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Foreword

There are three ingredients missing from most Christian books and almost all sermons. First, most Christian books and sermons aren’t very honest. I don’t mind being told how to be holy, what needs to be changed, or how to be better than I am. The problem is that there are very few experts in the field, and most who write and talk about those subjects write and talk as if their work came from Sinai. Now, if each sermon was preceded by a confession and each book with a chapter listing the author’s sins, I would listen more closely and read more carefully. I might even change.

Second, most Christian books and sermons are so staid and serious that I can hardly get through them. (In fact, if you stand on them during a flood, you’ll stay dry.) We take ourselves so very seriously. A monkey has a very serious look on his face, but the seriousness comes from fleas, not philosophy. If God is God and this is his show, if he loves us, and if he isn’t a child abuser, we don’t have to be so serious, so right, and so pure. If what we say we believe is true (and I have it on good authority that it is), then at least one appropriate reaction would be laughter…a free, joyous laughter from the only people who have anything to laugh about.

Third, most Christian books and sermons (especially if they do have honesty and humor) aren’t very helpful. Frankly, I know a lot about God, the Bible, theology, and religion. Good heavens! I teach seminary students, write books, and preach sermons almost all the time. My problem is that I don’t even come close to living up to the truth I already know. I need someone who has “dirt under his or her fingernails” to tell me something that will help, that will give me meaning…something that will make a difference in my life. I want to laugh with a preacher or a writer because life is hard. I want to be different after reading a book or listening to a sermon.

And that’s why I like Nancy Kennedy’s book. Nancy is incredibly honest, hilariously funny, and so practical and helpful that I honestly believe I can be different, can be free, and can turn from the “stuff” to a God who is quite fond of me.

I said at the beginning of this foreword that there were three ingredients missing from most Christian books and almost all sermons. Let me make a confession. Those same ingredients are often missing from my books and my sermons. Nancy Kennedy challenges me to be more honest, to laugh a bit more, and to be holy in the best sense of that word.

—STEVE BROWN, Key Life Network
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Dear children, keep yourselves from idols.
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A Whale of a Predicament

If you could have three wishes, what would they be? To be rich? Famous? Gorgeous? What about happy? Now there’s a generic wish. You might luck out and get riches and fame and beauty and happiness all in one wish and still have two more left. Then you could wish for a date with Brad Pitt or Sean Connery, plus a year’s supply of chocolate-covered toffee. You could wish for world peace. Or that your kids would get along and never forget to make their beds and always remember to put their dirty underwear in the laundry hamper instead of stuffing it back in their dresser drawers. You could wish that God would answer your prayers the way you think he should or that the people around you would finally realize that your way is the best way to do things. You could wish for ten more wishes.

If I had three wishes, first I’d wish I were pretty. (Meg Ryans face and Cindy Crawford’s body would do nicely. Or even Cindy’s face on Meg’s body. I’m not particular.) Next I’d wish for enough money to buy a new car, pay off all my debts, and take a yearlong road trip around the United States with my husband. Then for my last wish…I’d wish I were free.

Not free as in “Oh goody, now I can do whatever I want,” but rather free to be who God created me to be. Free to live like the much-loved child that I am. Free to consistently feel like a beloved daughter instead of a rag-clutching orphan. Free from thinking there’s something more I could do or be in order to please my Father. Free of the guilt I still sometimes feel and of the fear that drives me away from God’s throne of grace. Free to dance, to sing, to worship, to laugh.

Actually, I am free because Christ has set me free. But sometimes I don’t live like I am. Do you ever feel that way too? You know in your head that Jesus is the answer to all your needs, but then you have a fight with your husband…and suddenly that Oreo cheesecake in the fridge looks mighty tasty. You’re not hungry, but you’re just so ticked you can’t see straight. So you eat the whole thing. Then you’re mad at yourself! (And you’re certain God’s mad too.) You think, If only I could get to that place where I don’t turn to food, but to Jesus! Ana you feel even worse than before because you know you’re not there.

Or maybe you’re invited to a women’s retreat and you want: to go…but you don’t have anything to wear and you think you’ll feel out of place and conspicuous so you stay home. You want people to like you. You want to fit in. You want God to be pleased with you. You want chocolate. Or just one more pair of black shoes.

And you wish things were different. You wish you weren’t so uptight about wanting your house (or hair or kids) to look as nice as your friend Brenda’s, and you wish you didn’t always say yes to everything. You wish you were a better wife, a better mom, a better friend. You wish you could control your temper—control everything, for that matter.

You wish you could be free of all that, once and for all. (See, I knew we had something in common!) You wish you could be free to love God and your family and your friends. Free to be loved. Free to eat corn on the cob in public without worrying about it getting caught in your teeth and causing certain death by embarrassment. Free to let go of all the things that hold you back or down or captive.

THEN ALONG CAME A FISH

I want to tell you about someone who found freedom from his trappings, not to mention a whopping dose of grace while in a most unusual place. You could say Jonah was in a whale of a predicament.

In case you’re not familiar with his underwater adventure, Jonah was the Old Testament prophet whom God told to go one way but who decided instead to go in the opposite direction, taking an ocean cruise to flee from the Lord (Jonah 1:3). Since God frowns on such behavior, he sent a storm to rock Jonahs boat, so to speak. The crew members ended up tossing Jonah overboard, which calmed the raging sea but left the prophet sputtering seawater and looking for a life preserver.

Then along came a fish. One gulp and Jonah gave a whole new meaning to the word seafood. He spent the next three days and nights as some barracudas breakfast.

I want you to pay close attention to what comes next: “From inside the fish Jonah prayed” (Jonah 2:1). Isn’t that wild? I mean, if you’ve just been swallowed by a huge fish, what else are you going to do? But really look at Jonah’s prayer for a minute. It wasn’t entirely one of distress. He didn’t whine and moan and complain about his accommodations. Instead, he acknowledged that it was God who placed him in a fish belly (v. 3). Then, with seaweed wrapped around his head, he expressed gratitude to the Lord for bringing his life up from the pit (v. 6). (Remember, he was still inside the fish when he prayed this—and with no secret escape hatch or emergency exit in sight!) He said, “When my life was ebbing away, I remembered you, LORD, and my prayer rose to you, to your holy temple” (v. 7). From inside the belly of a fish, knowing he’s fish bait, Jonah gave praise to the Lord. Don’tcha love it?

He also said something that has haunted me for years: “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs” (v. 8). It doesn’t say what those idols were or whose they were, but if you ask me, if I’m the one treading water inside some flounder, the only idols I’d be thinking about would be my own. I guess when you’re inside a fish you have lots of time to think, and maybe thinking about worthless idols is as good as anything.

Here’s my personal theory on Jonah’s situation, and everyone else’s: We hold on to things (we cling to “worthless idols”), seeking comfort, affirmation, self-worth, and love from them because we don’t truly know who God is. Before we know it, we’re trapped.

I’m trapped when I seek approval from others, forgetting that God is the one true Lover of my soul, the One who takes great delight in me and rejoices over me with singing (Zephaniah 3:17). I’m trapped when I buy yet one more pink T-shirt to add to my already-stuffed closet, forgetting that God has clothed me with Christ himself (Galatians 3:27). The list goes on, but I can’t tell you everything in the introduction! I’ll just have to be patient and wait.

I’ll give you a little hint though. The main point I want to make in the pages ahead is that knowing God sets us free and enables us to let go of the things we cling to because he is so much greater. That’s what Jonah realized deep in the belly of that fish. That’s what we need to realize too. You think this over, and we’ll talk later. For now, let me tell you about my friend Karen Pannella.

Karen carries around a notebook in which she keeps a list of God’s attributes. Each week she writes down a different aspect of his nature and the scriptures associated with that particular trait. Then she keeps track of how the Lord reveals himself to her in that way throughout the week.

I’m not that organized, but I benefit from Karen’s hard work. When she and I meet every week to pray, she reads me what she has written in her notebook and then we pray together, concentrating on that one facet of the infinite Almighty. You really should join us sometime because it’s awesome when we’re able to see the way God humbles himself from upon his throne in heaven to show us who he is and how he is more than able (and oh so willing) to meet our deepest needs.

So I’ve been thinking… If knowing God enables me to rid myself of the things that hold me and if he frees me to experience the lavishness of his glorious grace, then that’s what I want. To know him truly, deeply, experientially. To know that I know that I know. To be so filled with the knowledge of him that I’d gladly cast aside anything standing in my way. I want that for you, too.

Sound scary? It scares me until I remember that no matter what we’re holding on to, God still loves us and wants us to know it. As author, Bible teacher, and all-around neat guy Steve Brown likes to point out, God is quite fond of us and isn’t mad anymore if we are his.

Oh my! I’ve got so much to tell you. I hope you’re as excited as I am to get started. I’ll just close by saying I’ve prayed for you, that you will find hope and encouragement and laughter as we discuss both the things that hold us and the awesome God who sets us free. I’ve included some thoughts to ponder at the end of each chapter, along with some questions to ask yourself or maybe discuss with a friend or small group. I encourage you to get into the Bible for yourself. While I’m tickled that you bought this book, only God’s Word contains the truth to transform your life. Use the questions I’ve provided to dig deep and mine the precious nuggets of Scripture. You’ll be glad you did.

By the time you finish this book, I pray you’ll have discovered God in ways you’ve never considered before (or have tended to forget). Maybe you’ll even be able to let go of the things you so desperately cling to and find the freedom God promises you in Christ. After all, that’s what we’ve wished for, right?


Chapter 1
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Idol Chatter


The art of pressing flowers is as relevant today as it was one hundred years ago.—Martha Stewart



If I tell you something, promise you won’t laugh? I love Martha Stewart. From her edible flower salads to her monogrammed garden work gloves, I love her. Everything she does exceeds any superlative my puny mortal brain could devise. She’s…otherworldly. She’s stare-with-your-mouth-open astounding. She makes life-size gingerbread doghouses and grows her own potatoes. She does everything with perfection.

She makes her own marshmallows.

I go about my day wondering WWMD? (What would Martha do?). My ears perk up when I hear her name. My face lights up when I speak about her. I love her magazine; I love her television show. I even love her This-is-how-I-make-a-bed video that plays nonstop in the linen section of Kmart. (“All Martha, all the time.”) It’s a good thing, you know.

My family thinks I’m obsessed, but I’m not. I’m simply…pursuing all I can about the art of domesticity. On the other hand, maybe my family is right.

You see, like you, my heart has a need to worship. It’s what I was created for. I know God is the One who deserves my worship, and I want to worship only him, but there’s a problem. Something always seems to come along to entice me, to grab my attention and steal my affection. There’s a tug of war inside me, pulling me in a million directions, away from God and toward other, lesser things. If it’s not Martha Stewart, it’s e-mail or Mel Gibson. It’s Rush Limbaugh, the newest dollar store, or my must-have bowl of Frosted Flakes in the afternoon. The Bible calls such things “idols.” “Worthless idols.”

I don’t know about you, but I’m not too crazy about the idea of idolatry, especially if that idolatry is mine. I don’t like to think of myself as an idolater. Idol worshipers are ancient pagans who sacrifice virgins and bow down to statues. They conduct rituals until God gets mad and smites them or sends plagues to wipe them out. But that’s not me! I’m a suburban, American, church-going, tax-paying, Bible-reading Christian. I don’t have any idols…or do I?

The truth? I do have them—lots of them—if you consider an idol to be any thing, person, place, idea, substance, or activity that I turn to first, before God, for comfort, pleasure, satisfaction, purpose, or meaning in life. It’s something that I think I can’t live without. You know, like chocolate.

HAND OVER THE SNICKERS AND NO ONE WILL GET HURT!

I’ll never forget the time a friend of mine confronted me during a break at our church’s women’s retreat. As I madly rifled through my purse for my bag of emergency chocolate (my motto being “You never know when you’ll be in a situation without a vending machine nearby”) and then bit into a milk-chocolate-covered maple créme, my eyes rolled back from the ecstasy of the chocolate rush. Ahhhhh. It was on my second bite that my friend shook her head in obvious disdain and blurted out, “Nancy, chocolate is your god!”

I laughed, but her words stung. I told her she was wrong. That I could quit anytime I wanted. Then I went back to my room and cried. Sobbed as if someone had taken my dog out back and shot him. Truly there has never been a more pathetic creature than I, clutching my stash of chocolate bliss and letting the tears roll down my face.

Once I had composed myself, I briefly toyed with the notion that just maybe there was a slight possibility that perhaps what my friend had said was somewhat semitruthful. She had accused me of being an idolater. A worshiper of cocoa, fat, and sugar.

Earlier the retreat speaker had asked, “What holds you? What is your greatest passion? What’s the first thing you think about when you get up in the morning and the last thing at night? What motivates you? Captures your attention? Grabs your heart?”

I knew the correct answer was, of course, Jesus. But I also knew the honest answer—my honest answer—was not Jesus. At that moment my greatest passion was in a plastic bag inside my purse. It’s what I had wanted first.

I squirmed and wiggled as the speaker continued her talk (and I continued thinking about Hershey’s Kisses and Whitman’s Samplers). Then, of all things, I thought about Jonah and what he had prayed while he was inside the belly of that fish and about worthless idols and forfeited grace. I’d never thought of myself as an idol worshiper before, but that’s exactly what my friend had called me.

I wish I could tell you that confrontation was my moment of epiphany, of radical repentance, of falling on my face and “throw[ing] off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles” (Hebrews 12:1). Instead, it was a moment of defensiveness…and anger.

How dare she tell me chocolate is my god! Who does she think she is? Then my anger turned to fear. What if I had to give it up? I couldn’t do it! The agony would be too much for me. I even felt despondent. If I can’t eat chocolate, what reason would there be to continue living?

Well, maybe that’s being a tad melodramatic. I probably wouldn’t die if I couldn’t eat chocolate, but I’d be awfully cranky.

I decided right then and there to do what I usually do when confronted with a difficult decision or circumstance. I tried to ignore it, hoping the whole subject of idolatry would go away. Besides, it’s such a negative concept. Idol worship is what sinners do.

So you can clearly see why I took offense to my friend’s words and why I tried to push the whole subject out of my mind. But you know how God is. (Or if you don’t, I’ll tell you: When he wants to reveal something in your life, he’s as relentlessly persistent as a teenage daughter who wants a tattoo.)

I don’t remember exactly how it happened, but God did what God does best. Just when I thought I’d found a loophole (“Idolatry is something ancient Bible characters were guilty of, and besides, I’m under grace”), I remembered that God is still God and still says he’ll have no other gods before him. That includes chocolate. Now, I’m not saying chocolate is bad or it’s a sin to eat or enjoy it. However, if I feel I must carry around a bag of it in case of an emergency, there’s a problem.

As I said, I don’t remember how it happened. If I’d had a lightning-bolt experience where you shout “Hallelujah!” and gather up all the chocolate you have stashed, set it on fire, and never eat another tasty morsel again, I would’ve remembered. But I think I just repented. Acknowledged that chocolate was too important in my life. That I turned to it before I turned to my Father. That I needed to know him better.

As it is, I still eat chocolate, but I don’t carry around an emergency stash anymore. Something has changed inside. Now before you start thinking I’ve conquered the area of idolatry in my life, be assured that I have not. But I’m learning, s-l-o-w-l-y, that the sweetness I’ve sought in chocolate (and so many other things) can only be found in the sweetness of God’s love.

GRACE FORFEITERS

If your experience of life is anything like mine, something is always trying to lure you away from the grace of God. Not from his saving grace, but from the experience of it, the walking in the knowledge of his pleasure. These so-called worthless idols grab your affection and tell you lies. They promise love and power, comfort and pleasure, but fail to deliver. Before you realize that, however, you willingly “forfeit the grace that could be yours” and end up feeling emptier than before.

What has you forfeiting your grace? What holds you? Captures your attention and your heart? Has you bound up and yearning to be free?

Tim Keller, Bible teacher and pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in Manhattan, offers this test for identifying idols in your life. In his study of Galatians he asks: Is there something too important to you? Is there a person, experience, possession, position, relationship, etc. that if you can’t have it, you get (excessively) angry, fearful, badly worried, or despondent?


	If you are angry, ask yourself: What is it that I think I have to have that I’m being blocked from obtaining or achieving?


	If you are fearful or worried: What is it that I think I have to have that I feel is being threatened?


	If you are feeling despondent: What is it that I think I have to have that I’ve either lost or failed at?1




As for me, I’m not generally prone to anger and I’m almost never despondent. I am, however, often fearful. I’m afraid that one day we won’t be able to pay our bills and the bank will repossess our house. (I’m held by the need for security.) I’m afraid that if I don’t do something—anything—nothing good will happen, and everyone I love will make wrong decisions and destroy themselves and me along with them. Or at least make me cry. (I’m held by the need to control.)

The need for approval and acceptance also holds my heart. I’m afraid of standing alone for Christ when everyone around me, even family members, ridicules my beliefs. I’m afraid of people who talk behind other people’s backs. Afraid that if I’m too odd they’ll talk behind mine. I’m terrified of making unpopular parental decisions.

I’m also afraid to let people close. I keep them at arm’s length. (I’m held by the desire for independence and self-reliance.) My daughters always accuse me of “interviewing” people—asking a thousand questions, yet rarely offering anything of myself. I tell myself that I’m trying to be a good listener or that I’m “esteeming others more highly than myself,” as the Bible says, but the truth is I’m scared of letting people in.

Martin Luther once said, “Whatever your heart clings to and relies upon, that is your God.” Even before that, from inside a fish, Jonah said that the things that hold us, the idols in our lives, are, in essence, grace forfeiters, grace stealers.

I know all about that. A long time ago I almost had God’s grace sucked right out of me. Theologically, I know that’s not possible. Once God extends his saving grace to a person, he never removes it or snatches it away. We, however, can turn up our noses at it and allow something else to steal away our affection, forfeiting the benefits of his grace. At any rate, I once felt as if all grace was gone from my life.

I’m embarrassed and ashamed to tell you this, but I instigated and participated in a forbidden flirtation with a man who was not my husband. It was all one-sided on my part—I don’t think the man had a clue as to my feelings toward him. But God did.

Eventually this other person occupied all my waking thoughts and even my dreams. I felt dirty and yucky, but I couldn’t seem to change. The truth is, I didn’t want to. So I allowed this worthless idol in my life to continue robbing me of the grace that could’ve been mine as I clung to it with all my might.

WHEN YOU COME TO A FORK IN THE ROAD, TAKE IT

This is what happens: My clinging to idols becomes reciprocal. I cling to something, hoping it will satisfy whatever it is in me that needs satisfying, and it does…at first. But then something shifts, and the thing I’m holding on to begins to hold on to me.

In the case of my one-sided love affair, it had me so bound that at times I couldn’t even think clearly. Finally the Lord brought me to a fork in the road where I had to make a choice: I could continue clinging to my idol, living a happily-ever-after fantasy existence that displeased God and rendered me useless in his kingdom because of my feelings of guilt and shame, or I could choose freedom.

Friend, this might not sound like a big deal, but it was by far one of the hardest choices I’ve ever had to make. I’m not telling you this simply as an illustration either; it goes far deeper than that. This was a pivotal experience in my life, a time when I “got it.” It being the knowledge of the depth of my sin in comparison to the greatness of God’s gift of salvation and the abundant life he offers to his children. I truly, completely, totally understood Jonah’s words, “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs.” I’d known what it was to cling and what it was to feel as if God had turned his back on me.

I won’t go into details except to tell you I unclenched my fist and made the necessary adjustments in my life to remove myself from the grip of this idol. As I did, it was as if the windows of heaven opened and grace rained down on me. “Free from guilt, his blood has washed [me],” as a favorite hymn says. I still suffered the grief involved with ending a relationship (albeit a one-sided, secret one), but I got my life back.

Then, shortly after that, I went through one of the darkest periods of my life, as if I’d provoked an unseen enemy (which I had). It seemed obedience to God had removed me from Satan’s Benign Christians List, and I guess that ticked the enemy off. However, the grace I had once forfeited became my strength, and I vowed never to let anything other than God hold me ever again.

Unfortunately, my vows are as worthless as…well, as yours are, because it seems every time I turn around I’m flirting with something else. I suspect you’re the same way. But God wants to give us grace. He wants us to open our hands in surrender and worship to him and be free. Free to be who we were created to be: much-loved, eternally secure children who worship the one true God.

It all comes down to this: Whom shall I serve, God or myself? Everything that seeks to steal me away from experiencing the freedom of God’s grace points to self: my comfort, my image, my reputation, my desire to control other people and my surroundings. The problem is not chocolate; it’s the importance I place on the pleasure that chocolate brings. It’s not Martha Stewart; it’s the idea that if I follow her example, people will adore me, too.

WHAT PART OF THE GOSPEL AREN’T YOU BELIEVING?

My friend Cindi has a favorite question. Whenever she sees that I’m flirting with a worthless idol, she asks me a pointed question: “What part of the gospel aren’t you believing?” In other words, what aspect of God’s nature am I doubting? His unwavering love for me? His willingness to forgive? His ever-sufficient grace? His power, truth, glory, and majesty? To be honest, at times I doubt all the above.

I think it’s because secretly I want to be God. Oh, I wouldn’t ever come right out and say that out loud. I’d rather die than have you think of me as being that presumptuous and arrogant! But you know what? Sometimes I think I know better than God how my life should go. Besides, he’s in his holy heaven somewhere out there taking care of wars and famines and floods and probably could use a break. He might even appreciate my taking over every once in a while.

Plus, I want to help. And be his
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