right out and give us the answers. (That would be much easier.) Often they show more than they tell.

			And they present to us who God is through the history of God’s family: people who were learning to trust God in the middle of their messy lives. They learned bits and pieces of who God is and they saved their stories for us to learn from. But God is too big to fit into even our most imaginative human words, so all throughout history, people who have tried to describe God say things like “God protects us like a mother bird sitting on her nest.” Or “God is everywhere, like the wind.” Or “God comforts us, like a hug.” We’ve tried to display that too, in our different illustrations of God.
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			We’ve imagined God with a face that frowns and smiles, with arms that help and hold, with a mouth to breathe and speak. In some stories, God is shown looking like a hovering bird, a covering cloud, or a brightening fire. But it’s important to remember that we don’t know what God looks like. We only know what God is like. So each picture is a beautiful, true idea for our eyes to rest on while our hearts do the important work of learning to trust God’s big, mysterious fullness.

			One of the most special things about learning stories from the Bible is that they teach us about who we are. We get to learn the names God has for us, the people God made. The more we read the Bible, the more names we will learn. There are three big names that seem really special to God, three that show up again and again in the stories we’ve shared here:

			
				Belonging

				Beloved

				Delightful

			

			
				Belonging
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			Is there anything more cozy than the feeling of belonging? A place especially for you that no one else could ever fill? Sometimes we feel it in our families or with our friends. Sometimes we feel it on our birthday or when we climb our favorite tree. The Bible is filled with stories of God telling God’s people, “You belong with me!” No matter how lost or lonesome we feel, there is always a place for us with God.

			
				Beloved
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			Love is the most powerful force in the universe. It is bigger and deeper and truer and brighter than we can understand.

			Beloved is really just a fancy way to say, “Someone Who Is Loved.” Someone who is loved so thoroughly that it becomes who they are. It becomes their name.

			Here’s something pretty amazing: God loves people so much that God says each and every one of us should have this name. Beloved Me, Beloved You, Beloved Us. We are all Beloved.

			
				Delightful
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			You make God happy, just by being you. Before we did anything or said anything, God was delighted with us. But we often forget, and it trips us up! So the Bible is full of stories of God reminding people that they don’t need to earn God’s delight or hide when they make mistakes. They just have to trust God says that they Belong, they are Beloved, and they are Delightful.

			And while we’re talking about names, you will notice that the names I’ve used in stories you are familiar with may look different. Mary is Miryam. John is Yokhanan. That’s because I’ve decided to include the original names for these characters as they would have been known to the Bible writers and its original readers and to many people today around the world who speak Hebrew and Greek.

			One way to think about Bible reading is that the Bible can be a mirror and also a window. Like a mirror, the Bible should help us see ourselves. Just like the characters in the stories, we can follow God and learn to trust the names God calls us. But the Bible should also be a window, helping us see into an ancient Middle Eastern world that is probably very different from our own. By noting the original names, I hope to honor the people and traditions with whom these stories originated!

			Bible stories have been told and retold for thousands of years. There is so much to learn from each and every story. One of the most special things about the Bible is that we can learn something new and true from each retelling. Wise teachers have said it’s as though people who love God take turns holding a big, beautiful gemstone. With each retelling, they turn it and we see God’s light sparkle through in a new and different way.

			Whatever you learn from the way the gem turns in these stories, the biggest treasure I hope you find is this: God is trustworthy, and God’s names for you are true. You Belong. You are Beloved. You are Delightful.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
		
		
			
				[image: Old Testament]
			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		
			[image: 1]

		

		A Very Good Song

		Genesis 1–2

		Khavah is also called Eve.

		[image: A]t first, there was a swirling, watery mess. It was somehow chaotic and empty, all at the same time. It was everything and nothing at once.

		But God began to speak, and God’s Spirit hovered over the mess like a mother bird over her nest. Or maybe it was more like a deep breath one takes before launching into song or like a wind that ushers in springtime. None of our words seem quite marvelous enough to describe what God’s Spirit was doing.

		
			God sang a love song, and life emerged.

			

			God took the mess and made it meaningful.

			

			God took the emptiness and filled it with goodness.

		

		First, God made light and it blazed to life. And God’s Spirit clapped with delight as God separated the light from the darkness. “This is ready. This is good,” God decided and went about the holy work of naming, telling the new creations who they are and who they belong to. “You will be called Day. You will be called Night.”

		Next, God spread out the sky, and it was just as much fun, with all the making and the delight and the naming. God gathered up the water and made room for land. (“Good!” “Your name is Land!” “And you are Sea.”) And God filled the land with every kind of plant and tree that you could imagine.

		It was as if God popped the top right off of God’s imagination and then whatever danced to life was loved, delighted in, and named. All things bright and beautiful sang and spun into place.

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		The sun! The moon! Stars and planets!

		Good! Good! Good!
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		Flopping fish to fill the seas!

		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		Flapping birds to fill the skies!
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		Flocks and herds to fill the land!

		Swarming and teeming,

		spilling and tumbling!

		Good! Good! Good!

		Good! Good!
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		Where there was once an echoing mess, there was now a symphony of sights and sounds. All the jolly jumble of a very fine party. But God wasn’t done yet—there were a few guests missing.
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		God made humans next: Khavah (Eve) and Adam. God formed them from the rich red-brown earth and filled them with God’s Spirit so they would be like God. They would create and delight and name, just like God. They would care for the plants and seas and animals—all things bright and beautiful. “Very good,” God said, like an artist examining their masterpiece. Or maybe it was like the way a bird considers the nest it has built. Or maybe it was like the way a parent marvels at their newborn baby.

		None of our words seem quite tender enough to describe God’s delight as God looked at the humans.

		They’re beautiful! They’re ready! They’re just as they should be.

		I like them and I love them.

		They’re GOOD.

		After all the creating and delighting and naming, God rested. And God called this resting time Sabbath and declared that it should be celebrated like a little holiday at the end of every week—a reminder of what God did after God made us. Like a mama who snuggles up to enjoy her baby after giving birth, looking over its little ears and tiny fingernails, God stopped and enjoyed the good, good creation. It was as it should be—nothing left to do but be together. And just as you will never stop being your mama’s baby, no matter how big you get, God’s people will always belong with God. No matter what.
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		God had a dream of togetherness in a world where everything matches the good, good goodness of God. And guess what? Even though God had finished and creation was ready, the enjoyment was just beginning. In fact, God is still enjoying God’s good, good creation and inviting you to enjoy it too.

		You belong with God.

		You are loved by God.

		And you are very good.

	
		
			
				
					
						Wonder Moment

						People who love God believe so many different things about Bible stories, especially this one!

						Who wrote down the story? Did God write the story or did people? Is it somehow both? Did this really happen, or is it a beautiful poem of wonderings? Is it somehow both? Was it seven actual days, or seven long seasons? How many species were created?

						So many wonderful questions! And guess who loves questions? God!

						Think about how cozy and special you feel when someone asks you about your day or wants to learn more about your favorite foods or hobbies. God made us to belong with God! That means God wants to be close and cozy with us. So all questions are welcome!

						Hopefully, you will spend your whole life asking important questions about God. Sometimes there will be easy answers. Sometimes you will decide on one thing and change your mind as you learn more. And sometimes you get to giggle and throw your hands up and decide, That is something only God could understand!

						Here is what we do know: Bible stories were written a very, very long time ago. Long before most of the science we use today. Long before most of the history we have today. The people who wrote these stories wanted us to know God. So although we get to wonder and giggle and chat about so many questions, the most important one is this:

						
							What does this story teach us about God?
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			The Garden of Forgotten Names

			Genesis 2–3

			Khavah is also called Eve.

			[image: G]od planted a spectacular garden where Khavah (Eve) and Adam would live and work. A safe and lovely place of belonging. You see, God loved Eve and Adam and had a beautiful dream for them. “I made you like me, so I want you to care for the gardens and the animals just as I would,” God told Eve and Adam. There was much to learn about, and what a glad time God would have, holding their hands and teaching them. Step by step, they would learn God’s wisdom, which leads to a good and peaceful life.

			I belong with you, and you belong with me. Come, let me show you how to live.
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			In the middle of their garden were two trees: the Life Tree and the Good and Bad Knowledge Tree. And God warned them, “Eat from any tree in the garden except the Good and Bad Knowledge Tree. You are not ready for that knowledge yet. It will lead to death and destruction.” God knew that having so much knowledge without learning wisdom would only hurt and harm them. God was protecting them from that harm and asking them to trust God’s dream.

			So there they were: God, Eve, Adam, the fish, the birds, and the animals—all together, just as they belonged, among the great, green growing things. A grand garden party indeed.
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			Imagine the delight in their days:

			Climbing the fruit trees to gather food; flipping and swinging with the monkeys, lemurs, squirrels, and sloths; chattering at the rainbows of birds.

			Caring for the plants and flowers as the honeybees and butterflies danced around their heads and as the rabbits tumbled around their feet with the tapirs and armadillos.

			Riding elephants, splashing into the rivers, and swimming among the schools of fish, turtles, and platypuses.

			Sleeping snuggled with ocelots, oryx, and capybaras as the crickets wheedled and God’s Spirit shushed among the bulrushes.

			They all had what they needed to live and flourish. They grew and learned from God. And it was good, just as God had said. It was like a wild, happy childhood from a fairy tale.

			But like most fairy tales, this story has a crisis. And it starts with a crafty, talking snake. The snake approached Eve and Adam as they frolicked through the garden, wild and naked and free. “Did God really say you couldn’t eat from any tree in the garden?” the snake asked. “We eat from all the trees!” Eve replied. “Well, except the one at the center. God told us it would lead to death.” The snake laughed in a way that made Eve feel very silly and small. “Death and doom? Oh, no, no, no. God is keeping things from you! The fruit won’t make you die; it will make you smart like God!” said the snake. The snake was very crafty.
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			Crafty enough to know that you can tell a truth that’s not the whole truth. Crafty enough to know that you can become smart without being wise.

			Eve and Adam were faced with a choice, one we all make over and over again as we grow older and wiser: Will I trust who God says God is and who God says I am, or will I trust other names?

			What did God say over and over again during the wondrous Creation song? It’s good! They’re very good! Good, good, good. They’re just as they should be!

			But you are not as you should be, the snake had suggested. You’re not smart enough! God is keeping things from you. You’re not good. You don’t have what you need for life and flourishing. The fruit will make you smart like God.

			Eve looked at the fruit. Somewhere in the distance, she heard the tumbling rabbits and the swinging monkeys. Good, good. They’re just as they should be. The elephants splashed, and the ocelots stretched. Good, good. They have everything they need. She stood in the garden with Adam, and she reached out her hand and she chose.

			Eve ate the fruit. Adam ate the fruit. They didn’t trust God. They believed what the snake said more than they believed what God said. They grabbed for God’s gifts, snatching at knowledge instead of trusting God to teach them. It was like pressing fast-forward on their lives. Like turning four and then forty-four. Like going to college right after kindergarten. All at once, they knew what God knows without walking with God: They missed out on the wonder of learning and living! Imagine the weight of their world.

			Suddenly their precious garden home looked different. They saw the sharp teeth of their animal friends, the laughing sneer of the crafty snake, and their thoughts raced with worry. They looked different. They now felt silly being naked all the time and hurried to cover up the amazing bodies God created and called good.

			God came walking through the garden and called out, “You belong with me. Why aren’t you with me?”

			“I was hiding from you. I trembled because I was naked,” said Adam in a small voice.

			“Oh, my beloved children. Who told you that you were naked?” God asked. “Did you eat from the one tree I told you to stay away from?”
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			Adam pointed to Eve, who pointed to the snake. “We were tricked!”

			“Things will be different now,” God told them, lifting up their tiny faces. God knew that with knowledge would come choices. And what happened that day would happen again: Eve and Adam would choose to trust untrue names. They would forget that God said, “You are Beloved, you are Delightful, and you Belong!” That forgetting would bring pain, confusion, and destruction—the opposite of God’s dream for them!

			But God created people to belong with God, and they always will. Places of belonging will always exist. Places where heaven touches earth. Places for humans to meet with God. “Nothing can stop my love for you, my dream for you,” God was reminding Eve and Adam.

			Just as the olive trees keep making olives, which contain the seed to more trees, which make more olives in an everlasting cycle; just as the elephants, the birds, the ocelot, and the oryx all birth young who grow up to birth more young in an everlasting cycle; Eve would have babies who would grow up to make more babies who would grow up to make more babies. Parents would care for those babies and teach them to walk close to God.
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			“Someday,” God promised them, “one of those babies will be the place where heaven meets earth once and for all. That baby will grow up to silence untrue voices and untrue names that convince you not to trust me. He will show you how to live with knowledge and wisdom. He will make all things new.”

			It was time to go. God sent Eve and Adam out from the garden. They were made from the earth and filled with God’s breath, which would always twist and tug inside them. They would grasp for goodness and beg for blessing. They would soar and stumble, but they would never be alone. They would learn wisdom by walking with God in the wide and wild world.
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						Mindful Moment

						Eve and Adam trusted the untrue names that the snake suggested more than they trusted God’s good names for them. It seems to be part of our humanness to sometimes trust untrue names. And what we believe about who we are matters! It changes the way we act. That is why it’s so important to know and trust God’s names for us.

						Learning to trust God takes time. We need to learn who God is and what God’s voice sounds like and what God’s Spirit feels like. Throughout this whole book, you will learn many different names for God and many different names that God calls you. Let’s remember some of those names!

						Close your eyes and take some deep belly breaths. Then put your hand over your heart like you’re pressing on a name tag. Repeat these names:

						
							I am Loved.

							I Belong with God.

							I am Good.

							I am Purposed.

							I am Treasured.

							I am Honored.

							I am Never Alone.

							I am Protected.

						
						We learn to trust these names as we grow to know and trust God. And who is God? Well, that is something we spend our whole lives learning. God is so big and wonderful that none of our words can quite describe God. But here are some names that describe parts of God: Creator, Gracious, Merciful, Patient, Loving Father, Good Shepherd, Helper, Strong Tower, Mother Hen, Gentle Dove, Birthing Mama, Peace, Rescuer.
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		God’s Dream
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		[image: G]od was right, of course. Eve and Adam had children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Each person born into the wide and wild world had to make choices: Is God trustworthy? Do I trust God’s names for me?

		Sometimes they trusted God’s names and lived as people safe in their Belonging, Belovedness, and Delightfulness. Sometimes they made wise choices. They were gracious and patient. They cared for the earth and one another. There was love and life and flourishing. As you can imagine, those times looked a lot like God’s dream. But that wasn’t always the case.

		Sometimes they trusted untrue names, believing they were Unlovable, Alone, Bad. Sometimes they acted cruelly and competitively, fighting for their belonging. They acted scared and ashamed, trying to earn love or put on a show to make others like them.

		Like camels who grew weary, lying down beside the path they should travel. Like an arrow that misses its target. Like a tree that grows crooked in a harsh and rocky habitat. Like a traveler who wanders off the path. God’s people sinned; they made mistakes. But no matter what they did, God knew their true names. No matter what they did, God’s dream never changed:

		I belong with you, and you belong with me.

		Nothing can stop my love.

		I will love you when you turn away from me.

		I will love you when you hurt one another.

		I will love you when you harm the earth.
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