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ONE

IF MY JOURNEY COULD TEACH YOU ANYTHING 

(An Introduction) 

You haven’t seen anything yet, woman of God. I don’t know what you do, my sister, but I sense that you are in ministry.” Her hot breath on my face startled me, and her words caused a gasp to ripple through the crowd. 

Blank page, full heart, and a lifetime of experience—where do I begin to articulate with precision what has been of defining revelation to me personally, in order that it will be of interest and defining revelation to you? What could I possibly say that will resonate with your world and add to your well-being and success? I’m sure every writer, leader, or creative soul with similar “blank-page” and uncharted opportunity has felt the same. 

Legacy is a noble concept. In essence it’s about leaving a story of insight and wisdom for others—for those you deeply love (such as friends, family, and children) and for those who look to you for example, leadership, and influence. Therefore (chin cupped in hand, elbow on desk, and eyes gazing heavenward), at the risk of talking to myself in order to talk with you, what convictions have shaped my journey and kept it fiercely real? What pivotal moments have kept me on course when territory, terrain, and enemies have proven challenging? What prevailing grace has watered the love affair of my life and never failed—and what timeless truths have kept me sure-footed and secure on a path that is both unique and yet not uncommon to all? 

TRUE FROM START TO FINISH 

I guess if I were author and pastor Rick Warren, I would begin with “It all starts with God, and it’s not about you,” a world-famous statement from what has become a world-famous book. If I were the one who penned the book of Genesis, I would begin with the most definitive statement ever committed to paper: “In the beginning, God.” And if I were the beloved Apostle who wrote the Gospel of John, I would begin with “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” 

Eugene Peterson in the Message paraphrase frames this same gospel introduction like this: 


Everything was created through him; nothing—not one thing!—came into being without him. What came into existence was Life, and the Life was Light to live by. The Life-Light blazed out of the darkness; the darkness couldn’t put it out … The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood. We saw the glory with our own eyes, the one-of-a-kind glory, like Father, like Son, Generous inside and out, true from start to finish. (John 1:3–5, 14 MSG; emphasis mine) 



True from start to finish. True from beginning to end. Life that was (and is) light to live by. Now there’s a brilliant place to begin, and a brilliant reality worth aspiring to. Imagine having such words spoken of your life. Imagine it being said of you—they lived true from start to finish! They discerned the mystery of life and lived true to who they were. They discovered the unique reason of their existence and lived true to their distinctive passage through time and history. 

The reality of life, dear friend, is both profound and yet simple. Everything “under the sun” (see Eccles. 1:9 NIV) has beginning and end, start and finish. Everything has a source of (true) origin with the intent of (true) purpose, completion, and fulfillment—yet it is what happens in between, along that journey from beginning to finish line, that is of paramount importance. I heard it said that the “dash” (or line) between a person’s birth date and passing date is vitally important because it reveals both the reality and measure of that life. As grand and romantic as “purpose” and “destiny” sound—neither are destinations guaranteed with the blast of the starting gun or that first step out into the unknown adventure of what lies ahead. It’s what happens thereafter that truly matters—and anyone with any degree of longevity to humbly boast of will agree. 

I am neither Pastor Rick Warren (surprise, surprise) nor one of the original and ancient Apostles who recorded the timeless Word of God that has shaped humankind down through the ages. However, I am a trustworthy friend present in our here and now, seeking to be obedient and helpful with the writing of this book. 

My hope is to lay out, with simplicity and relatable warmth, some of the markers of wisdom and experience that have shaped my life as a woman in leadership alongside my husband, Brian, and within the now many-layered story of Hillsong. I don’t pretend to have life completely figured out, but I do have some distance that can be drawn upon—distance that now includes thousands of people around the world and that runs several generations deep. 

In the book of Ecclesiastes, Solomon (the privileged son of psalmist King David) has a life-changing epiphany. Like many a human soul, he questions life and for a moment has a mini meltdown, vacillating between wisdom and despondency. Regardless of fame, fortune, and insane creative talent, it all pales into apparent nothingness for him, because without a sense of true reason and true direction it feels shallow and futile. For ten chapters Solomon ponders, pontificates, and agonizes, until wisdom prevails and trumps the despondency. He then makes several remarkable statements—one being that “the writing of many books is endless,” and that if we are not careful, the study of too many words outside of the words of the one true Shepherd will merely produce weariness of body and soul (see Eccles. 12 AMP). 

That little verse in the Old Testament is a personal measuring rod for me as I find myself in this new season of writing. My only desire with this book you hold in your hands is to give worthy expression to the goodness of the one true Shepherd who has journeyed with me through life and landscape, and who wishes to do the same for you. As Psalm 23 teaches, He is the Good Shepherd who leads and guides, prods and protects, as we travel with him from what is beginning to end. The mere fact that God is called Alpha and Omega, Beginning and End, is a rather brilliant clue that He knows what is best and most advantageous for all of us. 

This remarkable Shepherd King teaches us how to handle the challenges and face the enemies. His words have the capacity to help us discern prevailing conditions and frame the seasons of life with wisdom. They show us how to rest and find ease, and yet also how to contend and war for what is noble and upright. It is the words of Christ that make us great, and it is His wisdom that secures our passage through life … and it is “safe passage through life” that endlessly defines my own passion (and maternal heart) as a pastor and shepherd within His church and kingdom. 

MY HEART AND PRAYER 

For those unfamiliar with my voice, I have been a Christ follower for more than forty years and a lover of the Lord Jesus since the moment He knocked on the door of my heart at fifteen. I have three adult children, each married to a fabulous partner, and at the time of penning this, we have seven cute grandbabies. I’ve had the magnificent honor of being in ministry alongside my husband, Brian, for over four decades, and in that time (pastoring an expansive global church) we’ve navigated some insane, crazy, scary, and wonderful territory together. My simple desire for this book, Stay the Path, is to share some of the truths that have kept us on course, on point, and focused on the path before us. 

So this book comes to you with much love, heart, and affection. 

My prayer is that if my journey has taught me anything, it may also teach and add to your experience. The Bible says that there is nothing new under the sun, but each and every day there are lessons to be learned and new applications of truth to be made. It’s the voices of past, present, and future that teach us. The ancients of long ago have certainly left their legacy to glean from—and of course, the prophetic voices of old (that reach into and salt the future) are timeless. They echo into our here and now, and they draw us onward. Yet there are also many trustworthy voices alongside us now with perspective and experience worth listening to. 

So as I launch out with “blank page, full heart,” I am reminded of a milestone moment twenty years ago, a milestone moment that I repeatedly woke with in the dawn hours leading into beginning this book, and a moment that I believe the Spirit of God strategically brought back into view from the late nineties. 

A MILESTONE MOMENT 

It had been a full and busy day. In that season, I was navigating a young teenage family, a vibrant and rapidly expanding church, a lovely (yet crazy) visionary husband, and the very first aspects of a “God-whisper” that would become an all-consuming passion to this very day. (The God-whisper story is within my book The Sisterhood.) 

For some reason, circumstances that day had been against me attending what was a retreat not far from where we lived on the outskirts of Sydney. However, that afternoon those circumstances changed. I organized my kids, and I found myself with a girlfriend racing out into the countryside to the campsite setting of this small but important conference. Not wanting to be a distraction, my friend and I quietly slipped into the meeting of not more than two hundred women and sat a few rows back from the front. 

I can’t recall many details of the night, except the fact that I probably should have been on the front row supporting this retreat, because my husband was “State Leader” of this denominational movement at the time. That aside, the invited guest speaker decided to pray for all the key leaders at the end of her message. With others, I walked to the front and stood (almost in the shadows) at the far end to the right. 

As I closed my eyes in prayer, the speaker was at the complete other end. A lengthy row of fabulous women separated us, and if this woman intended to pray for each of us individually, then I would have been the last one she would have gotten to. As my heart leaned heavenward, I suddenly felt hot breath on my face. “The woman” was suddenly in front of me. Hot breath. For a split second I was confused. But before I had time to process another thought, she was declaring these exact and powerful words over my life: “You haven’t seen anything yet, woman of God. I don’t know what you do, my sister, but I sense that you are in ministry.” 

A gasp rippled through the audience. She was correct. I was in ministry. Brian and I led the state movement, and our Hillsong church had for some reason become the fastest growing in the nation. In the months ahead, when I was still happy to remain in the shadows, Brian would be elected as national president of that same movement. It was obvious this woman ministering had no idea of our role or influence, hence the murmur and sudden intrigue of what was about to be spoken over my life. 

With uncanny prophetic clarity, authority, and emotion she began to declare words that I have never forgotten, words that framed the very heartbeat and core of our ministry, words that carried truth then, and even more so twenty years on: “I heard the Lord say that you have plowed up hard ground, you’ve paved the way. Many have come along, and they have taken away pieces of the thing that you labored over, you worked over, you sought over, you cried over, you prayed over, the very thing that you birthed, and when you saw them come and take pieces away, you said, ‘I bless them with it, Lord. They don’t take anything. I give it to them, I give it to them.’ And because you have, the anointing that is in the house has gone around the world, but you and the man of God have not yet seen anything.” 

My heart and mind were reeling. She continued, “The Lord says, ‘Daughter, you have built and built again and built again, but go home and tell the man of God, you are going to build again. You are going to build again. You made room for two thousand and then you made room for five thousand, but I said there needs to be room for twelve thousand,’ says the Lord. Twelve thousand, for they will come from around the world to see the glory that is in the house. 

“I have made your husband a man of truth. He loves truth at whatever the cost, and people either love him for it or they get mad at him for it, but he will not settle for anything less than truth, and because of his love for truth, I have allowed him to go to the next level of my anointing and my grace and my glory. 

“Write the book, woman of God, write the book, write the book, write the book, write the book—make a recording of what you have birthed in the house so that it will be a training manual for those who have lost their hope. Write the book, woman of God, and your children, it shall be a memorial for them to follow. For children, children, children shall know your God and they shall not follow the voice of a stranger and they will not know rebellion, but they will know My grace, My glory, My word, My song …” 

And then the voice of this preacher woman broke with emotion—it was as though you could hear the affection of the Father in her words: “My song, My song, My song is in your house, My song is in your house. You built my house, now I’m going to build your house. You built my house, I’m going to build your house, and I will settle over it, and it won’t just be something that you settle for, but it will be grander than what you’ve even desired. So I say, woman of God, thou hast done well with my anointing.” 

Okay. Personal words and personal promises are exactly that—they’re personal. However, these words spoken on a tranquil evening in April 1997, in the rolling green countryside of northern Sydney, have affected not only my life but many others also. My prayer is that by the time we get to the closing chapters of this book, they will have shaped your world in some way also. They’re words that have influenced not only our own natural children but also the many “spiritual children” within our church and ministry—including those who have poured through our leadership conferences and college over the years. As we have collectively leant into and experienced His grace, glory, word, and song, many have gone on to salt the Body of Christ around the world as a new breed of kingdom builders. The “song” she spoke of has become the arrowhead of a greater message about the cause of Christ and His passion for people, with our worship and music ministering to millions. 

My husband has proven to be “a man of truth”—and as prophesied, some have hated him for it but multitudes have loved him for it. And if I can say this with humility of heart, our ministry has “paved a way” and cut a path for others to follow. The hard ground plowed has created a slipstream within the broad and diverse Body of Christ, allowing many to fast-track themselves into God’s purpose and blessing for their lives. 

The remarkable thing about those unexpected words of encouragement that evening was that, in the car driving to that campsite, I had been telling my friend how I had written my first book (I’ll Have What She’s Having) and had put it in a drawer nine months earlier because I felt awkward about it. Who was I to write a book? What did I have to bring to the table? How embarrassing! And then, an hour or so later, I’m standing on an altar with a wild and yet endearing woman who is declaring (with hot breath) that I should write the book that I had actually hidden away because of lack of confidence. 

So as I begin, I share these words from 1997 because one of the mandates upon this little heart of mine is to “make a recording of what has been birthed in the house” in order that it become (as the woman prophesied) a memorial for others to follow and a training manual for those who have lost hope. I have no personal ambition outside of this, and I certainly know that I am not the only voice speaking to this current generation. My only desire is to be true to what Jesus has allowed me to be a part of and, with openhandedness, to offer any wisdom gained. After all, those words did say that as we have lived with open hand and generous heart, the anointing upon the house has gone out and around the world and influenced the way many approach modern-day Christianity and church. 

COSTLY EXPERIENCE 

So despite still feeling like a twenty-year-old in my head, my prayer is that the costly experience of my little sixty-year journey (thus far) will provide comfort, courage, and hope for others. I know you will agree that we each have only one life and it passes like a vapor. So, dear one—if my journey could teach you anything—if my life could add anything to yours, if my story can help you “stay the path” and fulfill all that is upon your life and eternal destiny, then the following pages hold a portion of what I would say to you. 

I pray that you will hear the heart of God within my words, because as Solomon declared, “There is no end to the writing of books” (see Eccles. 12:12 NIV; paraphrase mine). None of us have time for human wisdom only. We all need divine wisdom, which issues from above and is perfect in every circumstance and season of life, enabling good success across the entire spectrum of our lives. As the psalmist says in Proverbs: 


My son [or daughter], be attentive to my wisdom [godly wisdom learned by actual and costly experience], and incline your ear to my understanding [of what is becoming and prudent for you], that you may exercise proper discrimination and discretion and your lips may guard and keep knowledge and the wise answer [to temptation]. (Proverbs 5:1 AMP; paraphrase and emphasis mine) 



The destination is too precious to be compromised, so turn the page with me and allow a little lady from a land Down Under in Australia to share elements of what “the path” has taught her thus far. As we begin, allow me to pray for you. 


“Father, thank you for the one holding this book, and that our lives are colliding within these pages. May the stories and words shared instill strength, hope, and endless courage. Thank you for this fabulous adventure called Life, thank you that we are not alone, that we are here to encourage and cheer one another on. Draw near, dear Holy Spirit, enable, teach, and equip us for all that lies ahead. Travel with us, Lord. We humbly commit our path and way to you. Amen.” 
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TWO 

STAY HOMEWARD BOUND 

(Compelled) 

It’s okay, darling … if we die … we will go to heaven … [awkward pause] … It’s just getting there.” 

His words were designed to instill peace and confidence into his brand-new bride of two days—a new bride who now stood ankle-deep in ocean water, drenched to the bone and marginally white with shock. 

Our wedding had been gorgeous. We tied the knot on a balmy summer evening in New Zealand. I walked down the aisle of the little A-frame church, wearing a lace tiered dress with pastel silk flowers meticulously embroidered by my ever-devoted and talented mother. He wore a pale blue suit (aptly and strangely called the “Houston”) with tan-colored shoes. With flowers in my hair, we exchanged vows that we can still recite to this day—and our Scottish friend Marilyn sang a song that boasted the line “eternally grateful” over and over. We were young, naive, and madly in love. When Brian proposed—although I’m not sure he actually did propose properly, because I think we just assumed that we would get married—he said, “Bobbie, I need you to know that we may never own a home or have anything of substance to our name.” Those things honestly didn’t matter. We were in love with each other, and in love with a sense of calling to serve and give all for the kingdom of God. 

On the third night of our honeymoon, we slept on Brian’s parents’ lounge-room floor (in Wellington), before borrowing his mum’s little blue Ford Escort for an exotic (smile) honeymoon around the South Island of New Zealand—staying in “camping ground cabins” and bunking down with any random friends who would accommodate us. As we drove and parked the little blue Escort in the lower regions of the inter-island ferry (that connected the North and South Islands of New Zealand), we had no idea what awaited us. Our marriage had just begun. Our destiny together had just begun. What could possibly assail such a perfect adventure so newly set in motion? 

We settled into our front-row seats in the (front) lounge, which seated around one hundred people. The inter-island ferry wasn’t a little tugboat affair. She was a decent-size ship with cars beneath, several lounges and bars, and even room for the train that connected the two main islands of the country. This lounge felt like the equivalent of being on the third or fourth story of a tall building. All that lay before us was the bow of the ship, a stretch of ocean, and the wonder of a road trip around the glorious South Island of our homeland—mountains, lakes, New Zealand’s famous “hokey pokey” honeycomb ice cream, and enough green pasture to accommodate the sixty million sheep the country boasted of back in the day. 

An older gentleman sat across the aisle from us. As everyone got settled, I recall him standing in front of the giant windows, showing his little grandson the sights to be seen. As we excitedly headed out of the harbor and into open waters, the conditions suddenly changed. These waters were notorious for flaring up and had tragically claimed fifty-three lives when another ship (the Wahine) had foundered in 1968. Despite being only yards from shore, the ship lay on her side, being lashed by wind and waves, with the rescue mission unable to save those who were perishing. 

I’d grown up fishing with my dad, and although we only ever fished in a humble little “tinny” (Aus/NZ term for a lightweight aluminum boat), he had taught me a healthy respect of the ocean. As the inter-island ferry headed toward her destination, the front-row ride in the front lounge began to feel more like a roller-coaster ride. At first it was fun and a little bit exciting—and then my demeanor changed. I felt my body tense as we found ourselves looking up at walls of green water. I exaggerate not. The ocean conditions had turned, and now this ship was plowing through giant waves. The bow of the boat would take the power of the wave—water and spray filling the air. With every crash, a ripple of reaction could be heard across the lounge and I would shut my eyes with the impact. The old gentleman and his grandson took their seats (across the aisle from us), because the ride was making it difficult to stand. 

Suddenly another giant wave emerged, but this time from the side. There was no way the bow of the ship was going to break its impact. Almost in slow motion it rose from the ominous sea and crashed against the front of the ship, the deck, and the front lounge windows. Again, I instinctively closed my eyes. And then, like in a bad dream, the wall of water crashed through the windows and across the entire lounge. All I recall in the moment is the realization that the ocean was inside the boat. 

Brian and I opened our eyes. Everyone was drenched. People were screaming. Blood was flowing because glass from the window had shattered and swept across the passengers. I had glass all through my long dark hair and inside my clothes. I heard that a man was in the bathroom at the rear of this lounge when suddenly water came over the cubicle wall! Let me elaborate: A man is in a ship, in a lounge, in the men’s bathroom—and inside a cubicle. Can you imagine what went through his mind when a wall of water came over the door!? 

Brian glanced at the old gentleman across the aisle. Part of the window frame was literally twisted around his neck. “I think we need to move,” Brian said. The reality was that we didn’t know what was coming next—another wave or worse. 

The old man was miraculously okay. The crew told us that if they had closed the shutters on the windows, he probably would have been decapitated. I bent down for my handbag (women do strange things in moments of crisis) but it had been completely washed away. We moved toward the rear of the lounge. As the ship’s crew tried to bandage and calm people, as we stood in the receding water, and as the captain tried to steady the ship, my dear husband spoke the words I opened this chapter with: “It’s okay, darling … if we die … we go to heaven …  It’s just getting there.” 

LIFE IS A PILGRIMAGE 

Life is indeed a journey and pilgrimage. As stated already, it has a critical starting point and a critical finish line—and the finish line is heaven. We are spiritual beings, on a spiritual journey, to a spiritual destination. Those of atheist or agnostic persuasion may disagree, but just because you can’t see or believe, that doesn’t mean something can’t or doesn’t exist. There are many things within the realm of nature and universe that I personally can’t see or fathom, yet my lack of comprehension doesn’t negate their (felt) existence. It’s the same with heaven. When faith is entered into and when the “eyes of your understanding” (Eph. 1:18 KJV) are opened, heaven becomes a compelling revelation and conviction. It is the eternal hope of every believer and follower of Christ, and it is the eternal compass that draws us onward and upward (see Eccles. 3:11 AMP). It is the conviction that keeps one homeward bound … so if my journey could teach you anything, I would compel you to seek and find the truth on this one. It is impossible to “stay the path” when you don’t believe there is a path or a God who is fiercely committed to you. 

In the (New Testament) book of Hebrews, the writer frames it so clearly: 


Do you see what this means—all these pioneers who blazed the way, all these veterans cheering us on? It means we’d better get on with it. Strip down, start running—and never quit! No extra spiritual fat, no parasitic sins. 

Keep your eyes on Jesus, who both began and finished this race we’re in. Study how he did it. Because he never lost sight of where he was headed—that exhilarating finish in and with God—he could put up with anything along the way: cross, shame, whatever. And now he’s there, in the place of honor, right alongside God. When you find yourselves flagging in your faith, go over that story again, item by item, that long litany of hostility he plowed through. That will shoot adrenaline into your souls! … God is educating you; that’s why you must never drop out. He’s treating you as dear children. This trouble you’re in isn’t punishment; it’s training, the normal experience of children. Only irresponsible parents leave children to fend for themselves … But God is doing what is best for us, training us







THE HUMAN STORY IS TAPESTRY IN MOTION 







HOMECOMING IS NOT A COMPETITION 
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