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Praise for
Listening to Love




“Jan Meyers is a friend and colleague whose willingness to open her heart to the larger romance Christ has been telling since before the world’s foundation has wooed countless men and women closer to the heart of Christ—myself included.”

—the late BRENT CURTIS, coauthor of The Sacred Romance

“God is speaking, always. He invites us to hear, but the noise around us and in us keeps his voice tuned low enough to ignore. I know I need to listen, but I need more than merely being told to do so. Jan Meyers tenderly invites us to consider what we fear we may hear and helps us enter the sweet hope even in hard words. From her own suffering, she speaks of the light of his fierce kindness. What I promise from this book is that God’s voice will not remain dim or slight but that in hearing his passion your joy will grow beyond measure. Thank you, Jan, for listening to God and speaking light and life for us.”

—DAN B. ALLENDER, PH.D., president, Mars Hill Graduate School, author of The Wounded Heart and The Healing Path

“Jan’s unique voice offers us a bold invitation to imagine what our lives would look like if we trusted in a God whose greatest gift to us is Love, not answers. With patient and wise insight, Jan takes the risk of letting us into her own life and in the process helps us remove the obstacles that stand in the way of embracing the Love we’ve always longed for. This book is for anyone who hungers for more of God.”

—KATHY TROCCOLI, speaker, singer, and coauthor of Falling in Love with Jesus

“Jan Meyers has written a realistic, earthy, and, above all, practical guide on how to recognize the voice of God in the midst of all the other voices clamoring for our attention. And she has done it in plain English, free from all the pious code words that speak only to the initiate. She gently helps us discard the masks, blinders, and earplugs we commonly use to keep a loving God from entering deeply into our hearts.”

—WILLIAM FREY, bishop and author of The Dance of Hope
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One

THE VOICE OF LOVE


Listen to me, for the life of your soul is at stake.
—GOD

Today, if you hear my voice, do not harden your hearts.
—GOD

Sometimes it’s just plain stupid to get into any kind of wind.
—BOB DYLAN



Love has a way of getting our attention. Actually, Love has a way of messing up our lives. We all know it to be true. If we desire a carefully ordered life, tranquil and serene, then when the Voice of Love calls, we had better run inside and bolt the door. Tight. We can never prepare for this most honored of all guests, who quietly enters and then asks us to follow.

We wonder whether we know the Voice of Love, so we strain to discern it amid the cacophony around and in us. Then we begin to recognize it, and we’re not sure we welcome it. It doesn’t take us long to remember tender times we labored to hear God and followed as best we could, only to end up befuddled and confused for a while. Maybe this still, small, disruptive guest is after something more than making the path clear to us.

This is a book about the call of Love. The call of Love is the call of the heart of God; it is the call that echoes the life and intentions of his Son, Jesus. And this is a book about responding to that Love, about responding to God’s voice. Obedience is a whole-hearted and, as we will see, sensual response to the Voice of Love—it involves our whole being, our deepest self. But what a wild ride. Open the door, and we have no idea what will step across the threshold. Let’s take that back. When we’ve been around the heart of God for any length of time at all, we do have some idea. We have a suspicion that what comes through the door will profoundly jostle our well-ordered life. Our suspicion is well founded. Perhaps we know enough to be afraid he will speak, afraid he will enter. Perhaps we’re just afraid of him.

Love has been calling to me lately, and it has been frightening. You would think that after decades of knowing God, I would find responding to Love’s voice easier. Well, all the moments of hesitation and choice at the doorway of my heart have taught me that when Love calls, it is so I can know the life he’s given me, so I can know how much I’m loved. This does make it a little easier as I reach for the doorknob and allow him in, with all his unknown intentions. But that’s just it—his intentions are often unknown. These decades with God have taught me that the corridor between hearing Jesus’s voice and seeing the goodness of what he’s after is often like navigating the foreign sands of the desert between slavery and promise. At times it’s like climbing the hill to Golgotha.

These decades of following have taught me that life and love without explanation do show up along the path. But it is not possible to talk about responding to Love, to God himself, without heading directly into the truth: God wants us—all of us. He wants everything for us and asks everything of us as he finds, restores, and leads our hearts. He asks us to leave our old ways—not just old habits but the way we view life, the way we see. He asks us to drop our nets, to face our stories, to be misunderstood and even shamed by others, believing that the hidden reasons must be spectacular.

Why begin here—with how unclear and hard it can be? Maybe I’m asking you to join me because I need to know I’m not alone as I hesitate to open the door. Love’s call to me lately has been: “I want to show you how much your heart really does want me. I want to show you how much you really do love me.” A beautiful invitation, isn’t it? So why do I hesitate? I’m not afraid of missing or misunderstanding God’s voice as much as I’m afraid of where his voice will lead me. As Love has called, I’ve started to realize that, more than lessons on listening or instructions on how to fine-tune our antennas to God’s frequency, what we really need is courage—the courage to know we can turn the doorknob when we hear Love calling. What waits on the other side of the door is more than worth the risk. What’s beckoning is joy beyond our dreams. Yes, we can turn that doorknob. Yes, we can follow the Voice of Love with confident expectation.

So much easier said than done.

THREE POSTURES OF THE HEART

If your heart is even remotely like mine, you can trace the movements it goes through on the way to this confident expectation. We begin in a posture of uncertainty—Is it Jesus I hear, and even if it is, do I want to open the door? Here the question of our hearts sounds like this: Is it really you, Jesus? When we have tentatively turned the knob to lean in to hear what he has to say, we move into the second posture. Here, we recognize that it is indeed Jesus on the other side of the door, but we also recognize that he can do whatever he wants with our life. Oh no, it is you, Jesus. And then, over time and tender experience, our hearts move into a posture of peaceful gratitude, knowing that something so much bigger than our understanding is unfolding, something for our good as well as for God’s. Finally our hearts relax with the unexpected Oh good, it is you, Jesus.

The First Posture of the Heart: The Invitation to Respond

Years ago as a fledgling counselor just out of graduate school, I sat in the office of my mentor. Hands clammy and nervously shifting on the leather couch, I was trying to put words to the crossroads at which I found myself: Do I take my graduate training and board South African Airlines, back to the world I left several years before, where there is strong affirmation and African, European, and Indian friends who wait for me? Do I listen to the internal nudges that tell me it’s time to head in a different direction? How do I read the conflicting signals?

I was midsentence in this vulnerable litany of confused thoughts when my mentor, Dan, got up from his chair, went over to his desk, picked up the phone, and began to dial. Well, that’s nice. I thought. So glad you’re taking this struggle of mine seriously. What phone call could be so important that it can’t wait until I’m done talking? My thoughts continued in this offended, slightly resigned, judging-him kind of way as I heard Dan speak these words into the answering machine on the other end: “Brent, this is Dan. I’m sitting here with someone I’ve come to love and respect, and I think the two of you should be working together. If you don’t at least consider this potential partnership, I will never drink scotch with you again.” Click.

“Who was that? Who is Brent? What was that about?”

Dan simply replied, “You’re going to have to trust me on this one, Jan.”

I had no idea who this man was to whom Dan had just offered my career. But Dan knew me well, and I did trust him. I met Brent Curtis and his wife, Ginny, and their boys that next week, and then Brent and I had lunch together to discuss possibilities. It became immediately clear to both of us that Dan’s intuition was dead-on. I canceled my plans to return to Africa. I moved instead to Colorado Springs (a city for which, at the time, I had little desire), and I embarked on years of a treasured counseling partnership in which I was believed in and championed, a partnership where I learned invaluable lessons about life and people. The Voice of Love had come to redirect my path into a good, rich land I never could have chosen for myself.

Of course, when Dan made the call that day, introducing me to the thought of a new direction, I had no clue what was ahead. All I knew was that there was a quiet nudging in my heart: “This is from me. Listen carefully. Trust this.” My heart, though scared and a bit bewildered, knew Love was calling, but I had to really listen to determine who was beckoning to me in the midst of my fear. Even though I desired change, I feared it, as I’m guessing you do. My heart entered the first posture with tentativeness and hope: Is it really you, Jesus?

The first posture of our hearts is actually a posture of obedience. God asks for our hearts even though we’re afraid to believe we’re going to be led into something good as he changes our path, our mind, our ways. But our understanding of obedience has become skewed. If we’re honest, we admit that upon hearing obedience, we sag inside and reluctantly wait to find out what is expected of us. “Obedience to God” can conjure a “pull yourself up and face what’s required of you” salute, like a lineup of soldiers waiting for marching orders. That’s our perception. But the reality is, obedience involves the kind of listening that children and lovers and sleuths do. It is not orderly. It is not so much a soldier marching because of duty as a person leaning in to hear a voice he’s come to trust and wanting to go where it leads.

Hebrew scholars will tell you that the Old Testament offers only one meaning when using the word obey.1 It is a central teaching in the pages of Jewish and Christian literature. For example, consider the stories of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Abraham and Isaac, Moses and Pharaoh. Each story contains a dilemma of obedience. Would Eve listen to the serpent, and would Adam be persuaded by Eve? Would Cain really stoop to murder? Would Abraham perform the heinous act of killing his own son? Would Moses defy Pharaoh? Each of these people faced more than just a duty. They faced a God who had spoken to them. Those who obeyed pondered God’s request; they listened and wrestled with his intentions and then said yes, despite the evidence. Those who did not obey did not listen well—they didn’t wrestle with what was being asked—and they missed Love.

This is where we get off course in our understanding of obedience. Our English word obey comes from the Hebrew shama. It means “to hear intelligently, attentively, call together, consider, discern, give ear, hear, listen, perceive, understand.” Can you hear how engaged—how intimate—this term is? It speaks of the posture of the heart that carries us through the other two postures—somewhere between the posture a child takes when his mother is whispering a secret in his ear and the posture a special-intelligence agent takes when she is receiving a specific, unbelievable assignment—a posture that leans in to make sure the message is heard correctly. It is an invitation for us to say, “What did you just ask? What did you just say? Could I possibly have heard you correctly?” It is precisely what I was invited to when I was asked to stay in Colorado. My first response was, “Huh?” It is a woman leaning in and saying, “Did I hear you correctly?” when she is led in career directions that run counter to the other women in her neighborhood or social circles. It is the eight-year-old who hears Jesus telling him to give his prized computer game CD to a little boy who just lost his father. “What did you say?”

I don’t know about you, but I am relieved to understand the pulse of this word that has taken on such flat-lined connotations. When I understand true obedience, then I can respond with who I am rather than perform as the person I think I should be. I move from fear of the doorknob to anticipation of the relationship, from controlling to surrendering to someone bigger than I am—someone unruly (according to my terms), someone I don’t understand and whom I can’t fully predict, someone who has good in mind even when I have trouble trusting him to give it.

The Second Posture of the Heart: Facing What We Fear

Fast-forward many years. I had just fallen asleep in the home of friends when I heard the phone upstairs. A group of us had flown to Indiana to celebrate our friend Sharon’s birthday, and we had gardened and planted and sweated and laughed all day. We were bone tired and very content. After I heard the ring, I went quickly back to sleep. Then came the tap on my shoulder. “Jan. Wake up. Someone is on the phone for you. Something terrible. An accident.” I grabbed the phone, and as the world began to spin in slow motion, I heard the words telling me that my friend Brent had died. I don’t know how to express it, but in my mind’s eye or spirit I saw Brent flying. So fast, flying. Flying into the arms of God. The Voice of Love had come with something new in mind. Something I didn’t ask for or want. My heart felt betrayed and immediately took on the second posture of the heart as it said with fear and questioning, but with a deep acknowledgment of all that is not in my control: Oh no, it is you, Jesus.

We need to spend a bit of time unfolding the second posture of our hearts, because this is where we live most of our lives. This is where following God is most difficult: following when we feel tricked, betrayed, lost, confused, and angry. There’s a whole story line of possibilities as to what has brought the confusion. Maybe evil has come with its insidious jabs; maybe the fallen world is pressing in with its dull ache; maybe death has stolen with a mocking laugh; maybe someone else’s choices have caused havoc. But the fact remains: this is where following Jesus is hard. The most difficult part of following God is admitting it was Love who brought you here and finding gratitude for this. You were beckoned; you tentatively opened the door. And now you are faced with what you most feared. You are left to fight the thoughts and messages that seem most reasonable during these second-posture times: You’re alone. You’re abandoned. You were a fool to get too attached or to be too passionate about life. These thoughts, of course, are not the truest thing. The truest thing is Love. Beckoning. Waiting to embrace, teach, and instruct you. But during the days in this heart posture, the truth of loving purposes seems remote at best. As our hearts proclaim the second-posture cry, Oh no, it really is you, Jesus, they expose that we view Jesus as the God of our Worst Fear rather than the Voice of Love. Here is what I mean.

The Inelegant Art of Abandon

The art of abandoning ourselves to what God’s love might have for us is not an elegant process. It is not a strong and steady one either. Sure, it produces elegant results. Strong results even. But the process is haphazard and unpolished, with bumps and rabbit trails and discouragement, misheard and misunderstood messages, and all-out tugs of war across the threshold of the door of our hearts. Think about it. Most of us would readily say, “Why, yes, I know that I should surrender control of my life to God.” But few can say honestly and freely, “Yes. I want to surrender control—of my heart, my life, my internal world—to God because I have confidence in him.” Let’s admit up front how prone we are to Peter’s fear: starting out like an undaunted mariner in our courage but sinking in the waves of the question, “Is it really you, Jesus?” Let’s confess how we share the forgetfulness of the disciples. Devotees, all of them, because of the miracles they had witnessed Jesus perform, yet they didn’t ask, “Who is this man?” until after their boat threatened to sink.

Our hesitancy, I’m learning, is mostly because we’ve been convinced that God is the God of our Worst Fear rather than the Voice of Love. You and I have evidence from our stories that cause us to feel justified in viewing God as someone to flee from rather than to follow. When I was young, I had too much responsibility placed on me in situations that were too adult for a child to navigate. So now my Worst Fear is that I’ll be left alone to handle heavy burdens, and this comes directly from my story. When I see God as the God of my Worst Fear, I assume he only has requirements of me and will leave me completely alone to get the job done. Often when I hear Jesus calling, I hear only my Worst Fear asking for too much and wanting to be appeased with burdensome, lonely labor.

What is it about us that we would either dismiss him or cower before him? Why are our hearts persuaded that he is either powerless or malevolent when in fact he would choose the humiliation of spittle on his face, splinters in his skin, and steel through his bone to answer the question, “Is it really you?” Why do we listen to the mocking voice of evil or the faulty reasoning we extrapolate from our own stories and life messages rather than the truth that someone would want to die for us, defeat death for us, go back to the Father with our ransom in his hands and talk to the Father about us, pleading our case? And perhaps a more courageous question: what causes us to quake, not with the fear of the Lord—Jesus Christ of Nazareth—but before the God of our Worst Fear?

Fear or Freedom?

I’ll never forget the terror in the eyes of Ate (Aunt) Zaide, a friend in a rural province of the Philippines. After nearly two decades of wondering if she had appeased her household gods (an eclectic shelf held up by chicken wire, full of icons and statues and images) by bringing them food and trinkets and money, she decided to trust Jesus instead. She was about to dismantle the altar, wanting so much to trust her newfound God to be more powerful. She was weary of living in the shackles of a constant threat—“Have I done enough to appease these gods?” She was ready to leave this life of fear and to enter a life of love. Can you imagine what I saw in her eyes? The sheer anticipation of faith? Hardly. For all those years, Zaide was not just involved in a quirky ritual or habit. She was actually worshiping at the altar of her Worst Fear. It had been unthinkable to her that God really did love her and wasn’t asking to be appeased. So now as she was realizing that she didn’t have to appease any god because Jesus had completely appeased God’s requirements of her, what I saw in her eyes was a fragile hope: “Can it really be true?” Maybe, just maybe, could she be loved without having to prove herself? Is it really you, Jesus?

We can spend a lifetime worshiping at the altar of our Worst Fear rather than listening to our need for God’s love and his willingness to give it. Now that seems silly, doesn’t it? Why would we so readily reject a good thing? Our Worst Fears take many forms: God will not remember me. God will shame me for what I’ve been involved in. God will get my hopes up and then dash them. God will ask too much of me. God will leave me alone.

Our household gods are more sophisticated than Zaide’s, but they still provide a great escape from our fears. If we had a little wooden shelf, it would be filled with our gods: the need to secure our reputation in the marketplace, the voice telling us that the most important thing is to be liked, the pattern of isolation we fall into when we guard ourselves with a routine of work and television, the belief that we must keep up the facade of a perfect Christian family. My gods say, “You can’t be wrong. You have to come through.” Your gods may whisper, “You must alter yourself” or “You had better get it right” or “Make sure you fake your way; convince everyone.” The gods of our fear drive us from behind with threats of abandonment, requirement, and rejection if we fail to appease them. Then they offer the way to appease them—hide. Hide in obvious ways, through pornography or materialism, and in less obvious ways, through self-condemnation or pride.

There is safety—these gods do keep us from facing what we fear about God—for a while. Appeasing this fear—playing with our self-crafted appeasement trinkets—keeps us very busy as we hide our hearts from God! As long as we have our Worst Fear to cower behind, we never have to face our unbelief in Love.

I can always tell when I am cowering behind my Worst Fear. I feel anxious and pressured and begin ruminating about all I’m not accomplishing. What am I hiding from? My true heart sounds something like this: Jesus, I’m scared of what is being asked of me, and I’m convinced you are going to leave me alone to handle it. What am I hiding behind? I’m afraid that this kind of honesty will be met with scorn, so I hide behind my safe god and say, Just steel yourself and come up with what is required of you, rather than risk the surprise of an embrace amid my fear and doubt.

Discovering the Love that doesn’t want or need to be appeased but desires all of us—longing for us to be alive, confident, free—is a great thing. So why is the process so frightening? Let me say it this way: when we open the door to God, he comes to remove the obstacles in the way of our knowing the fullness of Love. He takes away our pride, our autonomy, our religion, sometimes our vocation, possibly our life. And as we’ll see, he does this for our freedom.

Opening the Door

If we’re honest, when we realize God will do anything to have our full affection, we’re usually tempted to swear, “Oh no, it really is you, Jesus.” Our expletives reveal that we know God will ask anything of us in order to free us. As you sense all too well, this is where life with God gets a bit confounding. He so often is like the God of our Worst Fear. After all, God asks us to walk out on the water. Never mind that we can’t swim. He is not a passive, back-pocket pal. As Mark Buchanan says, “It’s as though God (as we make him) were a half-daft old uncle, hair sprouting from his ears, a bit runny about the eyes, winking at our little pranks and peccadilloes. Well, that’s nice. But God isn’t safe. God is a consuming fire.”2 Right. This is the God who asks us out onto surfaces that cannot hold us.

This is the God who heard immediately Hannah’s seemingly drunken prayer for a child and fulfilled her request through Eli’s blessing. And this same God willingly accepted as she dedicated her son to God’s service. He didn’t say, “Hannah, shouldn’t you check with Samuel first to see if this is what he wants to do for the rest of his life?” or, “Hannah, you’ve waited a long, long time for this dream to come true. Now just go enjoy being a mother.” No, this is the God who knows what story he’s telling: setting Samuel loose in the temple courts while his mother is made beautiful for her supplication and sacrifice. I wonder what comfort this brought Hannah when her house was quiet as she waited for more children?

This is the God who beamed as he thought of his servant Job and told Satan that he could test Job in whatever way necessary but he was not to kill Job. But Job’s children—we’re not told much about any negotiations here—evidently were fair game and were killed. Some days I read this story and am struck by God’s loving care and advocacy of Job (“Hands off, Lucifer. He’s my man. I know his true heart will show through even with all your testing”). Other days I read this story and am furious that God was so capricious with Job’s children and their lives, not to mention the onslaught of loss and torment on Job himself. As my friend Brent wrote (ironically, just before his sudden death):


There is something frightening about being in a play in which the director may allow the plot to descend on my character from a totally unknown direction, a direction that may cause me deep emotional or even physical harm. It is something like having the stage lights dropped from high overhead during one of my scenes without telling me, leaving me no chance to change my mark before they fall.3



This is the God who is willing for great prices to be paid and is content to let his followers wait in darkness and confounding circumstances for days, even years, in order for his intentions—good intentions—to be shown.

So how do we open that door? How do we get to the place of saying, “I’m trusting that the story you are writing is more important than my dreams, my religion, my definition of spirituality. My dreams matter to you. But your purposes matter more, and you are a God who seems quite willing to forgo my immediate relief and satisfaction in order to craft love in my heart. Maybe it is about letting go of control (a confession of our stubbornness) and allowing the release of our true hearts. And maybe it is the freedom that Brennan Manning describes: “to be grateful for an unanswered prayer, to give thanks in a state of interior desolation, to trust in the love of God in the face of the marvels, cruel circumstances, obscenities, and the commonplaces of life is to whisper a doxology in darkness.”4

Fragile Control

Well. If you are like me, you don’t whisper a beautiful doxology in darkness; you curse out the side of your mouth in broad daylight. Forgive the cliché, but life just doesn’t work. This morning I was speaking to a friend with the portable phone perched under my chin and a just-poured glass of water in my hand. My friend said something hilarious, and when I laughed, the phone fell squarely into the glass of water and immediately died. Later in the day I was at my computer. On the one day when I broke my rules and sat down with a cup of coffee, my sweet (well, in theory) little cat, Phil, jumped up and, yes, spilled the coffee onto my keyboard. So now I need to go to Best Buy and replace my phone and keyboard (the one I’m using now is borrowed). Later in the day a simple knock of a glass on the counter made a shattering sound. It didn’t break, but the sound produced chills because I was already braced due to the earlier hours of this slightly misshapen day. So what does that have to do with letting go? The crazy thing is, I am so convinced I have control over this life that it takes off-kilter moments to remind me that I’m deceived. I have to have my fingers pried from the doorway of my own sufficiency in order to see that I might as well open the door wide, because I’m not as much in control as I think I am. Scripture tells me that widows, orphans, and prisoners know this. Yes, they have lost everything. I just go out and buy some new stuff.

We must face how very little control we have in order to move from “Oh no, it really is you, Jesus” to “Oh good, it is you, Jesus.” When we don’t face this, we stubbornly chant, “Oh good. Oh good. Oh good,” because we think we should, even though we don’t really believe our chants. We sound more like an NFL cheerleader than one who has been captured by Love. Most of our “following” is divorced from our hearts.

Look around at how we try to make God more palatable or at least less threatening. Stroll through the local bookstore and find an assortment of books on spirituality—most promising fulfillment while never mentioning a God willing to die. We structure our church services to be user-friendly and not too disruptive to newcomers. Programs and curricula often teach us ways to “be obedient,” to “live a life pleasing to the Lord” without talking about responsiveness from the heart. Religion can happen whether or not Love speaks, regardless of whether Love enters. Theological opinions can be held and espoused without jostling our comfort. A strictly moral life certainly can. We maneuver to create a Voice that we can predict, manage, even control. I prefer a manageable deity when I want to be safe. I think I intrinsically know that Love, the authoritative Voice from eternity past, is not a safe Voice to follow. But I also have all kinds of wrong ideas about his intentions.

If I’m honest, I am aware of the myriad ways I falsely assume God has it out for me. Oh, my truest heart knows that he is my advocate, that he wants relationship with me, that there’s more life available to me. I know his love is true. But when I take a little walk to remember my gratitude, I am often aware that all I see are the things I am without. I grow convinced that God is withholding good things and playing a game to see if I will finally trust him. What does that say about what we all combat on a consistent basis? Bottom line: I contend with the belief that God isn’t terribly concerned with taking care of my life, so I must do it myself. The truth: I am sought after, chosen, cleansed, restored, loved, and alive. But I live most of my life as a practical humanist. It is a progression we all go through every day. We believe false things about God, listening as he is accused in our hearts. Evil is the strongest accuser, of course, but we join the line of mockers; we grab the nails and hammer. We jeer him. He is not who he said he would be—at least not with our life and dreams, we think—and so we crucify the unmanageable, unpredictable, unexpected Voice of Love. This is so much easier than being the fool who believes in resurrections.

Listening to Love does not come easily. It occurs somewhere between our scoffing and nail pounding and the resurrection power that silences us in the midst of our complaints. If you are like me, those are three long days. Philip Yancey calls it the long day’s journey of the Saturday. They are days of disbelief, wondering if his strong and knowing word at the well or his touch at the pool of Siloam or his smile as he bantered with the children was real. They are days when we cease to see with eyes fixed on the One who calls us out across the waves. Instead, we tell ourselves that he was the weak, abandoning, uncaring god of the storm after all. Our Worst Fear seems so justifiable in the hours between his parting and the moment of his return; it seems the only option when we can’t see.

It is in this threshold of his seeming absence that our hearts are either released into freedom or indentured further into the slavery of fear.

Here we can remember Christ’s self-proclaimed mission of healing the brokenhearted and setting the captives free and the admonitions of the epistles that it was for freedom that Christ set us free. This is the antidote to legal-ism and lifelessness. But we must define our terms. What is freedom? A simple way to say it is, we’re freed from ourselves so we can be loved and offer love. We’re freed from our unbelief as we pass through the “Oh no, it’s you, Jesus” times of confusion. We’re freed from our arrogant belief that we can chart our own course. That takes us to what freedom is not: freedom is not complete clarity, and it is not relief from pain.

The Third Posture of the Heart: What We Really Want

The years since Brent’s death have been laced with loss. I have given my heart in two relationships that began with the tentative anticipation of “Is it you, Jesus?” and yet ended in disappointment. I have walked through family strain, career uncertainty, and financial stress. I’ve made some foolish choices in my grief. The enemy of my heart has been fiercely cruel as I’ve strained to find light. And I guess this is why I ask you to admit with me how difficult it is to follow Love’s voice. Because in this crucible of experience and God’s love, a purer, more trustworthy posture rises up in my heart as I feel it being transformed and as I see what God has been after. I really do love him. I must, because I keep following! Through the dark corridor, and I can’t claim to tell you how, he has taken my lonely heart and brought me to a place where he is my companion.

Last night is a good example. There have been times in past years when the loneliness and vulnerability of waking in the night has been too much to bear, especially when the cruel assaults of evil are searching for a playground. You may relate to those nights when you wake up, married or single, and nothing will assuage you. The 2:00 a.m. shopping channel lost its appeal long ago; the Internet mocks with its impersonal, gray light; the refrigerator offers meager comfort. You look out the window, and the moon looks beautiful, but your heart can’t drink it in, because it will hurt too much not to have someone to share it with in the deep ways you long to share your life. Sleepless hours like those have been familiar to me through the years, and of course the one who steals and destroys is waiting in the shadows of those moments and mocks, “You will always be alone.” But last night I heard a different voice, a voice that has been coming more often to me in those crucible nights. In my sleep I had the literal, almost palpable sense of my Companion with me, covering me, loving me. As I awoke, it was not with dread of the empty space in my home or my heart. It was with an anticipation of how Love was beckoning me. I was led downstairs to look out the window, and the moon that shone did so with a light that rendered me breathless. I realized I was sharing it with someone as the entire mountain range radiated—the very One who crafted its mysterious craters. “You are so very special to me,” Jesus said. “You really do love me.” I let out a sigh and whispered, “That is for sure.”

My desire for sharing life with someone is as strong as ever, and in the ache Jesus is there, grieving with me but also showing me the “more” that I often miss on my own. I’ve been brought into a rich life, full of friends, and my heart swells with gratitude. But even more central is an unexpected intimacy, a deep knowing that as long as I have Jesus, I have everything. More and more I’m tasting the goodness of the third posture that rises up after I’ve passed through the first two. It is an unexpected posture of worship: Oh good, it is you, Jesus!

As we live through these three postures of the heart, we learn to admit what we really want. We want to say, from a deep and confident place inside, “Yes, it is you, Jesus, and there is nothing more I need to know.” We long to hear from God. We’re creatures of the pendulum swing. Prescriptive and pressured religion grows wearisome, so we come back to the heart of our faith, remembering we have a pulse. But even in our imperative desire to live from the heart—from who we are, our true identity, rather than by something put on—we rarely encounter the Love that has authority over us. We forget that Christianity is a life of following. True obedience comes as we learn to listen to Love’s call—the voice of God—and respond to it. And when we do, everything is asked of us.

Everything.

Just not in the ways we thought.

Could You Really Have More?

Lorrie had hit her forty-third birthday with an unexpected gnawing in her gut.

She had passed into her forties with a grace that had surprised and pleased her. But in the three years that followed, she took stock of her life and decided there was something flat and dull about it. Her husband, Jim, told her to stop being so hard on herself, and she appreciated his encouragement that she had much to be grateful for. She knew she did. Her son was doing well as a senior in high school, and although her daughter had hit some significant bumps in junior high, they were getting along. But she felt as though she lived with just a fraction of herself in her marriage, and she wasn’t sure she had any truly authentic friendships. Lots of buddies, but did anyone really know her?

It wasn’t the world around her that troubled Lorrie. It was her own self. She heard Love whispering to her, “It is time. There is more.” Lorrie trembled a bit as she heard this. I should just be more content, Lorrie thought. But the whispering came at odd moments: in the quiet of night, in the aisle of the grocery store as she reached for apples. After a time Lorrie decided to be intentional in praying about what she was hearing. She started to ask God what he meant. Slowly it became clear to Lorrie that there were things about herself God wanted to show her. Would she be willing? It was a direct question, clearer than she had acknowledged. There was a quiet thrill in Lorrie’s heart. Is it really you, Jesus? Could you really have more for me? Are you really that personal and intentional?

So Lorrie tentatively turned the knob and opened the door to whatever the personal, intentional ways of Love might be. After four months of puzzling over what it might mean, Lorrie began to have images—disturbing, sexual images—nipping at the corners of her mind. The moments in the grocery store or sitting in traffic became moments of disbelief and confusion as she felt a deep terror and dread fill her. Were the sexual images from her own life? Who was the young girl in the scenes she saw? Why did she feel so personally enraged one moment, deflated the next? Is this what Jesus is after? Does he want me to be haunted by this thing I can’t control? I’m not sure I want any part of it. I need to go back to being okay with life.

There’s more.

Oh no, it really is Jesus. Lorrie recognized that Love had brought her here, but she wasn’t sure she wanted anything to do with it. Jesus’s voice seemed remote. It took everything in her to trust that the craziness of this path was for her good. I don’t know where we’re going … but okay, let’s go.

Lorrie embarked on a six-year journey in which she chose to honor the painful memories of sexual abuse that came to her from God’s hand. This six-year corridor was dark, saturated with grief and the crashing of illusions, as her eyes were opened to the fact that the uncle she had cherished, the uncle who always took her to special days at the beach and always had sweet gifts just for her, had taken her away by herself to rape her from age seven to sixteen, when he moved on to court her little sister. Lorrie could never have anticipated the deaths she would have to die internally—not only from painful memory, but also from facing the reality that she had chosen to live with a falsely sweet outlook on life that never entered anyone’s sorrow, including her own.

As Lorrie owned her story and her response to her story


LOVE’S OUTRAGEOUS VOICE
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