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This book is dedicated to Jessie…
My heart sings when I see you let go
ofthat which would rob you of God's best
and cling tightly to Him.

[image: ]





CONTENTS

Thank You

STEP ONE: ASK YOURSELF, WHY CANT I LET GO?

1. Explore Your Core Values

Reclaim Your Life

STEP TWO: EMBRACE TODAY

2. Realize When You're Grasping

3. Recognize That What Is, Is

4. Review the Facts

5. Remain in the Present

Reclaim Your Life

STEP THREE: CONNECT WITH GOD

6. Relinquish Your Agenda

7. Run to God

8. Register Your Concerns

9. Relax and Receive

Reclaim Your Life

STEP FOUR: BE AUTHENTIC

10. Release Your Feelings

11. Reach Out

Reclaim Your Life

STEP FIVE: GIVE YOURSELF GRACE

12. Revisit the Basics

13. Remember

14. Reduce Stimulation

15. Rpckwith Laughter

Reclaim Your Life

STEP SIX: ACKNOWLEDGE YOUR ANGER

16. Remember: It's Okay to Be Angry

17. Recognize Your Anger Style

Reclaim Your Life

STEP SEVEN: RESOLVE YOUR ANGER 138

18. Recite the ABCs of Anger

19. Remain Calm

20. Resist the Pharisee Syndrome

21. Resolve Unmet Needs

22. Relinquish Control

23. Rule Out Burnout

Reclaim Your Life

STEP EIGHT: RELEASE THOSE WHO HAVE HURT YOU

24. Request the Gift of Faith

25. Respond to God's Voice

26. Renounce Replays and Revenge

Reclaim Your Life

STEP NINE: PREPARE FOR YOUR TOMORROWS

27. Revise Expectations

28. Refuse to Assume the Worst

29. Require a Plan

30. Reassure Yourself

Reclaim Your Life

STEP TEN: STEP INTO A LIFE OF FREEDOM

31. Refocus

32. Rest in God

Reclaim Your Life

Notes





THANK YOU…

Thank you, Don Jacobson, for facilitating new beginnings. You graciously encouraged me to follow God's lead into a season of stillness and then rereleased me when God said, “Start writing again.” You have had many outstanding successes, but I believe your greatest impact in publishing is yet to come.

Thank you, Kimberly Brock, for your fresh vision. Your creative thinking and enthusiasm for women to realize their God-given freedom and favor inspires me.

Thank you, Bonnie Johnson, for being our team leader. You have been the oil that has kept the wheels turning smoothly and efficiently in spite of the glitches that typically accompany any big project.

Thank you, Jennifer Barrow, for helping me develop this new book. I appreciate the time and energy you invested to help me coach women to a place where they can experience the power of letting go.

Thank you, Larry Libby, for displaying God while doing the painful work of letting go. Those who know you stand in awe of the God who graces you with His Spirit of endurance and hope.





[image: ]





Chapter One

EXPLORE YOUR
CORE VALUES

In my counseling office and during my travels as a speaker, I frequently hear these kinds of questions from men and women:

“How can I let go of my disappointment?”

“How do I move on after the death of my dream?”

“How will I ever experience joy after the loss I've suffered?”

“Will I always be tormented by worries, or is there a way to find peace?”

These souls genuinely long for rock-solid answers in the midst of the conflicts and harsh realities of their lives.

During the last several years I've asked more than one thousand people this question: What are you finding difficult to let go of at this time in your life? Here's what many of them said:

I am finding it hard to let go of…

…a friendship that went sour.

…ajob I loved and lost to corporate change.

…my teenager who has gone astray.

…my shameful past.

…my spouse of fifty-two years.

…my reputation after I made a terrible mistake.

…my childhood dreams, which aren't realistic anymore.

…my son/daughter who recently married and moved away.

…my stillborn baby.

…my keepsakes that were lost in a fire.

…my expectations that things would turn out the way I wanted.

…my health.

In every season of life we are faced with disappointments, anxiety, anger, and other disturbing emotions that we must learn to let go of for our own good. Letting go, however, requires us to confront many of the core values of our culture.

People today value competence, achievement, gain, accumulation, control, self-sufficiency, and independence. Capitalizing on our fear of losing these things, advertisers hit us from a thousand different angles, prodding and urging us to seek more “stuff” in order to feel satisfied. You've heard the messages over and over again. They say that the more you have, the more valued, powerful, sexy, and successful you will be. Of course, the flip side ofthat message is: “The less you have, the less valued, powerful, sexy, and successful you will be.”

It's a deceptive, toxic thesis that sets us up for disappointment and undermines our sense of contentment. Although our culture conditions us to accumulate and hang on, peace and true satisfaction come with letting go.

Cheryl, a woman who came to me for counseling, told me that before she had quadruple bypass heart surgery, she experienced a pervasive feeling of emptiness. “I bought bigger houses and nicer cars, filled more closets with clothes, and redecorated every year. I wanted more, more, more to fill the hole inside. I kept thinking, If I just have more, the emptiness mil go away.”

But Cheryl's heart attack and subsequent surgery changed things. Life-threatening situations typically do. In preparation for her hospital stay, she packed a small, dark green suitcase with a few personal belongings. All the items fit neatly in her compact canvas bag-on-wheels. During her recovery she used the same robe, the same slippers, the same comb, and the same brush every day. She read from one of the two books that she had brought with her, selected from her library of hundreds.

One afternoon, Cheryl was surprised by the contentment she felt. “I was rummaging through my suitcase, which contained five or six items from home,” she said, “and it dawned on me that the emptiness was gone. The surgery had gone well. The prognosis was good. God had granted me life. I had everything I needed.”

A month later, Cheryl and a friend held a three-day garage sale at which she sold much of what she had accumulated over the years. “More isn't necessarily better,” she concluded. “When I let go of all that stuff, I let go of the illusions that came with it.”

Cheryl's physical illness had facilitated emotional healing. The heart surgery had been successful on two counts: It had given her another chance to live, and it had helped her release her grip on the clutter that was holding her hostage.

How about you? Are you hanging on to anything that might be holding you hostage? Are you feeling stuck and frustrated because where you are is not where you want to be? Are you tightfisted with anything that might be blocking you from emotional freedom and peace?

One evening, at a large women's conference where I was speaking, I heard comments like:


“I'm in a really good place right now, but I keep wondering when the other shoe is going to drop.”




“My kids are having a great year—knock on wood—but I don't know how long that's going to last.”




“Things are going well. But I worry about being too happy because I don't want to be disappointed again.”



Fear had crept in, and it was blocking these women from enjoying the good times afforded them.

I have yet to meet a person who doesn't feel worried or anxious now and then. It's a prevalent problem in today's frantic, fast-paced, information-overloaded society. Harvard Business Review has reported that stress-related symptoms account for 60 to 90 percent of medical office visits.1 The media bombard us with ads for products designed to treat such ailments—Turns, Rplaids, Maalox, Excedrin, Tylenol, Advil—and many of us have these products on the shelves in our homes. Pharmaceutical companies spend huge sums of money developing and marketing medications to treat the physical problems resulting from prolonged anxiety. Tagamet, Zantac, Valium, and Xanax are among the most prescribed drugs in America. Some researchers have concluded that anxiety is currently the most damaging disease in America.2

In the twenty-five years I've been a therapist, I think I've treated more people suffering from anxiety than from any other problem. This parallels national statistics. Anxiety is the most common complaint to psychotherapists and the fifth most common complaint received by doctors. One out of four Americans is diagnosed with an anxiety disorder during his or her lifetime. One-third of the general population experienced a panic attack in the last year.3 In short, if you struggle with worry and anxiety, you are not alone.

My interest in this dis-ease is far more than professional. I have personally wrestled with it on several levels. It can manifest itself as a simple case of the butterflies before I speak at a large conference. In this case the worry is positive—it triggers just enough adrenaline to allow keen concentration and peak performance. But when anxiety takes a stronger hold and leaves me with racing thoughts, over-amped nerves, a dry mouth, a rapid heartbeat, and “brain freeze,” it's anything but positive. It's a real nuisance. How about you?

Are you worried about your marriage?

Are concerns about your children keeping you up at night?

Are fears about the stock market or debt sapping your energy reserves?

Are you anxious about your health? Are fears about death ever present?

Are you fretting over whether you're going to be rejected by the college you want to attend or the person you'd like to date?

Are you obsessing about whether you'll be able to get a new job or hang on to the job you have?

Is your imagination running wild with what ifs?

Don't be surprised. Anxiety and strain are in our very airwaves in this culture. (Just think of all those invisible, high-stress cell phone calls zipping through the atmosphere all around you!) Because we live in a world filled with unpredictable, threatening situations—so often beyond our control—it's virtually impossible to completely eliminate stress. But there are time-tested truths and clinically proven strategies that can greatly increase our peace of mind and our ability to enjoy life. We'll talk about some of these effective tools in this book.

But here's the best news of all: Finding fulfillment and freedom from stress is not all up to us. We don't have to pull ourselves up by the bootstraps and make the good stuff happen. God is waiting in the wings, ready to resource us seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day. Are you ready? Are you willing to risk opening some new doors in your heart to God? Are you willing to explore your core values and consider some new ways of thinking?

We all have problems without remedies and questions without answers. We all have holes in our souls. But acknowledging this takes courage, because we don't easily accept and embrace weakness, need, loss, or suffering. For the most part, we harbor a subtle contempt for the weaknesses or deficiencies we perceive in ourselves and others.

And the result? We end up rejecting key parts of our own humanity. We gloss over our needs rather than admit them. We deny, minimize, or at least sidestep many forms of suffering.

That's what gets us stuck! Stuck in our pain. Stuck in our depression. Stuck in our need. We lose forward movement and become victims of our own faulty thinking rather than survivors who experience firsthand the power of letting go and moving on.

In the following pages you'll meet many people who, like you, have struggled to let go. I pulled some of the stories from my personal journals. Others came from people with whom IVe had the privilege of crossing paths, people who have taught me about holding things loosely.

Please understand this: The tragedies you have suffered—the troubles you have endured—do not define who you are. Nor do they hold your future hostage. I firmly believe that no matter where you are in life right now, the best is yet to come. Your best years are ahead. Your biggest joys and God's greatest surprises are still up ahead, around the corner, just over the horizon. God is standing in your future, saying, “Come on! Let's go. There's so much for you to look forward to. I've got great plans for you. I know everything you are enduring, and I care. Your worries matter to me. I am with you in your heartache and have not abandoned you. Your pain is not an obstacle to Me. My miracles always begin with a problem.”

I firmly believe that the weak and broken places in our souls are the very places where God moves powerfully in divine visitations. He makes this promise: “If you return to me, I will restore you…. I will give you back your health and heal your wounds” (Jeremiah 1 30:47, NLT).

God is on a mission to restore you. He is well aware of the problems, challenges, and heartaches that are an integral part of our human condition. And God is a gentleman. He will not force Himself on anyone. But when we extend an invitation, God delights in releasing His healing power right into the center of our pain. Our wounds don't have to limit us. They can become the springboard that launches us into a deeper understanding of ourselves, a more fulfilling relationship with God, and the joy of being a woman who leaves an eternal mark in this world.

That's what this book is all about: letting go of what doesn't matter and opening your hands to what does.

In the pages ahead I'll nudge you to consider the following questions.


“How can I let go of the life I thought I wanted so I can receive the very best God has for me?”




“What is God's part and what is my part in the equation that leads to freedom?”




“How can I embrace today, release my yesterdays, and prepare for my tomorrows?”



I'll also encourage you to take an honest look at the issues that trigger your frustration and anger and consider how these emotions can be used for good. We'll review helpful strategies for restoring emotional balance when life blinds ides you and consider various ways God heals us from the inside out.

Through various sufferings, I have learned that the empty places created by letting go become the places God fills with His richest blessing's.

He replaces our weakness with His strength.

He exchanges our confusion for His wisdom.

He takes our anguish and leaves His peace.

As we let go of our self-sufficiency and wildly abandon our hearts to God, His Spirit accomplishes what we cannot. He renews. He refreshes. He restores us. He resurrects the dead places in our souls, and we experience firsthand the healing power of letting go.






Reclaim Your Life

FOOD FOR THOUGHT


“You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”

JOHN 8:32.



PRAYER FOR TODAY

Lord, I know these feelings: worry, anxiety, fear. Too often they feel lih constant companions, More than anything I want to let go of my anxiety, my fear, my disappointments, my anger, my frustration. I believe that You have wondrous things for me on the other side of letting go. Lord, please help me to step boldly onto the path of letting go that You lay out before me through this book Thank You for the power to do it. In Jesus' name I pray, amen.

STEPS TO TAKE THIS MONTH


	What values or beliefs are blocking you from letting go? Ask God to reveal them to you, and write them down as you discover each one. Meditate on each of these beliefs and then praise God for the freedom you will experience as He equips you with the power to let go of them.


	Are you ready for the serious work of letting go? If you are, make a commitment today that you will work diligently and seek the Lord persistently throughout this journey. Ask Him to be with you.
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Chapter Two

REALIZE WHEN
YOU'RE GRASPING


The reason why many are still troubled, still seeking, still making little forward progress is because they have not yet come to the end of themselves. We are still giving some of the orders, and we are still interfering with God's working within us.

A. W. TOZER



Billy Graham tells a story about a small boy caught playing V 1 with an extremely valuable vase. The little guy had put his hand into the vase but couldn't take it out. His father tried his best to help the boy, but all his efforts were in vain.

They were thinking gloomily of breaking the beautiful vase when the father sighed and said, “Now, son, try one more time. Open your hand and hold your fingers out straight, as you see me doing, and then pull.”

To his dad's astonishment the little fellow said, “Oh no, Father. I couldn't put my fingers out like that, if I did, I'd drop my penny! '

Smile if you will, but, truth be told, you and I are a lot like that little boy—so busy holding on to what we should be letting go ofthat we cannot accept freedom.

When Carl came to see me, his wife had just told him that she had found a lover and no longer wanted to be married. Looking at the floor and shaking his head in utter disbelief, he said, “I know I have my faults, but divorce? I just never thought it would come to this.” As far as his wife was concerned, the relationship was over, and Carl wanted help in adjusting to the many losses that accompanied the divorce. At sixty-four he thought that starting over was an impossible task.

During the months that followed, Carl and Nancy divided their assets, signed papers, and committed to parting amicably. Carl moved out, purchased another home, and tried to begin a new life. After the divorce was finalized, he dated off and on but continued to call Nancy on a regular basis. Whenever he came into my office after seeing her, Carl was in a downward spiral.

Hanging on was killing him.

Choosing my words carefully, I commented on the obvious pattern. But Carl wasn't ready to think about severing the connection.

Then, on the night of his sixty-fifth birthday, an interesting turn of events seemed to propel Carl forward in his healing. He invited a group of friends, including Nancy, over for dessert. After everyone else left, he and Nancy spent some quiet moments alone, reminiscing about old times. That night Carl went to bed feeling rather morose, and he had a series of distressing dreams with a repetitive theme. “In each dream I was lost,” he said, “trying to find my way, unsuccessfully groping in the darkness for something to hang on to. I kept banging into things and getting hurt.”

The following morning, Carl worked on some projects in his garage for a couple of hours. Shaking his head in exasperation, he said, “I was all fingers. It was as if everything I reached for was just beyond my grasp. I'd go to pickup a tool, miss it by an inch, and slam my hand into something else.” The red marks on his knuckles told the story.

Carl was insightful, and I wondered aloud if he saw the thread woven throughout the incidents he had just described. He pondered the question, but nothing seemed to surface.

I offered a suggestion: “Could those dreams and your experience in the garage the next morning be expressions of the conflict you feel from trying to hang on to Nancy?”

Light dawned. After a few moments of quiet thought, he looked at me and said, “Yeah. I believe that about hits the nail on the head.”

The session ended shortly thereafter, and a month later Carl scheduled another appointment with me. This time he looked rested and stood an inch taller. I sensed his grief but I also detected less agitation and a more forward focus. I commented on this and asked if he could identify what had made the difference.

He said, “I've quit grasping. “

If we want to move successfully from one season of life to the next, at times we will have to release our grip on things we naturally want to hang on to. And when we do, we must expect at first to experience intense and complex emotions. As endings, empty spaces, rifts, separations, and little deaths come our way, so do feelings of grief. When we are grieving such losses, it helps to know that God has good counsel for us. He hasn't left us hanging. Solomon penned these lovely lines, which are so much more than poetry:


There is a time for everything,
and a season for every activity under heaven:
a time to be born and a time to die,
a time to plant and a time to uproot,
a time to kill and a time to heal,
a time to tear down and a time to build,
a time to weep and a time to laugh,
a time to mourn and a time to dance,
a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them,
a time to embrace and a time to refrain,
a time to search and a time to give up,
a time to keep and a time to throw away,
a time to tear and a time to mend,
a time to be silent and a time to speak,
a time to love and a time to hate,
a time for war and a time for peace….
Godj= has made everything beautiful in its time.
He has also set eternity in the hearts of men.
(Ecclesiastes 3:1-8, 11)




{God} has made everything beautiful…in its time.

Even the empty spaces.

Even the holes.



I admit that it's a hard concept for me to believe when I'm frantically grasping the last few strands of whatever is trying to escape my clutches. The pain involved in letting go doesn't feel “beautiful” to me; it feels downright miserable.

Yet in God's economy, new life springs forth from death. Jesus tried to help His followers understand this. His disciples had seen His triumphs, witnessed His miracles, experienced His power. They thought He was going to establish His kingdom on earth. Then, one afternoon, Jesus sat down on a hillside and told them that the time had come for Him to be glorified, but not in the manner in which they expected. Instead, it was to be by His death. And, with tenderness and feeling, Jesus comforted them with an illustration:


“The time has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. Listen carefully: Unless a grain of wheat is buried in the ground, dead to the world, it is never any more than a grain of wheat. But if it is buried, it sprouts and reproduces itself many times over. In the same way, anyone who holds on to life just as it is destroys that life. But if you let Ugo, reckless in your love, you'll have it forever, real and eternal….

“Right now I am storm-tossed. And what am I going to say? Father, get me out of this'? No, this is why I came in the first place. I'll say, 'Father, put your glory on display.'” (John-12:23-25, 27-28, The Message)



Jesus bids us turn our eyes on the fields and observe the mature grain ready for harvest. He explains the process: no loss, no gain; no death, no new life. For Christ the analogy was very personal: His death was to become the very gateway to life! Without His death, there would be no resurrection—for any of us.

The message is for you and me as well. It's a message of hope when life steals from us and leaves us with empty arms. It's a message of strength when we've been stripped bare and feel as though we're facing the future empty-handed. It's a message of substance that can fill the holes in our souls with a promise. God says to us:


When you are letting go,
remember that I am planting seeds of new life in you.
Your grief is only for a season.
My end is not death. It is always life.
I am the author of life.2



These are the promises we have to hang on to when we are doing the hard work of letting go.

Did you catch that? Letting go is hard work. It is often very bewildering. To break away from someone or something we have been bonded to rips at our emotions. It goes against our natural instincts. The parting cannot happen without inward bleeding. The greater the bond, the greater the pain.

Our heads and our hearts are usually in conflict. Our heads say, I need to do this for my own good. I need to let go because it's right. I need to let go because God is telling me to let go. I need to let go for the sah of my kids or my spouse or my friendship or my own growth and development. But our hearts say, Ob, no you don't! It hurts too much. I can't do it. I won't do it! Our logic and our emotions war with each other.

But there are some things we can do to cooperate with God in the process of letting go. We can take certain steps to help us move down life's path with a sense of curiosity and adventure, minus the claw marks. In the next chapters we will look at how we can cooperate with God and experience the power of letting go.





Chapter Three

RECOGNIZE THAT
WHAT IS, IS


There is no power on earth more formidable than the truth.

MARGARET LEE RUNBECK



Letting go is a process.

Please don't fly right past that statement.

You might say, “Well, I already know that/' And maybe you do…in your head. But our hearts often lag behind—way behind— our knowledge base.

Letting go is NOT an instantaneous event.

It starts with an awareness of a difficult reality, and as our awareness increases, so does our pain. I once saw a poster that described the process perfectly. It was a cartoon of a woman whose head and arms were being squeezed through the wringers of an old washing machine. Beneath her anguished face the caption read, “The truth will set you free, but first it will make you miserable.”

Facing the truth can be very difficult. Like surgery, acknowledging our disappointments and losses may hurt, but it can help move us toward wholeness, if we deny, block, stuff, or numb the pain, we end up camping out in our grief and never progressing beyond it. We cut ourselves off from the treasures God wants to deposit in our empty spaces, and we put our emotions into lockdown.

As a counselor I see this regularly in people like you and me. I'm talking about typical, get-up4n-the-moming-and-go-to-work, raise-the-kids kinds of people. Moms who help with the PTA. Dads who coach Little League. Brothers. Sisters. Aunts. Uncles. Folks who seem normal on the outside but who are locked up on the inside.

Take Marissa for example. Marissa was skilled at keeping secrets—not because she wanted to, but because it was how she had learned to survive. Her father had sexually abused her from the time she was a little girl, and she didn't dare tell anyone, if she did, her father said, he would put her in jail and kill her mother. Little girls believe their big, strong daddies. In Marissa's innocent mind there were no options. She had to be a good little girl. And part of being good was keeping the secret.

But the terrible secret, buried for so many years and landscaped with neat shrubbery and little flowers, became like a hidden toxic waste dump. The poison seeped into the very soil of her life, gradually numbing and warping her soul—even the good parts. I saw evidence of the hidden toxins in her words:


“I want to enjoy my husband and kids, but I have no feelings. “




“It's as if I'm numb. Flat. I can't tell the difference between happy and sad.”




“Nothing matters to me, even though I want it to matter.”




“I used to be passionate and sensitive. I used to care. It's not like me not to care.”



Again, we weren't built to bury our feelings alive. We weren't designed to deny our pain or to live by a “no talking” rule. The mind has limitations built into its defense system. If we block the bad, we also block the good.

The result?

No sorrow…but no joy either.

No heartache…but no passion for life.

No grief…but no capacity for laughter.

It all gets locked up together.

The good news is that there are keys to unlocking our pain, and they are right in our pockets. The first key is to recognize that what is, is. It is the essence of being brutally honest with ourselves and looking our painful truths in the face.

Sarah is a wonderful example of someone who courageously faced her pain and let it go. She came to our sessions impeccably dressed in the latest vogue, her makeup applied to perfection. But the eyes that stared at me were cold and as hard as chiseled marble. Sarah had struggled with an eating disorder for nearly twenty years, and she was one of the most bitter and controlling people I had ever worked with.

As we talked, I expected to uncover the source of Sarah's bitterness. But the account of her childhood was rather typical and uneventful. No great traumas. No major heartbreaks. Her parents had a good marriage, and she spoke of a close relationship with both them and her two brothers. She butted heads with the boys now and then, as most kids do in the healthiest of families, but there was nothing out of the ordinary. Besides being blessed with parents who loved each other, she had the support of grandparents who lived next door. Her grandmother was like a second mom and confidante to Sarah, especially during her teen years.

As she reviewed her life during that first session, I was puzzled. The family dynamics didn't fit the common profiles of patients with eating disorders. They weren't even close—no divorce, no abuse, no drugs or alcohol. Neither parent was intensely rigid, perfectionistic, or driven. They were churchgoing folk who took life in stride.

A piece of the puzzle was missing. It had to be.

Sarah recounted her years in high school and college in vivid detail. Cheerleading. Dance. Church choir. Gymnastics. Perfect grades. Scholarships. Sports awards. Titles. Then, in her third year of college, everything changed.

In that year her grandmother died, and Sarah was raped.

When she reached that point in her story, Sarah's reflections became blurred, and her account became fragmented.

That double-edged trauma became the hinge on which the rest of Sarah's life turned. The loss of her innocence and her confidante were more than she could bear, and, like an anesthetic, the eating disorder became her tool to numb the pain. Gymnastics and college became a thing of the past. The bubbly brunette withdrew from life and went into hiding—-foryears. Then, eighteen years later, she heard me speak in a conference about growing in hard places and made an appointment to see me.

Sarah spent several months in therapy, acknowledging, revisiting, and processing the trauma she had tucked away in secret. Facing the truth about her losses and how they affected her life gradually defused the power of her pain. Each week I saw change. At first tears and, eventually, spontaneous smiles broke through the barrier of Sarah's cold stares. Bit by bit, stone by stone, she dismantled the wall she had built around her heart and risked letting the pain out and others in.

In time, Sarah gained the courage to join a therapy group I facilitated for women in recovery. One night the group wanted to talk about “God issues” and how they perceived God's involvement in their lives. I passed out paper and markers and asked each member to draw a picture that illustrated her relationship with God.

One woman drew a stick figure of herself—no face, no hair, no clothes—kneeling on one side of a stone wall that towered high above her. Her face was buried in her hands. Bright sunlight shone on the other side of the wall, where Jesus stood with scores of other stick figures. She described herself as someone who was on the outside looking in. “I feel as if God has all kinds of friends down here on earth,” she said, “but I'm not one of them.”

As we went around the circle, each woman showed the others her picture. When it was Sarah's turn, she held up a likeness of two very large hands holding the handles of an ornate vase. There were many colored markers she could have used, but she chose to do her picture strictly in black. The outline of the vase was carefully drawn and perfectly symmetrical, but down the middle of the vase she had drawn a thick, jagged line depicting a very deep crack. Her description moved me.

“This vase,” she said slowly, “can't be fixed. The hands holding it are about to throw it away. “

It wasn't a pretty picture, but, even so, Sarah took a step forward that night. For the first time in eighteen years she was truthful with herself and others about how she felt concerning her relationship with God.

I always marvel at God's sovereignty in putting groups together. One of the other members, Terry, immediately stepped in and asked Sarah bow the vase had become cracked. Terry, herself a rape victim, happened to be nearing the end of her recovery. Within the safety of the group, Sarah was able to uncover the shame-filled events she had hidden for years. I had a front-row seat as I watched God do a deep work in Sarah through those women who offered her acceptance, grace, and truth.

Sarah's bitterness began to change in subtle ways. It didn't happen fast, but, then, long-term change rarely does. As the months passed the eating disorder simply became less and less of an issue. Why? Because the pain driving her compulsion was losing its power. Sarah was learning to face her pain and let it go, so there was less need for an “anesthetic.”

One day Sarah walked into my office and said, “I've made a decision. I want to be trained to work on the Rape Crisis Hotline.” She didn't want others to suffer in silence or live in denial, as she had for so many years. She wanted to be a refuge for those who were scared and hiding. She wanted God to use her brokenness to help others heal. She wanted others to know that there was hope.

Toward the end of Sarah's recovery, the group again raised “God issues.” I had saved the pictures from the previous session and brought them out for review. Each of the women received a clean sheet of paper and colored markers, and when they were finished they showed the others their new drawings.

Sarah's new picture intrigued me. Guessing at its implications, I felt a surge of excitement. Once again she drew a perfectly symmetrical vase with swirly handles on the sides. Once again, the same two large hands firmly gripped it. The deep crack down the middle of the vase was still there too.

But Sarah had added something new. Using a fluorescent yellow marker, she had drawn heavy lines, like beams of light, spilling out of the fissure and flowing to the edge of the paper. Pointing to the crack she said, “That's where God shines through.”

As the others reflected on her drawing, one woman said, “Hey, it looks more like a trophy than a vase to me.”

“Yes!” said another who knew Sarah's story. “You're in God's hands. You're a trophy of His grace. “ The rest
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