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“Girl on a Swing lets us relax into God’s grace and feel His love hold us high. Ahhh. Nancy’s words let me be my imperfect self and still know that there is no wind strong enough to release me from my Father’s grip. A book for all the seasons of your life.”

KARON PHILLIPS GOODMAN
AUTHOR OF ANOTHER FINE MESS, LORD!
AND THE WOMAN’S GUIDE SERIES

“Nancy Kennedy has long been one of my favorite writers. But I think Girl on a Swing might be her best book yet! She writes with amazing humor, heart, and insight. Girl on a Swing soars!”

HEATHER KOPP
AUTHOR OF ROAR: A CHRISTIAN FAMILY GUIDE TO THE CHRONICLES OF NARNIA
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For Peggy, my favorite only sister.
Swing high, sistah!





Having loved His own…He loved them to the end.
JOHN 13:1, NASB
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Girl on a Swing

Introduction

[image: ]

When I was about eighteen, I went to see a therapist. Not that anything terribly traumatic had happened to me, but everyday life without purpose or meaning can be traumatic, too.

Here’s how I thought about life: You wake up, you do your stuff during the day, then you go to bed. Day after day, that’s what you do. And then when you do that enough times, you eventually die. Maybe somewhere in there you get married once or twice, you have some kids, maybe go to Disney World or visit the Grand Canyon or meet Regis Philbin or go on Oprah, but mostly you don’t do any of that. Mostly you just do your regular stuff until you die.

That’s how I thought about life—I was marking time until I died, yet at the same time I was terrified of dying.

So I went to this therapist who promised he could help me find peace from the voices that haunted me and freedom from the sense of doom, the marking time until I died, that I couldn’t seem to shake. I met with him once, and as I lay on his couch and talked and cried, he moved me into a fetal position and then told me everything that was wrong in my life was my father’s fault, that somehow he hadn’t shown me the love I needed and craved.


[image: ]As I lay on his couch and talked and cried,
he moved me into a fetal position and then told me
everything that was wrong in my life was my father’s fault.[image: ]


I went home and told my dad what the therapist had said, and as soon as I did, I knew he was wrong. My dad looked at me and asked, “Is that what you think?”

I told him no; I didn’t think that at all. But the man had a framed certificate on the wall of his office, and I assumed he could look inside me and pinpoint the source of my pain. He seemed to think I lacked a father’s love, that what I longed for, curled up on his couch in a fetal position, was the perfect love of a parent, a love that fills up the empty spaces inside a young girl’s life.

He was wrong, but he was right, too. He just got the fathers mixed up. It wasn’t my dad’s love I lacked. Even back then I knew that, as imperfect as he was and is, my dad loved me the best way he knew how. But the Father whose love I really wanted was the One who created me in His own image. My whole insides screamed, frantically, furiously, instinctively, to know Him and to be known by Him. I just didn’t know that He was the One I wanted. No one told me, or if someone did, I didn’t hear.


[image: ]The Father whose love I really wanted was
the One who created me in His own image.[image: ]



Back then, I only knew that I wanted:

a life that didn’t make me want to escape it.

a love that didn’t make me feel empty the next morning.

a reason to get up and get dressed every day.




I wanted:

to be able to sleep without medicating myself,

to have my racing, troubling thoughts quieted

to be rid of my guilt and shame,

to be part of a community where I didn’t feel so alone,

to find rest and security—and hope.



I wanted to not be afraid of dying—or of living. What I wanted back then was freedom, although I didn’t know the word at the time.

[image: ]

Here’s the truth: I am ten years old. I’ve tried to explain this to my daughters, who are both in their twenties, but they just look at me and then at each other, conferring silently that it might be time to put me in a home. Or one will ask if I’ve changed my hormone patch this week.

They tend to think that women my age are grown-ups. Perhaps some are, but I think most of us are just ten-year-olds wearing constricting shapewear under our clothes, plucking at stray chin whiskers, and taking notes during Depends commercials.

I told my daughters that the reason a group of forty-or fifty-year-old women would spit off a bridge is because inside they’re all only ten years old. Okay, maybe they’re twelve or fourteen, but I don’t think we’re ever older than that.


[image: ]I think most of us are just ten-year-olds wearing
constricting shapewear under our clothes,
plucking at stray chin whiskers, and taking
notes during Depends commercials.[image: ]


I’ve been thinking about this for a long time. For about a year now, I’ve been staring off and on at a greeting card on my desk. It shows the image of a girl on a swing, midflight. She’s about nine or ten, maybe eight. Her face is tilted skyward, and she looks like she’s utterly enjoying the experience of momentum and the feeling that she’s flying.

I bought the card to send to a friend, but I kept it for myself. The message inside says, “Fly high. Hope the wind is always at your back.” However, I didn’t choose the card for the message, but for the image of the girl—I can’t take my eyes off of it. The longer I study it, the more I realize that what I’ve known all along is true, that the girl on the swing, leaning back, gently and easily pumping her legs, closing her eyes while the wind blows through her hair, her entire being warmed by the sun—the longer I stare at that picture, the more I know that the girl is me.

She is not who I want to be or hope to be, but because of Jesus, she is me.

She is safe, and she is me. She is secure, and she is me. She is free and forgiven, she is her Father’s delight, and in Christ, she is me.

She’s you, too.

I’ve talked to enough women in the past few years to know that most of them don’t believe that, and I’m talking longtime church ladies, those you would think believed that about themselves. But if I showed the card to an average group of women and announced, “This is you,” some, thinking that I was joking, would laugh.

Most, however, would smile, but then they would divert their eyes. They would think, I want to be her. I want to feel loved and safe and secure. I want to feel free. I want to turn my face toward heaven and experience God’s smile, to know that I am His child and that there’s nothing I can do to make Him want to push me out of a speeding car or regret that I’m his.

A few of them would cry, if only inwardly, and they would breathe a silent prayer or make a wish that maybe someday, if they could just get their acts together, if they could be holier somehow or maybe if they would work on their motives and thought life, if they could try to be nicer to people, especially their families, maybe if they could be worthy of being a Christian—whatever that means—maybe if they could stop being self-centered, if they could do all that, or even make progress in just one area of their lives…then maybe God would let them be that girl, if only briefly.

Let me say this again. That girl on the swing, pumping her legs, holding on to the ropes as she glides with ease and delight: She is me, and if Christ has set you free, she is you.


[image: ]She is safe, and she is me. She is secure,
and she is me. She is free and forgiven,
she is her father’s delight, and in Christ, she is me.
She’s you, too.[image: ]


Hear the Word of God:

“It is for freedom that Christ has set us free” (Galatians 5:1), the apostle Paul told the church at Galatia. Before that, Jesus told His followers that if He sets a person free, then that person is “free indeed”(John 8:36). And if Christ has set us free, if we’re “free indeed,” then shouldn’t all God’s children be out scrambling for swing sets and experiencing the holy wind of God at their backs, lifting them up toward the sun? Shouldn’t we all swing to the sky, trying to touch the stars or the moon or the neighbor’s mulberry tree, convinced that God is well pleased, swinging just for the sheer pleasure of it?

And if we should be doing that, then why aren’t we?

At my church we often sing a simple song about “God has smiled on me.” We sing that He has “dset me free” and that He’s been“good to me.” It’s so simple, so basic, yet so difficult a concept to grasp and to own and to live out because we don’t believe that God smiles, at least not at us. Monkeys maybe, and babies most likely make Him smile, and otters in the Monterey Bay are awfully cute.

But God smiling at you and at me?


[image: ]We don’t believe that god smiles, at least not at us.
Monkeys maybe, and babies most likely make Him smile,
and otters in the Monterey Bay are awfully cute.
But god smiling at you and at me? [image: ]


Oh, but He does! This is the Reader’s Digest condensed version of how it works: The Father smiles on Jesus, the only one to ever live a perfect, sinless life and the only one who ever obeyed the law of God to the last comma and semicolon. And if we belong to Him through faith, the Father smiles on us, too.

I’m not sure when I grasped that. I came to faith in Jesus when I was twenty-three, but for a long time after that, even though I knew I belonged to God, I didn’t know I was loved by Him.

Not really.

Actually, it was more like, I knew He loved me, but only as long as I didn’t screw up too badly. I lived with a sense that there’s a line you can’t cross—although I never knew where the line was—and if you crossed it, you would be next on God’s to-do list: Smite this one with postnasal drip and a bad haircut, and remember to say no to her next three prayers.

But somewhere, somehow, I eventually grasped it: that, based solely on my relationship with Jesus, I live every moment under God’s smile. I can’t escape it—ever—because it has nothing to do with what I do or don’t do, but has everything to do with the One who has redeemed me.

I know it deep in my knower.

It’s what I longed to know as a child growing up in a happy home. It’s what I longed to know at eighteen, lying on the therapist’s couch, and at twenty-three, when God’s Spirit captured my heart and drew me to the Savior’s feet.

It’s what we were meant to know, deeply, personally, intimately, profoundly.

It’s what the Father longs for us to know.


[image: ]Based solely on my relationship with Jesus, I live every 
moment under God’s smile, I can’t escape it—ever—because 
it has nothing to do with what I do or don’t do, but has 
everything to do with the One who has redeemed me.[image: ]


Do you know it? I mean really know it? Not just saying you do because that’s the correct answer and you figure everyone but you knows it and you don’t want to be odd man out. I’m talking about when you’ve committed the same sin for the eleven millionth time, when you’ve called someone an expletive (if only in your thoughts), when you think the Bible is dry as dirt, when you’re tempted to kiss the UPS guy and leave your husband to deal with the laundry and the kids, when your faith is cold and your temper is hot—do you know then, even at your lowest, ugliest moments, that God smiles on you?

Do you know that if you are His, God will never leave you or cast you aside? That you will never disgust Him, that He’ll never be sorry He chose you? Do you know that?

I hope so. I hope for many of you who have picked up this book that what you’re about to read will be a reminder of the freedom you already know you have in Christ—freedom from the penalty of sin, freedom from the tyranny of trying to live up to some impossibly high standard, freedom from the fear of God’s displeasure. Freedom from all that and more, and freedom to be who you’ve been created to be: a child of God, our great King.


[image: ]Do you know that if you are His, god will never leave you
or cast you aside? That you will never disgust Him, that He’ll
never be sorry that He chose you? Do you know that?[image: ]


And for those who don’t even dare to dream about being the girl on the swing, keep reading. I’ve prayed for you, that God will use my life and His Word to show you how to climb up on your swing. Hey, I’ll even give you a push to get you started if you like.

And don’t worry if it takes you a while to catch on. God is patient with you. He still smiles whether you know it or not. He grips you securely and won’t ever let one of His cherished ones go.

Before I go any further, I have a confession to make. Although I told you that I already know all this, to be honest, I often forget. That’s why I write and why I’ve written this book. I write to remind myself that:


Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons,
neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither
height nor depth,
nor anything else in all creation,
will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in
Christ Jesus our Lord.




ROMANS 8:38-39



And:


Having loved His own… He loved them to the end.




JOHN 13:1, NASB



In Posers, Fakers, and Wannabes, Brennan Manning writes that the two things that get people’s attention are fear and hope. We know about fear, but we’re not sure about hope.


[image: ]We know about fear,
but we’re not sure about hope.[image: ]


But our hope is this: When I believe that (a) God is sovereign, that He is all-powerful, all-wise, all-knowing, all-mighty and that He knows exactly what He’s doing with the universe and with me, and (b) that, based solely on faith in Christ alone, I am loved completely, totally, utterly—a love that’s not conditional on my performance, but on Christ’s—when I am convinced of these two things, that’s when I find rest and security, hope and freedom.

I find that I have a Father who loves me, a Savior who prays for me, a Comforter who enables me—a God who sets me free.

Once you’ve learned how to swing, you can’t ever unlearn it. Once you’ve discovered the freedom you already have in Christ, and once you know it, really know it so that it becomes a part of you, you won’t ever unknow it.


[image: ]Once you’ve learned how to swing,
you can’t ever unlearn it.[image: ]


Likewise, once you’ve grasped the reality that you live under God’s smile…I promise that you will never want to ever live anywhere else.




Chapter One

Taking Off My Liar Face

When you’re gripped by guilt and shame

[image: ]

God calls us to stop hiding and come openly to Him. God is the father
who ran to His prodigal son when he came limping home.

BRENNAN MANNING, ABBA’S CHILD






If you and I were to meet, probably the first thing you would notice about me is my smile. A huge, cheesy grin. It’s a bit crooked, filled with lots of straight teeth, with the exception of one lower front tooth that’s turned slightly. Dental Hygienist Ed tells me not to ever have it straightened.

My upper gums are receding. Ed says that I brush my teeth too hard. I try not to, but I forget. I also forget to floss. Sometimes when Ed is cleaning my teeth, he will shake his head and remind me that if I want to keep that pretty smile of mine pretty, I need to floss.

Then, as if on autopilot, even though I’m embarrassed that I’ve been caught nonflossing and I’m inwardly berating myself for knowing better and promising myself and God that from now on I’ll floss every day—and brush more often and more gently—I’ll flash Ed a smile so big and bright and winsome and charming that he can’t help but think happy, cheery thoughts about me. He might even write on my chart that I’ve been a good girl, that I work well with others, that I’m cooperative and a pleasure to have in his dental hygienist’s chair.

You, Ed, my boss, my husband, my kids, the UPS driver, and the neighbors whose names I don’t know, you are all warmed by my smile, won over, at ease. I enter a room smile first. My smile rarely leaves my face. If I were to go on a murderous rampage, after I got caught and the police hauled me into jail, I would smile as they took my mug shot. Eyewitnesses behind the glass would pick me out of the lineup in no time at all.

“That one,” they would say. “She did it—the one with the big smile.”

The cops would shake their heads in wonder and disbelief. “Who would’ve thought it could be her,” one of them would say. “Behind that smile—a monster.”

That’s exactly the point. After decades of practice, I’ve perfected the art of the deceptive smile. Not that I’m consciously aware of it, nor have I sat in front of a mirror and instructed my face what to do. It’s just a part of who I am and what I do. It’s what I’ve always done.

I don’t remember when I began smiling for nongenuine reasons, not that my smile isn’t genuine. I genuinely want you to like me. I genuinely don’t want you to know the thoughts I sometimes think and the things I sometimes do.


[image: ]After decades of practice,
I’ve perfected the art of the deceptive smile.[image: ]


My sister and my youngest brother smile, too. My other brother doesn’t, except when he’s happy. That would be normal smiling. The rest of us smile when we shouldn’t, which is normal for us. For example, if we had done something wrong—let’s say we got caught lying—as our mom or dad or teacher scolded us, huge grins would spring onto our faces as if they had minds of their own.

I don’t know about my brother or sister, but when that happened to me, I would carry on an internal dialogue with my face.

Me: “Don’t do that! You know it makes people crazy. They think you’re being a smart aleck. They’ll just get madder, and then you’ll really be in trouble.”

My face: “I know. I know. But I can’t help it. If I try not to smile, it’ll look like I’m making faces, and that’ll be seen as even more smart-alecky. Either way, I’m doomed. At least if I smile, I have a chance of winning them over with my pearly whites.”

Liar, Liar, Face on Fire

When my daughters were little, if I thought they were being deceptive or hiding something, yet no one was squealing, to find out I’d say, “I know you’re up to something. You’ve got your liar face on.”

This approach never fails. The guilty one runs to a mirror to look, or she stands still and purses her lips or rubs her cheeks as if to erase the “liar” from her face. Sometimes, out of the blue, a guilty conscience provokes a confession of sorts. Little toddler feet shuffle up, and a sweet voice says, “I’m not wearing my liar face,” which means a lie is, indeed, in progress.


[image: ]The liar trembles because, above everything else
in her life, she desperately wants to be liked.[image: ]


Then the little liar smiles, big and bright and toothy, as if a smile could erase all the guilt, all the sin, all the shame of feeling the need to lie in the first place. She smiles because she can’t reconcile all the conflicting emotions at the moment, the knowing what needs to come next to be faithful to God, yet the wanting to please and have harmony and to not have to deal with confronting right and wrong—and why can’t we just all get along?

The liar trembles because, above everything else in her life, she desperately wants to be liked. She smiles to avoid conflict.

My daughter would smile, too, and no one would be angry at either one of us and everyone would love us forever and ever. After all, isn’t that what a smile is for?

Do These Fig Leaves Come in a Size 8?

At one time people only smiled because they were happy. At one time there was no shame, no guilt, no sin. People didn’t have to worry about flossing. They didn’t have to worry about approval and acceptance



























As Sick As Our Secrets





















Caught in the Act

















“No Raised Eyebrows”






My Liar Face Comes Off































Think on These Things
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