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“Jani Ortlund writes with passion—passion to be God’s instrument to woo or cajole our society back to health again. And if any book was ever autobiographical, this is it! She lives her passions. Listen to a woman who is fearlessly feminine, and then ask God to move in your life to make you the same.”

ANNE ORTLUND, AUTHOR, DISCIPLINES OF THE BEAUTIFUL WOMAN AND I WANT TO SEE YOU, LORD




“Jani Ortlund’s perspective on womanhood is compelling and refreshing. Her book is chock-full of personal anecdotes and practical advice that is ‘tried, tested, and true.’ Read her challenge, boldly embrace God’s plan—if you dare, and fall in love with your destiny as a woman!”

MARY KASSIAN. PRESIDENT, ALABASTER FLASK MINISTRIES




“Jani Ortlund challenges us to fearlessly face our culture’s distortions of womanhood and to dismantle them with biblical truth. This engaging and practical book reads like a warm conversation with a very wise and godly woman. How refreshing and how right!”

SUSAN HUNT, DIRECTOR OF WOMEN IN THE CHURCH MINISTRY, PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH IN AMERICA CHRISTIAN EDUCATION COMMITTEE
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To Jeanne Osborn Giles

tender caregiver, patient teacher, beloved mother
Thank you
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Like Sarah, who obeyed Abraham and called him her master. You are her daughters if you do what is right and do not give way to fear.
I PETER 3:6
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Preface

The purpose of this book is to draw women to God. It is about God and you. It is a book that is meant to help you enjoy being a woman. Its message will enhance your femininity. It will show you how God can help you to be fearlessly feminine in all areas of your life. It will encourage you so to trust God that you will do anything for His blessing and glory.

It is also about me. I could not write about being a woman without opening my heart and life to you. This book has emerged out of counseling and speaking experiences with women through years of ministry with my husband. As those experiences grew, I grew with them. I hope that what God has done to encourage me in fearless femininity will also encourage you.

This book is about you and me and what God has given us in common—our feminine souls. What does it mean to be a woman? Why is it so important that we be fearless? I want to talk about that with you as we couple fearlessness with femininity. I want to call Christian women to be joyfully confident in who we are before God. I want us to fearlessly embrace the privilege of womanhood and show the world the beauty of Christian femininity for God’s glory.

And so this book. My prayer is that God will use it to nurture and beautify His daughters as we seek to further His kingdom here on earth.

Jani Ortlund 
Augusta, Georgia




Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; but a woman who fears the LORD is to be praised.
PROVERBS 31:30
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Nothing to Fear, Nothing to Regret
PANDITA RAMABAI (1858–1922)

As a young girl in India, Ramabai was instructed in Sanskrit and the sacred Puranas by her mother and father. She spent her childhood wandering from village to village with her Hindu parents. At the age of eighteen she watched her father, mother, and sister starve to death. She then moved to Calcutta and began teaching Sanskrit among reform-minded Hindus, but was accused by the orthodox religious establishment of destroying Hinduism and the Indian family, because they opposed women who knew and taught their sacred writings.

When her husband of nineteen months died of cholera, she was left totally alone to care for their infant daughter. In 1882 she began her great work for India’s ostracized and abused widows, battling for their care and for the prohibition of child marriages. While studying in England the following year, she observed the difference between Christians and Hindus.

“After my visit to the Homes at Fulham, I began to think there was a real difference between Hinduism and Christianity.… I realized, after reading the 4th Chapter of St. John’s Gospel, that Christ was truly the Divine Saviour He claimed to be, and no one but He could transform and uplift the downtrodden womanhood of India and of every land.”1 She was baptized and then came to the U.S. to study, write, and raise funds to establish homes for young Hindu widows.

Returning to India in 1889, she became one of her country’s great liberators, freeing thousands of widows and orphans great political opposition and physical deprivation she from the curse they were suffering under Hinduism. Amidst began meeting the needs of hundreds of young women and girls. By 1900 she had over nineteen hundred people under her care. She had to feed and house them, educate them, teach them trades, find them jobs, and arrange their marriages. Her days began at 4:00 A.M. and often lasted late into the night.

She learned Greek and Hebrew and worked hard on a vernacular Bible translation. Through it all, God was her joy and her strength. “I feel very happy,” she wrote, “since the Lord called me to step out in faith, and I obeyed. We are not rich, nor great, but we are happy, getting our daily bread from the loving hands of our Heavenly Father, having not a pice (Indian coin) over and above our daily necessities, having no banking account anywhere, no endowment or income from any earthly source, but depending altogether on our Father God; we have nothing to fear from anybody, nothing to lose, and nothing to regret. The Lord is our Inexhaustible Treasure.”2


CHAPTER ONE

Feminine Fears and Faith
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Our premarital counseling session with the earnest young seminary couple was coming to a close. Although he had been raised in a loving Christian environment from birth, her story was different. She described to us what it was like to be raised by a mother who had divorced twice and then moved in with a female lover. No wonder this new believer asked me as we finished up our time together, “What does it mean to be a truly Christian woman? I’ve never seen it up close, and frankly, it scares me.”

How my heart ached for her and for others we had worked with through the years. Their doubts and questions and fears cry out for an answer—an answer full of the all-sufficiency of Christ. Our God-given femininity has been assaulted in recent decades, and we have begun to wonder what it means to be a woman. Our role as women has become muddled and distorted, giving rise to false stereotypes of femininity. Confusion has set in.

The Spirit of Femininity

Who are we as women before God? Femininity is more extensive and substantial and far-reaching and significant than could adequately be discussed in a single book, so our exploration of the topic will not be exhaustive. But I want you to take away a sense of how God sees you as a woman. What is His design for you? What does it mean to be a woman and not a man? What should direct our feminine responses to life?

John Piper in Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood defines femininity this way:


At the heart of mature femininity is a freeing disposition to affirm, receive, and nurture strength and leadership from worthy men in ways appropriate to a woman’s differing relationships.3



I like how Piper describes femininity as a disposition, an attitude, an inclination. To define femininity is not to lay out a set of rules or behaviors, because differing situations and relationships will call for various responses. Femininity will not look the same in all women. Nor will it always express itself the same way toward all men. Our femininity will take on different shapes and flavors as it is expressed toward a son or a husband or an employer or an employee or a salesman or a pastor or a father. But true femininity, fearless femininity, will always seek to express itself in appropriate, godly ways as we nurture, affirm, and receive the resources of masculinity surrounding us.

And our femininity is not expressed only toward men. It will shape and affect our relationships with everyone we interact with, including our mothers and daughters and coworkers and sisters and friends and neighbors. Throughout our lives, God calls us to respond to those around us—men and women, boys and girls—as true women of God.

Many women today are confused about what it means to be feminine. The distinctions between men and women are growing hazy. A young woman recently told me of her experiences with some modeling agencies. After being encouraged by professionals she knew to try modeling, she interviewed at a few agencies in a major U.S. city. Although the managers of these agencies were very polite, they let this beautiful young woman know that her figure was too classic (i.e., womanly) for the current unisex look. Fortunately, this young lady loves being a woman and is happy to seek other employment. But we both found it sad that the distinctions between men and women are no longer being honored and enjoyed as our culture works at erasing the fine lines of femininity in the name of equality.

What We Fear

This confusion that we see and feel around us often breeds fear. Some women are fearful that they might miss out if they embrace God’s design for them as women. They fear they will not experience self-fulfillment or gain the respect of their families and communities. Yet they wonder what to do with the longings deep in their souls for love and meaningful relationships and a desire for significance.

Fear is a complex emotion. It can fuel us so that we strive harder to succeed. Or it can freeze us, so that we stay home eating cookie dough and reading the latest gossip magazines. Women today struggle with many fears:


	We fear the embarrassment of failure, and we fear the pressures of success.

	We fear the vulnerability of giving ourselves to another, and we fear the ache of loneliness.

	We fear the stress of working outside the home, and we fear the boredom of staying at home full-time.

	We fear marriage, and we fear being single.

	We fear pregnancy, and we fear infertility.

	We fear the responsibility of raising children, and we fear the emptiness of not investing in the next generation.

	We fear appearing immature, and we fear growing old.

	We fear the past, and we fear the future.

	We fear the restraints of biblical femininity, and we fear missing out on the joys of true womanhood.



But most of all, we fear the sacrifices that being a woman of godly character demands.

The Failures of Fear

The problem with fear is that it works so well. It motivates and influences us. It coerces us to conform. It drives us to compete. It prods us to perform. Fear has been a part of our feminine hearts since the Garden of Eden. When Eve took the fruit and ate it, she was motivated by fear—fear that she would miss out on what was “good … and pleasing … and also desirable” (Genesis 3:6); fear that God didn’t really have her best interests in mind; fear that obedience would exact too high a price. And we have been assaulted by our fears ever since. I want to confront some of our feminine fears in this book.

Our natural instincts turn life inside out. When troubles come, we doubt God and His care, and before we know it, we give way to our fears. Rather than a trembling, joyful fear that bows humbly before God, we feel a trembling, crushing fear that runs from Him. Along with Eve, we hear Satan whispering in our hearts, “Did God really say?” (Genesis 3:1). And so we fret and eat and fantasize and take things into our own hands. We make self the center of our lives, and God becomes some peripheral religious ornamentation, all in a fear-driven attempt to secure our happiness.

But does it work? Are we happy? Look at the world. Look at all the abortions and divorces and troubled children. Look at the rejections and regrets and remorse. We only want to be happy. So why aren’t we? Because we believe a lie. We believe we’ll be happy when everything is finally going our way. But this is a deception. What we really need is not a perfect life with everything we crave neatly assembled around us. What we really need is God.

If our hearts cling to that picture-perfect existence, we will fear not attaining it. And if in some small way we find ourselves beginning to attain it, we will fear losing it. But God does not want us to live in fear. God wants to drive out our fears with His love. He tells us in 1 John 4:18 that “There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear.” What does this look like? How can we get free from the grip of fear? What is the answer to our fears?

The answer to fear is not more self-control. The answer to fear is not withdrawal. The answer to fear is not even drumming up more courage. Fear and courage can coexist in a woman’s heart. In fact, fear may even sharpen our courage. The fear of divorce gives us the courage to hang in there through the rough times. The fear of failure in front of our coworkers gives us the courage to pay the price in the market place. The fear of being thought of as a nobody gives us the courage to work a little harder and a little longer to prove ourselves.

My fears are many—they revolve around my family and their needs, my ministries and their demands, and especially right now about this book and its completion. What fears are assailing you as you read?

Fear is a hard taskmaster. It leaves us exhausted and drained, uncertain and off balance. It keeps us looking over our shoulders for the next trial to begin, wondering if we’ll have enough inner reserve to carry on. Fear is self-perpetuating. It grows as we feed it with time and attention. Fear is the chief enemy of the feminine soul. It robs us of our ability to nurture those around us. Fear thwarts our receptivity. It intercepts our love for others. It debilitates our faith. It is Satan’s trap, binding us to self-absorption.

God’s Answer to Our Fears

So what is God’s answer to our fears? His answer is faith. What can conquer our fears without wiping out our courage? Only faith can. The opposite of fear is faith—and not just some nebulous good feeling about fate or good fortune. Real faith, real fear-shrinking faith, comes from a personal, vibrant, satisfying relationship with the God who is more than a match for anything that intimidates us.

Jesus said, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid” (John 14:27, italics mine). The prophet Isaiah wrote, “So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right hand” (Isaiah 41:10, italics mine). Faith in a perfect, personal, peace-giving, and strength-increasing God is what drives out our fears and frees us to be fearlessly feminine.

What fears are absorbing your time and energy right now? Are you frightened by poor health? Financial uncertainties? A troubled marriage? Gnawing fatigue? An uncertain future? Broken relationships? An overwhelming grief? Rebellious children? What is your response to the inevitable difficulties of life? Fear is not necessarily a sin, although it certainly can lead us to sin. The vital thing is that you “not give way to fear” (1 Peter 3:6). Your response to your fears proves to whom you look for strength and help and stability under the pressures of this life.

God has placed within each of us a soul. And the human soul is so vast. It is more vast, more profound, than the world and all that it contains. That’s why there is nothing in this world that can ultimately satisfy us—not money or marriage or children or beauty or power or respect or love or success or anything else you can think of. Only God in Christ has the fullness to match this vastness and bring ease and contentment and rest to our souls. “My soul finds rest in God alone” (Psalm 62:1, italics mine).

The Restless Soul

Our souls are restless. We long for rest in our inner beings. We know that God is the one to whom we ought to bring our fears, but we feel a tension between ourselves and God. The Bible says there are only two kinds of people on earth: those who are alienated from God and are forever restless in their souls and those whose souls have found their rest in God.

To be able to deal with our restlessness we have to know where it comes from. The root of our restlessness is sin. We must understand what sin really is if we are to be fearlessly feminine. What marks the human race, every one of us without exception, is our evil. We don’t want to believe that. We like to think of ourselves as having things under control. When we blow it, there is a perfectly justifiable reason. We like to see ourselves as nice people who make bad choices, good people who make the occasional, understandable mistake. But the Bible tells us that we are evil people proving what we really are. There are no exceptions (Romans 3:10–12).

Sin is not just making mistakes. Sin is not just doing bad things. Sin touches a person’s very nature. We are not nice people who sometimes mess up. We are evil people proving what we really are. Sin colors everything we think and do and say. You and I are dominated by sin, warped by sin, so deeply biased by sin that we live under its control, its consequences, and ultimately its condemnation. I wonder if we really believe that? We live in a day that tells us to concentrate on the good things about ourselves, to develop positive self-images. But we must hear and believe what God says about us. We cannot continue to justify ourselves with such excuses as fatigue or family background or ignorance. That self-justifying impulse is what causes our alienation from God.

You may be thinking, Jani, you don’t understand. I am not a bad person. I go to church. I vote. I don’t litter. I volunteer at our local nursing home. I try to be good. But how good is good enough? Where do you draw the line? More importantly, where does God draw the line?

Crossing the Line

The line God draws is very clear. He demands perfection, and no one has ever measured up. The Bible says that the restlessness we feel, the doubts and fears about life and eternity, come from being alienated from God. Paul tells us in Romans 3:10–12, “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.” How can we live happily here in God’s world when we’re not at peace with God Himself? How can we feel comfortable as His guests when there is unresolved tension between ourselves and our host? Until we know peace with God, we’ll never know peace within.

We try to ease that tension, each in our own way. We try being extra good, making new resolutions, bargaining with God. We try the comparison game: “Well, I may not be as good as Mother Teresa, but I am certainly better than her!” Some of us even try to turn the tables on God to make Him look bad. We blame Him and turn our failings into an argument that God is too demanding or unfair. We think that if God were really trustworthy, He would act more like we think He should.

Have you ever thought, “If God were really kind (or loving or merciful or powerful—you fill in the blank), He would act this way.” Do you find yourself wondering, How could God do that? You doubt Him because He doesn’t conform to your definition of God. This will never bring peace. It will never ease the tension between God and you.

Your restlessness can only be calmed and satisfied as you bow before God and let Him call all the shots. All defensiveness will stop when you allow God to be God. A Christian steps across the line to take God’s side. There is a trembling, joyful fear that bows humbly before the Lord, yielding to Him the authentic obedience that comes from faith. Proverbs 19:23 tells us that this kind of fear “leads to life. Then one rests content, untouched by trouble.” And this wonderful response, which the Bible calls fearing God, will also bring good to those around you. Jeremiah 32:39 says, “I will give
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