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			Praise for

			Shake Free

			
			“If you desire God to influence the way you think, live, and lead, then read Shake Free. I love the challenge given by Samuel Rodriguez when he calls us to trust God in life by pursuing plan G…God’s plan for us! He writes, ‘He is your plan A, plan B, plan C—there can be no other plan.’ Each of us needs this encouragement. Reading Shake Free not only will help you to be released from the things that bind you today but also will prepare you to enter the future that God has for you.”

			—DR. RONNIE FLOYD, senior pastor of Cross Church and president of the National Day of Prayer

			“It is not always outside forces preventing us from excelling in the ways God intended. Sometimes our own insecurities and fears hinder us from reaching our greatest potential. In his new book, Shake Free, Sam Rodriguez will help you break free of emotional, mental, and spiritual burdens in your life. This book is necessary for all those who are ready to take back control of their lives!”

			—DEVON FRANKLIN, producer and New York Times best-selling author

			“Samuel Rodriguez is a man of God I believe everyone needs to hear. His latest book, Shake Free, captures his heart to see people experience freedom and fulfillment. Read this book and begin living a life of strength and security that overcomes every challenge you face.”

			—DR. JACK GRAHAM, pastor of Prestonwood Baptist Church

			“In Shake Free Sam Rodriguez uses one of the more detailed events in the New Testament—the apostle Paul’s incredible sea journey that ended in a shipwreck—to reveal how anyone caught up in a life journey that appears headed for catastrophe may find the way to safety and spiritual growth. Just as Paul ‘shook off’ the viper that threatened his life, so we, through the power of the Spirit, can shake off the problems and challenges that are keeping us from true freedom in Christ.”

			—DR. TONY EVANS, senior pastor of Oak Cliff Bible Fellowship and president of the Urban Alternative
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			I dedicate this book to my entire New Season Church family. Pastoring and leading this Christ-centered, Bible-based, Spirit-empowered, multiethnic, multigenerational community of Christ followers is one of the great honors of my life. You continue to make me a better man, husband, father, and pastor, and your passionate faith is, I pray, reflected on every page of this book.

		

	
		
			
			
				
				Foreword

				Modern technology has forever changed the way we travel. In my lifetime alone, I’ve benefited from seeing one form of transportation give way to another.

				As a boy growing up in New Zealand, I would walk or ride my bike to get where I wanted to go, usually school or the beach. Later, I discovered the thrill of riding the interisland ferry connecting the north and south islands of my home country.

				There was a time when flying to minister to Australia’s varying states felt like an incredible luxury—more convenient than driving for days to reach the country towns of this wide brown land that is now my home. Today, I travel more than ever as Hillsong continues to plant churches in cities around the world, including London, Paris, New York, Los Angeles, Buenos Aires, Copenhagen, Moscow, and even Tel Aviv.

				While global flights and online booking have made travel easier in many ways, other aspects, often related to safety and security, still create challenges. As often as I fly, I could tell you plenty of stories about missed connections, canceled flights, wayward baggage, and unexpected layovers. No matter how advanced our technology, we still face challenges from changing weather patterns, new government policies, and human errors anytime we attempt to travel from point A to point B.

				The same is true in our spiritual lives. The metaphor of our faith being like a journey may seem like a cliché, but it nonetheless inspires us with new insight as we seek to follow Jesus in our daily lives. No one lived out a journey of faith that was both literal and symbolic quite like the apostle Paul. Called by God to share the good news to all people, not just the Jewish nation, Paul traveled on foot, on donkey, on horseback, and by ship. And as recorded in the New Testament, he faced about every obstacle imaginable—and some beyond what anyone could imagine!

				
				Paul overcame storms, shipwrecks, snakebites, jail cells, angry mobs, and Roman trials, and his example continues to encourage each of us to persevere wherever we may be in our journey of faith or whatever we may be facing. And it’s a given that we will encounter obstacles, conflicts, problems, and storms along the way. In fact, most of us at one time or another will lose our way and will discover, only by the grace of God, the courage to blaze new paths and reach the divine destinations for which he created us.

				But it’s not always easy. Following Jesus is rarely convenient or as comfortable as we’d like. We also have an enemy thwarting our efforts, determined to prey on our weaknesses, tempt us to stray, erode our faith, and undermine our relationship with God and the purpose he made us for.

				I’m always amazed at the people who consider Christians weak because they need God and have committed to know him. From my experience, it takes great strength to live by faith! You have to rely on God continuously in order to grow the spiritual muscle needed for what lies ahead. It takes great strength to surrender your own plans and trust God to lead you through trials, temptations, and tests—but, oh, how great is the reward!

				Much like Paul, pastor Sam Rodriguez understands the vital importance of allowing God to lead us on our journeys and the depth with which we must rely on his Spirit each step of the way. By his own admission, Sam intended to live a life very different from the exciting adventure God continues to lead him on. Isn’t that true of us all? Without God, our own plans may have come to fruition—and what boring stories we would have!

				That’s why I’m so excited about this book and Sam’s unique insight into Paul’s journey from Jerusalem to Rome as recorded in Acts 27. Sam knows firsthand what it means to encounter the injustice of racism, prejudice, and hatred from the culture around him. He understands how crazy it feels to trust God with doing the impossible and then watching as he does just that in the most astounding of ways. Sam has seen God provide protection in life-and-death situations, open doors at dead ends, and bless him with opportunities beyond his wildest dreams—one of the many promises in the Bible to followers of Jesus Christ.

				
				Like a spiritual road map from another pilgrim on the same path, Shake Free provides the fuel, inspiration, tools, and encouragement you need to overcome the inevitable obstacles to growing in your faith. It reiterates the solid truth that God’s Word is the best compass, “a lamp for my feet, a light on my path,” as the psalmist said (119:105).

				Within these pages you will find a friend who will help you navigate life’s treacherous terrain and grow closer to God along the way. Sam knows we’re all on this journey together and, like Paul, are called to “throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles” so we can “run with perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith” (Hebrews 12:1–2).

				I pray that as you read these words and hear testimonies from Sam’s life, you will shake free from that which is hindering you from living the life you’ve been called to live. I believe that as you read this book, you will rekindle the thrill you once felt in traveling the road of spiritual life and finding new wonder and revelation in the immovable truth from the Word of God.

				Enjoy the ride—the best is yet to come.

				—Brian Houston

				founder and global senior pastor of Hillsong Church

			

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			On Your Way

			
				
					In the middle of the journey of our life I came to myself within a dark wood where the straight way was lost.

				

				—Dante Alighieri, The Inferno

			

		

		
		I couldn’t believe where I was and what I was doing. Although I had stood at many different podiums around the world and offered many prayers, both silently in the pew as well as publicly from the pulpit, this time was different. This time the eyes of the world were upon me as I took center stage on the platform only a few feet away from the president-elect just moments before he would become our nation’s leader. A vast sea of faces from the hundreds of thousands in attendance at the inauguration looked up at me beneath luminous pewter-colored clouds. As I made my way to the podium on this mild, damp January morning, I shivered despite my gray overcoat, more from being nervous than from the weather.

		Taking a deep breath, I paused to celebrate all that God had done in my life to bring me to that moment. There I was—a Puerto Rican computer geek from Bethlehem, Pennsylvania—standing before millions of viewers in the very spot where Chief Justice John Roberts would soon swear in the president of the United States. Back in high school I was more concerned with the next Star Trek movie than anything to do with ministry. Never in a million years would I ever have imagined myself a pastor, let alone one about to deliver a prayer for our nation’s new president at his inauguration!

		
		Although I had been involved in several nonpartisan meetings with previous presidents, I was about to make history as the first Hispanic evangelical pastor to pray at this historic and prestigious event. Humbled to be there, I delivered the prayer derived from Scripture that God had placed on my heart and knew this moment was as monumental for me as for our new leader. Months, if not years, had led to where we each stood. After a grueling campaign and divisive election, the president would now move forward to unite us as one nation under God.

		My route had also been a long, arduous journey, filled with more ups and downs than any roller coaster ride. (I’ll tell you more about some of those later.) But then, isn’t that true for all of us on our journeys of faith? Some days it feels as if we take one step forward and two steps back before we experience God’s guidance toward the destination where he wants to take us. Sometimes we may even wonder whether we’re going the right direction or whether we’ll ever get where we believe we’re supposed to be. We feel overwhelmed by and underequipped for life’s storms and struggle to push through one obstacle, only to discover another larger one looming before us.

		In other words, we feel just like the apostle Paul boarding a ship.

		
			GETTING THERE

			“Are we there yet?”

			Like most parents, if I had a dollar for every time one of my kids asked that inevitable question while traveling, I’d have a pile of money. But children aren’t the only ones who get impatient. Every time I board a plane, I check my watch and wonder whether my flight will be on time—the first of many such calculations. When delays leave me sitting on the tarmac along with dozens of other frustrated, impatient passengers, I try to remember the journey Paul took in order to get to Rome.

			
			As we will see, this trip was anything but simple. And even if Paul didn’t expect smooth sailing, I doubt he imagined anything like what actually occurred on his epic journey. Filled with an arrest, a trial, a life-threatening storm, a shipwreck, and a snakebite, Paul’s path to Rome featured more drama than a reality TV show. Surely there were times when he had to wonder whether he would ever reach the capital of the Roman Empire. Maybe he questioned whether he had misunderstood what God wanted him to do or how God wanted him to do it or whether he had lost his sense of direction somewhere along the way.

			Perhaps Paul’s commitment to walking by faith despite his circumstances resulted from the dramatic upheaval he experienced in his life after encountering Christ. You see, Paul had once been known as Saul before he ran into Jesus while traveling on the road to Damascus. Raised in a strict Jewish home, Saul believed a person’s righteousness could be achieved only by strictly following God’s law. Consequently, Saul thought he and other Jews like him were the only ones worthy of God’s favor because of how hard they worked to follow every commandment and obey every rule.

			But Jesus came to fulfill the law and deliver all people—including you and me—from their sins once and for all. His gospel message of grace ran counter to virtually everything Saul, a strict Jew, had been taught and practiced his entire life. This explains why Saul persecuted the early followers of Jesus; he considered them heretics because they were going around telling everyone about grace and forgiveness in the name of Jesus Christ.

			After his personal encounter with Jesus, however, Saul began doing the very thing he had once so violently opposed: spreading the good news beyond Israel by traveling and preaching to Gentiles in foreign lands. Along the way, he also began going by the Roman version of his name, Paul, both to show the change in his identity and to escape his reputation as a persecutor of Christians. Throughout his travels, Paul often wrote letters to the communities of believers in these distant locations, and many of these divinely inspired messages became part of what we call the New Testament.

			
			We also know a lot about Paul’s life from the narrative we find in the book of Acts, which most scholars believe was written by the same author as the gospel of Luke. Consequently, Paul emerges as a superhero of the Christian faith who continues to instruct us, inspire us, and ignite our hearts toward God today. As we will discover throughout these pages, Paul faced more pulse-pounding, life-or-death, cliff-hanger situations than Indiana Jones and Jason Bourne combined! From angry mobs eager to kill him to shipwrecks and jail cells, Paul faced each new trial with patience and faith.

		

		
			WHEN IN ROME

			Throughout all these twists and turns, however, Paul knew he would eventually get to Rome because that’s where God wanted him to be. Far from being a vacation destination, the center of the Roman Empire was probably one of the most dangerous places in the world for Paul. Now known as the Eternal City because of its ties to ancient history and its timeless works of art and architecture, in Paul’s day Rome was not only the capital but also the center of the most powerful military empire on the planet.

			Consequently, Rome served as the United Nations of the early first century because of its diverse population, a result of the expansive conquests of so many tribes and nations. England, Spain, Syria, Israel, and much of what we now know as Western Europe and North Africa all belonged within Rome’s grasp. At the time, all roads literally led to Rome.

			Paul was on his way to Rome for a much more unusual reason than most of the international travelers of his day. He was en route to Rome because God wanted him to have a larger platform to amplify the narrative of this new faith known as “The Way,” the early name for the beliefs of those following Jesus. But Paul was not going under the best of circumstances. In fact, on the surface they look like the worst of circumstances.

			
			He wasn’t going on vacation aboard a Royal Caribbean cruise ship or enjoying sunset views of the Mediterranean from the deck of a yacht or even a fishing boat. No, Paul sailed for Rome as an inmate on a prison ship! Arrested for creating a disturbance in Jerusalem, Paul went before a council of leaders only to be found not guilty (see Acts 25–26). Because so many of his fellow Jews continued to harass him, he nonetheless asked to go before the Roman courts to put the matter to rest once and for all.

			We don’t know for sure, but I suspect Paul also wanted the opportunity to share the gospel with such an influential political audience. Regardless of his motives, Paul continues to serve as an incredible example to us today of someone willing to go the extra mile—or in this case all 1,433 of them, the distance from Jerusalem to Rome as the crow flies—to advance God’s kingdom. No matter how rough the sailing or how impossible the situation, Paul refused to give up his firm belief that God was still in charge. Paul knew he would eventually get to Rome one way or another.

		

		
			YOU’RE GOING TO MAKE IT

			Paul’s journey to Rome inspires us to persevere no matter what life throws at us or how big the obstacles appear that block our paths. You may never have been to Rome, but I’m guessing you’ve encountered enough storms in life to know that the sailing is seldom smooth for long. Maybe it’s because we’re all plugged in and connected by social media, but it feels as though our world is a scarier, more dangerous place than ever. Hurricanes and wildfires. Horrific mass shootings and terrorist attacks. Economic downturns and corporate layoffs.

			
			And beneath all the headlines and sound bites are the lives of families, men and women, children and teens, trying to keep going in the midst of each crisis or disaster. Trying to get through another day while grappling with the pain of a lost loved one, a home destroyed, or a job terminated. Working to keep food on the table, catch up on overdue bills, and support ailing parents. Fighting not to give in to discouragement and despair, to the unfairness and injustice all around them.

			If I’ve learned anything during the past two decades of being a pastor, it’s that you never know what another person is going through. Most days this awareness motivates me to be kinder to my waitress or more patient with the driver in front of me (quite a feat in California!). But then sometimes my own struggles and weariness consume my attention and I lose sight of the pain of others. I begin to long for heaven with renewed vigor, eager to escape the latest crisis or the daily struggle.

			Those are the moments when, just like my kids on a long trip, I ask, “How much longer? Are we there yet?” And then God reminds me, often in some surprising way, of his love, his concern, and his presence. My hope is that this book will be one of those uplifting and unexpectedly refreshing encounters, a way for God to speak in your life and whisper, Keep going! You’re on your way and I’m still with you. You’re going to make it to Rome, no matter how impossible it looks right now.

		

		
			YOU ARE HERE

			Sometimes we look at individuals in the Bible as far removed from our present, everyday struggles to work hard, push through, and keep our families together. But I doubt any of them felt any differently than you and I feel when trouble came knocking on their doors. Maybe that’s one of the reasons Paul compiled a list of great men and women of faith to encourage other believers.

			
			While some scholars question the authorship of the New Testament book we call Hebrews, I believe Paul wrote it. He knew that all the saints listed in the great Faith Hall of Fame, found in Hebrews 11, probably faced the same feelings, thoughts, doubts, and worries that you and I have faced or may be facing right now. He knew that they were just as human as anyone else yet were willing to trust God in their painful, crazy, uncertain struggles. They were willing to keep getting up every time they got knocked down.

			In this passage Paul was not simply defining faith but was showing us examples of faith in action. He understood the big difference between knowing something in theory and experiencing it personally, between hearing it taught once or twice and living it out every day. In writing to other early followers of Jesus, Paul wanted them to persevere in their faith no matter what their circumstances might be. He knew all too well how hard trials can seem and how challenging it becomes to trust God when life goes sideways and our expectations go unmet.

			Paul reminds us that it was just as hard for all those great pioneers of our faith. It’s easy for us to assume that Noah’s bedrock faith empowered his confidence to build the ark without a cloud in the sky. But it must have been really tough listening to all his friends and neighbors mock him and laugh at what they considered crazy behavior.

			I suspect it was the same with Ruth and Naomi. Why in the world should Ruth leave her home and everything familiar—especially after losing her husband unexpectedly—to follow her bitter mother-in-law, Naomi? It’s easy to admire Ruth’s faith after the fact because we know that Boaz was waiting to marry her in a happily-ever-after ending in Bethlehem. But during that long, dusty journey from Moab to Israel, Ruth probably had her doubts.

			Or consider Job. If anyone deserved to give in to doubt and give up on God, surely he’s at the top of the list. Job endured just about every loss imaginable: his children, his wealth, his wife, and his health. Still he refused to blame God and instead clung stubbornly to the irrational belief that his Creator loved him and had not forsaken him, even when everyone around him thought otherwise. I certainly hope you haven’t lost as much as Job did, but I’m guessing you’ve felt the same intensity of grief, anger, and fear that he may have felt.

			
			You may not consider your faith to be as strong as that of these heroes of our faith, but it is. It simply takes a willingness to keep going during life’s ups and downs, to trust God when you can’t understand what he’s up to. This is what “going to Rome” is all about—staying the course to follow God through the many trials, temptations, and tangents of your life. Trusting that he has your best interests at heart as he leads you forward. Glimpsing eternity and your home with him through the peace, joy, and satisfaction that comes from reaching your ultimate destination.

			Maybe this sounds good but you’re still struggling to imagine it applied to your own life. Whether you consider your life stalled by a dead end, derailed by a detour, or blocked by unexpected obstacles, I can promise you two things: you’re not alone and your journey is far from over.

			No matter where you are, God is there with you.

			You might feel as though you’ve lost your way and are wandering alone in the wilderness. Years ago you walked with God and trusted him to guide your steps, but then something happened and you stumbled away from him. Now you wonder whether you’re ever going to find your way back. Perhaps you experienced the ordeal of losing a loved one unexpectedly and your grief continues to burden your heart. Maybe you ache to have children but haven’t been blessed yet to add little ones to your family. Or it could be the stress of raising kids as a single parent, trying to keep them safe and secure in a fast-moving, online world.

			
			No matter where you are, though, God is there with you. In his Word, he promises us his presence throughout all that we experience: “The LORD himself goes before you and will be with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged” (Deuteronomy 31:8). The psalmist even reminds us that no matter where life’s journey may take us, we will never be separated from God:

			
				Where can I go from your Spirit?

				Where can I flee from your presence?

				If I go up to the heavens, you are there;

				if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.

				If I rise on the wings of the dawn,

				if I settle on the far side of the sea,

				even there your hand will guide me,

				your right hand will hold me fast. (Psalm 139:7–10)

			

			God knows where you are and has never left you, regardless of how you may feel or how uncertain you are of where you’re going. It reminds me of when our kids were small and we visited Disneyland for the first time. The park was so big and probably seemed enormous to our three children. After wandering around for a few hours, we wanted to find our way back to Cinderella’s castle near the entrance. In our pre-GPS world, I thought I knew the way but ended up taking us to Space Mountain instead. The kids began to worry that we’d never find our way back. Then my son grabbed my hand and pulled me over to a giant map of the park—you know, the kind with the big arrow pointing “You Are Here.”

			Suddenly it was easy to regain our perspective and see how we needed to proceed in order to get to our destination. We hadn’t really been lost, of course; we just couldn’t see where we were in relation

			
			
		

		
			PACK YOUR BAGS

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			SHAKE FREE…FROM SETTLING FOR LESS
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