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Authors Note
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I wrote this for the quiet exiles. The ones who didn’t make a scene on their way out. The ones who didn’t stop believing in God, but couldn’t force themselves to keep pretending they belonged. You might still catch yourself humming an old worship song in traffic, but church feels about as welcoming as a tax audit, and faith looks more like a threadbare hoodie than a Sunday suit. If that’s you, you’re not alone, and you’re not disqualified. You’re just tired—tired of performance, tired of pretending, tired of being told you’re only valuable if you’re in the building and on the roster. That silence between you and God? It isn’t rebellion. Sometimes it’s just spiritual exhaustion, the kind that doesn’t have a testimony or a tidy ending. I know that terrain. I’ve wandered it myself. This book isn’t a call back to religious hustle. It’s a search party.

If you’ve been told that grace is a finish line you have to drag yourself back across, you’ve been lied to. Grace isn’t waiting on a pew, arms crossed, checking attendance. Grace doesn’t keep a spreadsheet of your absence. It’s not a test you have to pass or a script you have to recite. If you think you have to prove yourself to God before you’re allowed home, you’ve been listening to people who confused the gospel with probation. The truth is simpler, and more unsettling: grace comes for you. The Shepherd in every parable is never content to stay with the ninety-nine. The whole point is that He leaves the “good” crowd to hunt for the one too ashamed or too wounded to come back on their own.

The chapters ahead aren’t invitations to perform, sign up, or fake a smile. They’re reminders—sometimes blunt, sometimes a little raw—that you were never unadopted, never stricken from the family records. The Shepherd still moves toward you, even when you don’t move at all. The only requirement is that you stop running long enough to be found, which, to be honest, is more grace than most churches will admit.

I wrote this because we need less persuasion and more pursuit. We need to tell the truth: faith can fracture, hope can hemorrhage, and grace is still stubborn enough to outlast your best efforts to disappear. If this book meets you in the middle of the mess, good. That’s exactly where grace specializes.

D. Michael Gross
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Prologue: The One Who Refuses to Lose You
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Picture grace as a Shepherd in battered boots, not a host in polished shoes. Forget the sentimental art with the lamb draped over broad shoulders, all pastoral calm and clean linen robes. In reality, grace is mud-caked, lungs burning, stumbling through the ravine with torn sleeves, still calling your name long after everyone else assumes you’ve quit. The story of faith—your story, mine—does not hinge on your ability to stick the landing. It rides on the fact that Someone better refuses to let you vanish, no matter how far or how awkwardly you’ve wandered.

Let’s be honest: nobody wakes up and decides, “Today, I’ll drift from God.” It’s rarely some dramatic rejection. More often, it’s attrition. You get tired. You get hurt. You try church after church and discover that belonging is a trick they never actually teach you. Shame settles in, quiet and familiar, convincing you that maybe you’re the outlier, the one lost sheep who got lost so many times the Shepherd just updated the map and left you off. You still believe, in a loose and limping way, but it’s easier to disappear than to answer one more “We missed you!” with a lie.

Grace doesn’t consult attendance records. Grace is the relentless decision of God not to take your absence personally. You may have stopped showing up, but grace has not stopped showing up for you. Religion likes to hand out spiritual fitness awards—perfect attendance, gold stars for volunteer hours, a free coffee for every friend you bring. Meanwhile, grace is picking fights with the darkness you can’t name, standing in the doorway every morning, still calling you by the name you forgot you had. Grace is stubborn. It will outlast your excuses. It will wait at the end of every rationalization you build, not with an “I told you so,” but with the world’s most offensive invitation: “Come home. No questions asked.”

You’ve heard a hundred times about the prodigal son, but let’s tell the truth: most backsliders never blow the inheritance on hookers and parties. Most just stop pretending, walk off quietly, and hope no one makes a scene. Sometimes it’s a slow bleed—just a Sunday skipped here, a Bible unopened there, until one day the silence between you and God feels so wide you can’t imagine crossing it. You tell yourself it’s safer to stay lost than risk a public return. You become the ghost member, the one people ask about in low tones but never actually call.

That’s the lie grace came to destroy. The Shepherd in the story doesn’t need a trail of breadcrumbs. He knows the scent of your soul. When everyone else stops looking, He keeps walking. There’s no scolding, no shaming, no “Well, you’ll have to do better.” Grace doesn’t negotiate. It pays, it pursues, it picks you up in whatever shape it finds you, and carries you home, even if you’re still kicking and muttering about how you’re not worth the trouble.

If you want a gospel of clean breaks and easy fixes, look elsewhere. This book is not a story about a prodigal finally getting his act together. It’s about the relentless absurdity of a God who refuses to update the locks or change the Wi-Fi password just because you haven’t shown up lately. If anything, grace is more aggressive than you’re comfortable admitting. It breaks the social contract of religion and stands in your driveway, foot tapping, saying, “I know you’re in there. I’m not leaving.”

The church—God bless it and God help it—has never been great at holding space for the scattered. Churches are designed for crowd control, not for lost-and-found. When you drift, most communities mark your absence with concern at first, then frustration, then finally a sort of embarrassed silence. They’ll tell you to come back, but the subtext is clear: come back when you’re fixed. Come back when you’re ready to serve. Come back when you’ve outgrown your doubts, when you’ve paid back the emotional debt of your absence.

Grace ignores all that. Grace is the Shepherd who waits for you to run out of reasons to stay away, then meets you at the edge of town before you can rehearse your apology. The point is not your performance; the point is His persistence. You were never “unadopted.” You were never erased from the registry of the found. Every argument you make about why you’re not welcome is answered in advance: “I know. That’s why I came for you.”

Maybe you’re reading this while half-daring yourself to believe that’s true. Maybe you want to believe, but history and habit have made you a cynic. Every time you try to come back, the shame is louder than the welcome. It’s easier to stay away than to risk being disappointed by grace. But here’s the scandal: grace cannot be outlasted. The Shepherd does not get tired. His patience is not tolerance; it’s love stretched taut across your absence, refusing to snap.

Let’s call it what it is: a rescue mission, not a guilt trip. If you’re holding this book, odds are you’ve felt both—maybe more guilt than rescue. The Christian life is supposed to be a homecoming, but too often it feels like parole. Somewhere along the line, we traded the wild, pursuing Shepherd for a bouncer with a clipboard. We made grace conditional. We made it something you earn back, instead of something that finds you when you’re not even looking.

But the real gospel is better and more dangerous than that. It says that your wandering does not make you less His. It says that you can’t sin your way out of the Shepherd’s memory. It says that the point of Christianity isn’t clawing your way back to God, but finally collapsing into the arms that never stopped searching for you. Grace is the only force in the universe stubborn enough to keep buying back the people who’ve spent themselves.

Every religious instinct in you will want to argue. Surely there’s a catch. Surely I have to do something. Surely, after all this time, the Shepherd must be at least a little disappointed. But disappointment is not in His vocabulary. The only thing God is allergic to is losing you. The rest—anger, frustration, exhaustion—are projections, the human tendency to make God in the image of every other authority figure who gave up. But the Shepherd is not every other authority figure. He has no off switch for pursuit.

This is why the gospels matter more to exiles than to the pious. Jesus’ stories are full of the wrong people coming home—scandalized sons, weeping prostitutes, frauds and failures, all being welcomed before they have time to finish their excuses. If you want a gospel for the already-sorted, pick another religion. Christianity is the only movement in history built on the premise that the Founder came specifically for the lost, the ruined, the already written-off.

Grace is not soft. It is not sentimental. It is not for the gullible or the weak. It is the hardest, sharpest force in existence—willing to break social norms, religious traditions, and even your carefully constructed self-hatred to
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