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		INTRODUCTION

		When I was seven, I explored the idea of following in Britney Spears’s footsteps. My parents wouldn’t let me buy her CDs (“Is she asking someone to hit her??”), but I’d heard enough of her music at friends’ houses to know that I wanted to do what she did. I’d spend hours in my room after school practicing my singing and choreographing routines to whatever I had playing in my boom box. I was sure I had what it took.

		As you can probably guess, things didn’t go that way. It turns out you actually have to be able to sing and dance to be a singer and a dancer. I eventually faced the harsh reality that I would never have what it takes to rock a red leather jumpsuit and a high pony in a music video. It was hard, but I coped.

		I’d guess you have a similar story. You had your own wild aspirations, only to one day confront the realization that Tyra Banks wasn’t going to discover you at the mall while you were shopping at American Eagle with your mom and ask you to be on the next season of America’s Next Top Model.

		We’re all stunningly confident as children. We’ve yet to become fully self-conscious, and we have little concept of the potential for failure. So we declare our aspirations, unafraid of embarrassment or the possibility that they won’t come to fruition. This self-assurance is part of the wonderful charm of kids. As we grow, it necessarily fades as we start the natural process of reconciling our plans with our actual potential.

		I want you to imagine for a moment what it would be like if we didn’t go through that process. What if we clung to the out-of-the-realm-of-possibility dreams we had as kids and spent our lives pursuing them, no matter the consequences? I’d be selling EPs of my latest acoustic cover of “Toxic” on Instagram and you’d still be learning how to smize in your mirror at your parents’ house. It wouldn’t be pretty.

		As we get older, we’re supposed to tell ourselves hard things. We’re supposed to grow up, assess our strengths, do things we don’t want to do, and realize we’re not as special as we think we are. We’re supposed to get out of our houses, get over ourselves, and create a life that’s productive and meaningful. The confidence we have in ourselves should change from juvenile blind adoration to grounded awareness.

		A truth that we all come to terms with at some point in our adolescence is that we don’t have what it takes for one thing or another. In other words, we’re not enough. We don’t have enough talent, a high enough IQ, enough coordination, or enough facial symmetry to do the thing we were sure we would end up doing. Facing our inadequacies is crucial for appropriate development.

		And so I find it silly—and downright dangerous—that we women are fed this phrase so constantly today: “You are enough.” The vast network of lifestyle bloggers, motivational speakers, fitness gurus, and spiritual Sherpas who live on our phones relay this message daily. We are enough for our kids, enough for our job, enough for our husband, enough for God, enough for ourselves. There’s nothing that needs to be added or taken away, we hear. We are perfect the way we are.

		We know it’s not true. We realized this early on when we abandoned our dreams of pop stardom, and, in a different way, we realize it today. Just like I wasn’t enough to be the next Britney, I’m not enough to fulfill other roles either, even though they’re real. I’m not enough to be all the things I need to be at once: a good mom, a successful writer, a present wife, a solid friend, a faithful Christian. It’s just as crazy for me to think I’m enough for these things as it was for you to want to be a five-foot-two runway model. This time, it’s not just about talent. We may have the abilities to do most of these things well. It’s also about capacity.

		We don’t have enough time or energy to be all that we need to be for the world around us. And when we don’t measure up to our or others’ standards, we drown in the dregs of self-loathing and insecurity. To numb the pain, we open Instagram, scroll for a few minutes, then click on our favorite self-help blogger and check her latest post, which reads “You are enough.”

		Ahh. Balm for the weary heart. We’re flooded with warm feelings of gratitude as we read her caption reminding us that we’re strong, powerful, capable women whose dreams matter and whose stretch marks are beautiful and who are so much more than just moms to needy kids and wives to needy husbands and are perfect and wonderful just the way we are. “SO true,” we think to ourselves. “I am!”

		We’re comforted, but only for a moment. The next second, when we look at the monitor and see our supposed-to-be-sleeping toddler wiggling just minutes after we’ve put him down, or remember that we have about fifteen pages left on the assignment due tomorrow, or look in the mirror and hate the body we see, our feelings of self-assurance quickly fade.

		Many of us find ourselves in this cycle daily: feeling burned out, seeking encouragement from superficial sources, then feeling better only to feel worse a few hours later. This is exactly the consequence of getting sucked into what I call the toxic culture of self-love.

		The culture of self-love tells us that we are enough. And that until we love ourselves into realizing our enough-ness, nothing in our lives will be right. We’re told a lack of self-love is why we haven’t started that company we’ve been thinking about. It’s why we’re settling for the guy we don’t really want to be with. It’s why we haven’t lost the weight or bought the car or done the thing we’ve been dreaming of doing. Because we have low self-esteem, struggle with self-doubt, and can’t kick this addictive habit of self-criticism, we’re unable to live the lives we were meant to live.

		Dancer and actress Julianne Hough put it this way: “I think every girl needs to love herself, regardless of anything. Like, if you’re having a bad day, if you don’t like your hair, if you don’t have the best family situation, whatever, you have to love yourself and you can’t do anything until you love yourself first.” All of our successes, the thinking goes, depend on self-love.

		I host a podcast called Relatable, where we analyze culture, news, and theology from a Christian perspective. Two years ago, a listener asked me to do an episode on what the Bible has to say about self-love. At that point, I had no idea the term was so popular. I was familiar with self-help, and I knew women were being fed a message of self-empowerment and independence, but I didn’t know how integral the idea of loving yourself had become to our cultural dialogue.

		I quickly found through my research that self-love has been a hot topic for decades. Nearly a half century of psychology has focused on high self-esteem as the solution for society’s problems—from academic failure to crime. This made me wonder: If self-love isn’t a new phenomenon, if we’ve been taught for decades that our lives will be made better just by loving ourselves more and feeling confident, why hasn’t it caught on? Why aren’t we all happier?

		In fact, it seems we’re less happy than ever before. Americans under forty are more depressed, anxious, lonely, and suicidal than any generation before us. We report stronger feelings of purposelessness than any other generation too. We are isolated and unsure of what we want to do with our lives. Many of us feel empty.

		And it’s not for lack of self-focus. Most of us have been the centers of our own universe for as long as we can remember. Our most prized possessions all have the letter i in front of their names. We’re the generations of “about me” sections, personal profiles, and selfies. We are well acquainted with instant gratification, and we’ve come to expect the ability to personalize our experiences. We are keenly focused on ourselves and our needs. We spend hours studying our signs and personality types in an effort to gain the self-understanding we hope will bring us guidance and inner peace. Unlike our parents and grandparents, we are endlessly committed to finding careers we want rather than taking the jobs we need. We are the “everybody gets a trophy” generations, who were often given awards just for showing up. In general, our lives, for better and for worse, have revolved around us.

		When it comes to committing to something bigger than ourselves, many of us would rather not. A 2019 Pew Research poll found that millennials make up the largest number of religious “nones” in America, falling far behind our predecessors in affiliation with Christianity.* An NBC / Wall Street Journal study from the same year found that young Americans are far less likely than older generations to care about faith, family, and patriotism.

		We’ve spent our lives prioritizing ourselves, our wants, and our happiness, and, guess what. We’re still not happy. So how in the world could it be that self-love is the answer to our problems when there’s no evidence whatsoever that we’ve ever stopped loving ourselves?

		These are the questions I considered as I studied the pervasiveness of the culture of self-love. And I started to wonder: Maybe our happiness doesn’t stem from the fact that we don’t love ourselves enough. Maybe we’re unfulfilled, lonely, and purposeless because we love ourselves way too much. Yes, many of us struggle with insecurities and even self-loathing. But these are just other indicators of self-obsession. Even when we don’t like ourselves, our perpetual prioritization of our wants, needs, problems, and dreams above all else proves that we still love ourselves a whole lot.

		A couple of months into my research, I came across a video on my feed for Hillsong Church, where Hailey Baldwin Bieber gave a testimony of her faith. In it, she said, “I think that every person has had that feeling that they are not enough for something, someone . . . but . . . you are, because God took his time to create [you] and put you in this place.”

		That’s it, I thought. That’s the essential lie young women are believing in this culture of self-love. Young Christian women, even. The lie that “you are enough.”

		The idea that you’re enough is central to the culture of self-love. The logic goes: because you are complete, perfect, and sufficient on your own, you don’t need anyone else to love you to be content. All you need is yourself.

		I totally get the appeal of this thinking. It’s true that we obsess over others’ approval and acceptance. We become distracted and detached from things that matter, like our families, friendships, and jobs. Instead of fulfilling our roles well, we’re stuck focusing on what roles other people have and how well they’re filling them. It’s also true that we shouldn’t fully depend on others for our happiness or allow their approval to define us. Acknowledging these things, it feels right to comfort ourselves with the mantra “I am enough.” And because I am enough, we may tell ourselves, all I need is my own love to be secure and successful.

		But here’s the thing: our sufficiency isn’t the answer to insecurity, and self-love isn’t the antidote to our feelings of self-loathing.

		Why? Because the self can’t be both the problem and the solution. If our problem is that we’re insecure or unfulfilled, we’re not going be able to find the antidote to these things in the same place our insecurities and fear are coming from.

		Our self-love isn’t enough to make us confident. Our self-sufficiency isn’t enough to bring us peace. Our self-care, self-empowerment, self-help, self-whatever are only going to give us so many good vibes before we move on to the next self-betterment program. The self isn’t enough—period.

		The answer to the purposelessness and hollowness we feel is found not in us but outside of us. The solutions to our problems and pain aren’t found in self-love, but in God’s love.

		The God who created us, who created the universe, who is the same yesterday, today, and forever, is the one who provides us with the purpose and satisfaction we’re seeking. While self-love depletes, God’s love for us doesn’t. He showed us his love by sending Jesus to die for our sins so that we could be forgiven and live forever with him. Self-love is superficial and temporary. God’s love is profound and eternal.

		And his love compels us to something much better than self-obsession: self-sacrifice. While the thought of putting others before ourselves is considered blasphemy in the culture of self-love, it’s the joyous mode of operation for those who follow God. God’s love frees and empowers us to consider and serve other people before and instead of ourselves.

		This is an argument I made in a podcast episode titled “Three Myths Christian Women Believe.” The first myth was that you are enough. My counter was this: you’re not enough, you’ll never be enough, and that’s okay, because God is.

		I highlighted this passage from Ephesians: “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked. . . . But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us . . . made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved.” We are corrupted, helpless, and spiritually dead on our own, but God, through his power, saves us, sanctifies us, and makes us alive in Christ. We are less than “not enough”; on our own, we’re nothing. But God.

		The episode resonated. To my surprise, there were thousands of women who’d bought into this and other common lies without even knowing it. The day after it was published, a listener wrote to me in an email:

		“I have struggled my whole life with self-hatred. It came from multiple places: my broken home as a child, my need to be successful for attention . . . the list goes on. I became a Christian in college, and since then I have read countless books by Christian authors trying to tell me how to ‘fix’ it and be ‘enough.’ The messages all kind of stayed the same: that I just needed to love myself more, because Jesus loved me, and that I was enough. . . . Your podcast opened my eyes. Who knew all I needed to hear was, ‘You’re not enough, you will never be enough, BUT GOD’?”

		Similar messages flooded my inbox. I realized then that the culture of self-love and its central lie that you are enough wasn’t just a subject in a viral video or a blog post. It’s a mind-set that’s plaguing many of us.

		And a lot of young women are looking for an alternative. For good reason: the culture of self-love is exhausting. While we’re telling ourselves we’re enough as we are, we’re also reading the next book, listening to the next podcast, or following the next ten-step plan to help us realize and manifest our enough-ness by finding our “best selves.” But if we were really enough as is, we wouldn’t have to try so hard to convince ourselves it’s true.

		We’re looking for that one method or mantra that’s going to show us how to use self-love as the key to unlock our inner treasure box of talent and success. But every time we try, the lock changes. Today we think meditation will get us there. Tomorrow, crystals. Next week, organizing our closet. The week after that, cutting out processed foods. And if none of that works, then we look for a new book or podcast to give us the latest, greatest self-love strategy that we’re sure, this time, will help us finally achieve our truest self and help us live our best life.

		We’re addicted to the thrill of it. It’s exciting to think that this shift in thinking could really be the game changer.

		But the fleeting excitement is overwhelmed by disappointment. None of our methods work long term. No amount of yoga or sage burning or energy shifts or personality tests or essential oils or closet organizing or food prepping or booty exercises or whatever else the self-love stars say you need to finally, truly, be happy with yourself will ever convince you that you’re enough. Because you’re not. Neither am I. And that’s okay.

		I want to make this clear upfront: when I talk about the damaging effects of self-love or the emptiness of self-care, I’m not encouraging self-deprecation or shame over getting our nails done. This book is about why the world’s answers to our very real feelings of self-doubt, self-loathing, incompetence, and insecurity aren’t sufficient and how God’s solutions are better.

		This book is about good news. While the admission that self-love won’t satisfy us may feel counterintuitive (it’s certainly countercultural), it also gives us immense relief. We get to remove this crushing burden of trying to muster up a love inside us that just doesn’t hold up under the weight of life’s demands. We get to rely on a sovereign God to be our sufficiency, our confidence, our guide, and our giver of purpose.

		This book is about dismantling the lies the toxic culture of self-love has fed to us and replacing them with God’s truth. We’ll dig into these five myths:

		
			1. You are enough.

			2. You determine your truth.

			3. You’re perfect the way you are.

			4. You’re entitled to your dreams.

			5. You can’t love others until you love yourself.

		

		You’ve heard these popular mantras propagated in the world of self-love, and while they sound inspirational on the surface, they lead only to confusion and desperation. Just like leaving some of our childhood dreams required us to confront hard truths about ourselves, accepting our limitations today will require us to take some tough-to-swallow pills. As we do, the mirage of self-sufficiency will fade, and along with it, the false hopes “you are enough” promises. Any time we let go of a false hope and replace it with a hope that’s real, we grow up a little bit. That’s what this book aims to do: to help us grow up by replacing the empty hope we have in ourselves with the satisfying hope we can place in God.

		I learned how to do this the hard
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