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to

Dois Rosser

and

Chuck Colson

fathers, brothers, mentors in Christ

who woke my dozing heart and mind


Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened,
and I will give you rest.
Take my yoke upon you
and learn from me,
for I am gentle and humble in heart,
and you will find rest
for your souls.
For my yoke is easy
and my burden is light.

MATTHEW 11:28–30
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{Foreword}

I’ve known Ellen Vaughn for many years. I can’t remember if we first met in prison or not. If so, it wasn’t because of crimes we had committed, but because of our mutual involvement with Chuck Colson and the grace-filled work that Prison Fellowship has brought to so many prisoners and prisons everywhere.

Or maybe we met in Nashville, through mutual friends. It may have been during a time when her husband, Lee, was doing some work with our organization, Show Hope. Whatever the case, I remember realizing that this was THE Ellen Vaughn who had been a part of writing some of my favorite Chuck Colson books, and I was impressed! However, after spending just a little time with her, I recognized Ellen as a kindred spirit . . . a person who loves Jesus, loves words, loves friends, and has a wonderful (and maybe just a bit wacky) sense of humor.

Because of this, I talked with Ellen a number of years ago about us doing a book together. She and Mary Beth and I ate biscuits and chicken and fried okra for lunch at our favorite Franklin (Tennessee) restaurant. We talked that day about the story God was telling in our lives. We dreamed about what He might be doing. We planned to reconvene later to perhaps write a book.

I had no idea the form that book would take. I could not have known that it would in fact grow out of devastating tragedy. But on May 21, 2008, our Chapman story changed forever, when our youngest daughter, Maria, went to be with Jesus as the result of a terrible accident at our home a week after her fifth birthday.

In our awful loss, so many people around the world supported us through their prayers. Somehow God held us in our grief. Somehow our faith held too. And in the ashes of our pain, we believed God had given us a “sacred trust” to share His reality and His plans for good in the midst of what Satan had intended for evil.

It seemed unthinkable to write a book about such a ripping loss. But God worked in Mary Beth’s heart, and she made the courageous decision to do so. We both believed that God could use our broken story to show His healing power. Mary Beth was willing to lay herself wide open, if that’s what it took, so others might see God’s amazing grace.

And in those painful days, it was also natural—if I can use that word—for us to turn to Ellen Vaughn. We knew Ellen would help shepherd our story faithfully, with a sense of God’s sovereignty and of our own deep pain. We believed she could come alongside us in the midst of dark times and make God’s story come alive.

Ellen did that. She entered into our world. She embraced the craziness of the Chapman family, with people running every which way with wild schedules. She spent time with our sons, helped our younger daughters with their homework, ate Ramen noodles in our family room, and came to Shaoey’s basketball games. We listened to her go on about flamingos in Alice in Wonderland and great literature throughout the ages. (Remember that wacky sense of humor I told you about?) She listened while we laughed and cried and did everything in between. She helped clarify events and wrestled through tough issues with Mary Beth. We ate many egg salad sandwiches together. As Mary Beth would say, Ellen was an amazing “birthing coach” for her as she “labored” to tell her story, and the result of it all was Mary Beth’s beautifully and painfully honest book, Choosing to SEE.

So, if I may say so, Mary Beth and I love and trust Ellen Vaughn. She seeks a real, radical relationship with Jesus, and this book you’re holding is part of the fruit of her quest. I was deeply encouraged as I read it. She lives in what we often call the “real world,” although I would submit that heaven is actually the Real world and this earthly experience is just the Shadowlands, as C. S. Lewis called it. But what I mean is, she’s not an armchair philosopher. She writes and lives and breathes and struggles with faith in the midst of busy chaos, just like you and me . . . and the result is words on a page that somehow ring True, that help us all to lift our faces to the One who loves us more than we can imagine—the One who can offer real rest for our weary souls.

Steven Curtis Chapman
On a plane somewhere between Nashville and Belfast,
April 19, 2012
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{Frisky Love}

Man interferes with the dog and makes it more lovable than it was in mere nature. . . . He washes it, housetrains it. . . . To the puppy the whole proceeding would seem, if it were a theologian, to cast grave doubts on the “goodness” of man: but the full-grown and full-trained dog, . . . admitted, as it were by Grace, to a whole world of affections, loyalties, interests and comforts entirely beyond its animal destiny, would have no such doubts.

We may wish, indeed, that we were of so little account to God that He left us alone to follow our natural impulses—that He would give over trying to train us into something so unlike our natural selves: but once again, we are asking not for more Love, but for less.

C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain


This book began when I was walking along the beach a while ago. The waves shimmered with the light of the sun, the sand was warm, and the sea gulls rode the wind. All was well . . . except for me. I was carrying heavy burdens, torn up inside, exhausted and desperate and numb, all at the same time. I was thinking about a difficult situation I’d prayed about a thousand times, wondering if it would ever end. You’ve probably felt that way. I stared at the sea, soothed by its rise and fall, and then my mind locked in on some of the most well-known words of Scripture.

“Come to Me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”

That kind invitation from Jesus is so familiar that I usually skip right over it. Yep, I know that. Cool. I really need to think about it sometime when I have more time.

But pain has a way of concentrating the mind. As I walked, I actually focused on Jesus’ invitation. I took it apart, word-by-word-by-word, chewing on it, meditating on it. I walked on, looking out over God’s good ocean, and that old verse from Matthew 11 became real in a new way. I saw a glimpse of Jesus; I heard His invitation to come. I could almost see His arms open wide. I felt His grace. This wasn’t about me being “good enough” to come; it was all about His love. A kaleidoscope of color and meaning swirled from His words. I smelled a whiff of sea-breeze hope. Tears rolled down my face.

And for the first time in a long time, I felt rest and refreshment for my soul.

Happily, I found that I didn’t have to be at the ocean to experience this. Back home in suburbia, I’d be sitting at my desk, or in traffic, or standing in my kitchen full of hungry, dysfunctional teenagers, and Jesus’ words would actually come back to me and give me rest. I found that I could “come” to Him no matter where I was, no matter how stuck or stressed I felt. I could experience the peace of a secure relationship with Him, right in the midst of chaos or crisis.

As I reflected on this happy development, I realized I had been missing a great blessing—a wonderful gift that’s worth sharing—and so I wrote this book.

Perhaps you’re like me. Perhaps you originally came to Jesus and felt great freedom as He eased your load. But maybe, over the course of the journey with Him, your burdens piled up and you lost your joy. It happens so easily: we unconsciously lose our focus on Christ and begin to look to ourselves. We distractedly go through the routines of the “Christian life,” whatever that is, depending on our own strength, discipline, and works. It’s as if we know that we’re saved by grace, yes, but we act like our sanctification—the process of becoming more and more like Christ—is up to us and our efforts.

When that happens, the world goes gray. The bright colors and fun vitality of an intimate relationship with Jesus fade to an anxious, resentful, weary, and burdened religious life: the very thing Jesus came to free people from.

Or perhaps you’ve never come to Jesus in the first place, and you are weary and burdened by all kinds of stuff. In that case there’s great news here, because embedded within Jesus’ call to “come to Me” is a progression of verbs that actually lead to the result of rest. Wonderful, real, rest for our souls. And if you have a strange brain like me, these verbs happen to sound a lot like dog commands. I’m not suggesting that we’re all retrievers or poodles or border collies . . . but I am saying that there is a certain frisky love, power, and freedom in obedience that is unleashed when we respond to Jesus’ invitation and learn to obey the commands of the Master.

Come.

Sit.

Stay.

And when we obey these commands, the rich result is rest.

The rest that Jesus gives isn’t about lying on a hammock somewhere in the Caribbean, although that sounds pretty great right about now. But you know that you can be prone in a hammock, sipping a frosted fruit smoothie, your body in repose—and your soul can feel as weary and burdened as ever. A lovely environment alone cannot give rest. If that was the case, everyone in Hollywood or the Riviera or Vail and Aspen would be peaceful, and I can’t help but notice that many are not. If I may make a generalization, many people I’ve met who have come to Jesus and live in tin-roofed shacks in developing nations have a lot more “rest” than many wealthy, restless people who are far from Him.

The benefits of a good night’s sleep or an amazing massage that actually makes you whimper last only so long, and then the world and its worries intrude again, wrecking your so-called “karma” and knotting your muscles all over again.

True rest is something far more mysterious. The way Jesus said it in the original language was “I will rest you.” As we’ll see later, Jesus wasn’t just expressing a nice Hallmark card-type sentiment. His claim to be able to give people rest when they come to Him is rooted in the fact that He is God. He has all authority and power on heaven and earth. He can do miracles. He can rest us, in a supernatural, soothing, counterintuitive peace in the midst of any conflict, frustration, or challenge. In fact, His call to “come” promises rest . . . an assurance only God Almighty can make.

This rest can change our lives. It can free us from the anxious activity and relentless striving that keeps many believers in a shallow performance mentality and robs them of real, deep freedom and rest in Christ.

For those who come to Jesus, His next command is simple: “Sit!”

When I say this to my dog Gus, he is usually quite compliant. He’ll park his furry bottom right away. But because his brain is small and cluttered, he is easily distracted. Often after obediently sitting for a moment, he’ll pop right back up and amble away to do all the other things he thinks he should be doing, like looking for crumbs on the kitchen floor.

There’s not one particular verse to cite here, but if you look at Jesus’ teaching, you’ll see the pattern. He tells His people to sit . . . not because He thinks we’re robots or have been to dog obedience school, but because in order to learn who He really is, human beings need to “sit down and count the cost” (Luke 14:28 ESV) of following Him.

The Gospels also repeatedly say that Jesus told the crowds to “sit down” so they could listen to Him for a while. For us, this means choosing to give our most precious commodity—time—to sit down and read the Bible. Not speed reading, but digesting the Scriptures, chewing on them thoughtfully.

“Sitting” also means choosing to spend time praying, meditating, being still, and communing with God through the power of the Holy Spirit. This communion is wild, transcendent, supernatural . . . yet it comes not through some celestial cosmic convergence, but through simple, practical decisions on our part. Spiritual disciplines essentially boil down to “sitting” at Jesus’ feet, so to speak. This can’t be done on the run, downloaded in a few seconds, or swallowed like an instant holy pill.

When I think of “sitting,” I think of Jesus’ friend Mary of Bethany. You remember the story of the first-century twisted sisters who were hosting Jesus and His disciples for a dinner party. Martha was running around supervising servants, wringing chickens’ necks, folding all her linen napkins into elegant, angry swans, sweating, stressed . . . and she got more and more livid as the evening went on.

Mary, meanwhile, was literally “sitting at Jesus’ feet,” the Bible says. This was a Jewish term for how students would take in the teachings of a rabbi. She was learning of Him.

It’s far easier to identify with Martha, who was busy getting stuff done. Many of us have always secretly thought that Mary was a weenie, and we’ve wondered why Jesus said that she had made the better choice. We would never admit that, of course, because it would sound unspiritual. But the simple fact was that Mary had discovered the way to get to know her friend Jesus was to sit with Him, and that was a higher priority for her than running around like a crazy woman.

This sitting thing is radically countercultural in our day of constant hurry, productivity, multitasking, and busyness. It requires the intentional choice to be with Jesus, not just sitting for only a moment like my distractable dog, but spending time with Him.

As you would guess, the third command that Jesus gives those He has already called to “come” and “sit” is this: “Stay!”

This is hard. As I’ve said, when I tell Gus to sit, he does, but then he soon gets distracted by other things. And when I tell him to “stay,” he’ll hang with me for a moment, and then he wanders away.

I do the same thing with God. I’m “prone to wander,” as the old hymn puts it, “prone to leave the God I love.” I wander even though I know He’s my Master.

When Christ had been teaching some hard truths and a lot of people who had been following Him decided to get off the Jesus bus, He asked His closest disciples, Are you guys going to leave Me too?

Peter responded, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God” (John 6:68–69 ESV).

I love that. But it’s possible to marvel over that wonderful verse and agree with it totally in your head and then still wander away anyway, like a dumb sheep. I know. I’ve done it. Come to think of it, so did Peter in his dysfunctional days before Jesus’ resurrection.

Just before His crucifixion, Jesus told His friends to stay with Him. He said over and over to His disciples, as recorded in John 15, remain in Me, abide in Me, stay with Me: “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). The Greek verb used is meno, which means to stay, remain, live, dwell, abide.

This is an active verb . . . not passive. Staying with Jesus is never passive. It is not like when a dog stays on the doormat while his master leaves to go out and do important things. It is like riding in a cavalry with a general who shouts to his soldiers over the fray, “Stay with me! Stay with me!” It is galloping, straining, exulting, and keeping pace with the One who is in charge.

COME, SIT, and STAY are active verbs of ingress, or the way in to Jesus. Taken together, they lead us to true rest for our souls . . . an incredible gift, given the wearisome nature of the burdens we carry.

Many books encourage us to set out on certain steps to spirituality. This is great . . . but perhaps the idea of steps to a deeper faith puts the focus on the steppers—us—rather than on the personality and power of God Himself. Come, Sit, Stay seeks to focus on the nature of God. That’s too huge a topic to be contained in all the books of the world, let alone my feeble efforts. But I take comfort in God’s tendency to reveal Himself through small means . . . just as He calls everybody, anybody, large or small, to Himself.
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{Royal Invitation, Legal Summons, Radical Rescue}

Christ’s voice sounds now for each of us in loving invitation;
and dead in sin and hardness of heart though we be,
we can listen and live.
Christ Himself, my brother, sows the seed now.
Do you take care that it falls not on, but in, your souls?

ALEXANDER MACLAREN,
“The Seed by the Wayside” sermon


I’ve always thought it would be helpful if the United States had a royal family. It would take a big burden off the president.

In our system of government, the presidency is a huge and serious role that gives gray hair to whoever holds the job. The poor president not only has to be commander-in-chief and chief executive, lead his party, deal with Congress, and beat his brains out on issues and approval ratings, but as head of state he or she has to do ceremonial jobs. A lot of these official tasks fall to the spouse, so you’ll see First Ladies christening battleships and dedicating parks . . . but people still expect their president to light the national Christmas tree, throw out the first ball of the baseball season, roll out the first egg at the White House Easter Egg Roll, and proclaim National Seat Belt Day.

But as nice as it is to see the president participate in these lovely events, they take a lot of time and energy. Just think, if we had a queen or king, the royals could do all the ceremonial tasks, freeing the president to concentrate on the big stuff. The focus could be on the queen’s wardrobe, and everyone could leave the First Lady alone about which designers she likes. Instead of people crashing White House state dinners, they could go after royal dinners, and the president and whatever head of state is visiting could just order carryout and keep working on world peace.

And Entertainment Tonight-type questions could go to the king or queen. This way we wouldn’t have things like some years ago when Bill Clinton was interviewed by MTV and asked if he preferred boxers or briefs. This is just the wrong question for people to be asking the leader of the free world. It doesn’t play well in Pretoria or Pakistan. But if we had a royal family, human-interest queries could go to them instead . . . and few reporters would likely ask royals about their underwear anyway.

The royal family could also be the focus for our need for ritual, pomp, and circumstance. Rather than bothering the White House, the entertainment media could go crazy over elaborate ceremonies at the palace.

For example, think back to Great Britain’s wedding of Prince William and Kate Middleton . . . an enormous media frenzy, watched by two billion people around the world.

Due to space constraints in Westminster Abbey, only about 1,900 select folks received the elegant, gold-stamped invitation to the wedding. Engraved with the royal crest, it began, “The Lord Chamberlain is commanded by the Queen to invite” so-and-so. To their credit, William and Kate invited commoners as well as royalty and high-society icons . . . but there were a lot of big so-and-sos who didn’t make the cut, a lot of important noses left out of joint. Why was Elton John invited, but not Madonna? Why did the president of France and his wife receive the royal invitation, but not the president of the United States?

In this world, such invitations would not mean as much if they were not exclusive. You wouldn’t have gate-crashers at galas or security and bouncers at high-level parties if everyone was invited. The cachet of the event depends on how elite and selective it is.

Usually earthly kings, queens, Hollywood royalty, presidents, and CEOs invite only those who have enough money, influence, power, beauty, or brains to qualify for an invitation. You just don’t see people without connections at the soirees of Washington, New York, LA, or Paris. And you don’t see a lot of unattractive guests at Oscar parties, unless they are wealthy or brilliant. (I would submit, also, that there are few unattractive women. Ugly rich men, yes, but never unappealing women. What’s up with that?)

But God’s royal invitation is different. He breaks this world’s rules. He issues His golden call to people who have precisely nothing to offer, people who feel worthless, downtrodden. He invites the poor, the disabled, the weak and needy.

But He doesn’t stop there. In some sort of reverse discrimination, He wants everybody to come to His party. He invites not just the poor and weary, but also the rich and strong, and everyone in between.

There is a bubbling-over passion about God’s call, the sense that He is so crazy about us that He just doesn’t care that His invitation is pretty radical. Come one and all!

Of course, Jesus’ words are not just an invitation. They are also, in a way, a summons coming from the ultimate royalty, though He didn’t look like a king. Few people invited by a king turn him down. In past centuries, declining a sovereign’s invitation—aka summons—would cause you to lose your head.

Again, since we don’t have royalty in the United States, perhaps the better image is of a court summons. A summons is not an Evite. You don’t get to click yes, no, or maybe I’ll come, depending on how I feel.

Just the other day our wonderful teenaged son got a ticket for reckless driving. He’s not a reckless youth, but he just happened to be proceeding at a rate of fifty miles per hour in his high school zone. A nice police officer was kind enough to stop him and inform him that the speed limit there is twenty-five.

So Walker came home not with just a speeding ticket, which is scary enough, but a summons. It’s a yellow paper covered with menacing small print and legal language. It is not an invitation. It says, “You must appear at trial.” Period. Walker will show up, in court, before a judge, on the particular date and time of the judge’s bidding. It’s a command performance.

Now, Walker has a choice, I suppose. But the course of wisdom is to obey the summons, lest more dire consequences
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