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Praise for Seen and Invited

Jill has been an active member of our church family for years, and in that time she has become a good friend. Jill's writing has always been exceptional. Her work on Seen and Invited simply demonstrates her at her best. In Seen and Invited Jill combines poetic artistry with thorough, in-depth study into both the Gospels and their cultural setting. Yet she does more! She adds a third aspect of her own personal self-reflection and vulnerability to these essays. And as a result, they truly come to life in a fresh, artistic and yet very personal, relatable way! 

—-Rev. Rick Durrance, Rector, Wilmore Anglican Church

If you’ve ever traveled the road of brokenness, complete with potholes and dangerous curves of isolation, unworthiness, shame, and hopelessness, Jill Penrod’s Seen and Invited is a special gift. Travel along a few dusty roads with Jesus as he heals the sick (physically and spiritually), repairs the broken, restores the outcasts, touches the untouchables, and extends much-needed grace and forgiveness to the lost and forgotten. Jill Penrod’s unique and masterful storytelling will leave you wanting more. By the end of the book, you will be asking Jesus to be Seen and Invited. Highly recommended.  

—-Therese Kilgore, Retired, Licensed Professional Counselor 

I have known Jesus since I was a little girl and served him in healthcare for 30 years (3 in seminary), but I saw the Lord anew reading Jill’s excellent book. She digs deep into his encounters with people on the roads of brokenness, doubt, discontentment, isolation and insignificance. Jill shows us how Jesus invites us to a life of wholeness and purpose. And her historical knowledge gave deeper understanding to many familiar stories. Now I’m inspired to help others be seen and invited by Jesus!

—-Karen Hussar, retired Occupational Therapist

Scripture quotations marked (NLT) are taken from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright ©1996, 2004, 2015 by Tyndale House Foundation. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked ESV are from the ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved. The ESV text may not be quoted in any publication made available to the public by a Creative Commons license. The ESV may not be translated in whole or in part into any other language.

Scripture marked International Children’s Bible is from The Holy Bible, International Children’s Bible® Copyright© 1986, 1988, 1999, 2015 by Thomas Nelson. Used by permission.

Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright © 1946, 1952, and 1971 the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Tree of Life (TLV) Translation of the Bible. Copyright © 2015 by The Messianic Jewish Family Bible Society.

All unmarked Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright ©1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™
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I

have always been a King David fangirl. Yes, David from the Bible, the shepherd-turned-king. I mean, the guy is larger than life. He lived and wrote with such passion for God, passion for living in general. One day in heaven, I want to dance with David, the kind of wild, I-love-God-with-no-reservations dancing that caused David’s wife to turn from him in embarrassment.

David’s psalms are my happy place. I’ve read them dozens of times, studied them, journaled about most of them. So, when God placed the desire in my heart to add nonfiction writing to my repertoire (I’m a fiction writer by trade), I knew without a doubt I would be writing about David, specifically the Psalms of David.

Except I was wrong. During Epiphany of 2023, my pastor said something during a sermon that caught my attention. Why, he asked, did the disciples accept Jesus’s call to follow him? At that point he had done no miracles. He’d barely started teaching. What caused these men to drop everything and follow a young, untried rabbi wandering around the Sea of Galilee?

I’m not sure why the question niggled like it did. I honestly don’t remember one other word of that sermon, so I don’t remember what answer the pastor gave. What I do know is that within a few days I had an answer. Jesus drew people because he saw them deeply and invited them into a bigger story.

This may not sound like a grand revelation. However, it was epic for me, because, as much as I fangirled over David, able to imagine his personality, poring over his stories and his songs, I kept distance from Jesus. Jesus had always been a little fuzzy to me.

Did I love him? Sure, he died for me. What’s not to love?

But maybe... No. Well, yes and no. I wanted to love with David’s love, filled with passion and emotion, but I wasn’t quite there. Belief, faith, honor, respect? Yes. But not dance-half-naked-in-the-streets joy and love.

If you asked me to sum up Jesus in one word, it would be exasperated. This man wandered Judea asking people where their faith was. Why were they afraid? I heard it as What is wrong with you people? It didn’t feel like love. I knew it was and wanted it to be, but I hadn’t quite gotten there.

As I pondered why my pastor’s few words hit like they did, God took me back to the beginning, back to that moment I decided I wanted Jesus in my life.

The moment is clear. I was very young. Six? Eight? I was sitting on my bed with this little box of booklets about Jesus. One was pink. Another purple. I looked at them all the time, because I loved books, and I loved to read, and something about these little books called to me.

In one of them—maybe the pink one—the writer mentioned that Jesus wanted to be my friend. I don’t remember much about that little girl on the bed. She could be too big for her britches. She was an overthinker, too anxious, and didn’t do that well with people. People weren’t knocking down the door to be her friend. (Oh, I’d love to say those things changed, but alas...)

To that little girl, the idea that Jesus wanted to be her friend was amazing. Very soon after that I was baptized and joined my church.

Jump ahead a few years, and somehow the wisdom of that little girl had been lost. Some of it had to do with my faith community. My church wasn’t bad, but obedience was a little more important than love. God’s wrath was a little more important than God’s grace.

Some of it had to do with those tragic moments in every life when God feels far away, when evil seems to win. Instead of clinging to Jesus when those moments came, I built a wall against him and the pain of this world.

Through it all, I lost track of Jesus as my friend and began to see him as the frustrated man who might not want me around because I exasperated him.

I’d love to say this problem was quickly resolved. The truth is I’ve waffled over Jesus for a long time, wanting that King David, trust-God-with-everything love, wanting the comfort that little girl found in Jesus as a friend. But too often my heart heard the Sermon on the Mount and forgot the healings in the streets. Sometimes, it seems, we have to walk mighty far into the desert before we find the path back.

During Epiphany 2023, I started the path home.

Called home

SO, BACK TO THE STORY. I had this revelation. Seen and invited.

Seen. And Invited.

I’m an introvert by nature. And, forgive the arrogance in this statement, I am an intelligent introvert. I learn fast. I understand things. I have insights and see patterns.

But the introvert trumps the smart girl, and I live invisibly. Not many people have heard my insights. Not many people look me in the eye and dig in, because the introvert likes to hide, and only with some searching can the smart girl be found. Very few people have looked for her, and she’s kind of dying to get out.

But Jesus sees. He looks deeply, and he sees. The friend that little girl longed for on her bed with her pink book? Jesus saw her, too. In just a few moments, I was back there. Things that had been fuzzy for years were clearing up. Jesus sees me. He’s looking for me and finds me.

And invited? Wow. Remember in gym class when teams were chosen? Remember that girl or boy who was always, without fail, chosen last? Yeah, that was me. I didn’t get invited very often. Because of that anxious introvert I wear on the surface and that smart girl who’s sometimes too big for her britches I carry inside, I don’t have a lifetime of grand invitations.

But Jesus sees deeper than what I show, and he invites me into an adventure I don’t feel worthy of undertaking. He calls me to dance along the road in joy like David and do the unthinkable for him.

It’s breathtaking.

Meeting the Shepherd

STILL, HOW TO GET PAST exasperated Jesus? I want to be seen. I want to be invited. But years of seeing Jesus with the wrong eyes isn’t that easy to ignore.

One thing I love about David is all the talk of him being a shepherd. The shepherd imagery speaks to my deepest soul. I’m a mom of four, took care of a household, and taught my kids from home. I had varying degrees of success at these endeavors, and sometimes the weight of the world seemed to rest on my shoulders.

The idea of being a silly lamb leaping around without a care, having someone strong and kind and gentle scoop me up and carry me out of brambles and put me on his shoulders as we slosh through deep water... Yeah. I want to be tended like a lamb. It sounds delightful. Green pastures. Still waters. Restored soul.

But Jesus is exasperated. I’m not holy enough. I’m not faithful enough. God wants obedience, right? Jesus killed a fig tree for not having fruit. What if I don’t have enough fruit?

At this point I felt the powerful pull to write a Bible study about Jesus seeing and inviting people. I wasn’t sure about this, because I hadn’t figured Jesus out yet, but the seed was there. He loved me, saw me, and invited me. That called to my weary heart like you wouldn’t believe.

He was the shepherd. He said so himself. But what about the exasperated part? What about the sermons about being holy, when I feel like a mess? If Jesus sees me and invites me, will he really want to keep me?

This is where another God-given love in my life came into play. I love history. I minored in history in college completely by accident, using all my elective hours to take history courses until I realized I’d completed a minor. And yet, I knew nothing of Jesus in terms of history.

That was the leg of the journey where it all fell into place. I began to study how Jesus taught, how he acted, why he did what he did in light of the historical context of Israel at that time. What was a rabbi? Why did he talk in parables? What about his use of hyperbole and Old Testament scripture?

If you’re not a historian, don’t worry. All that was simply a means to get me from point A to point B, and God wanted me at point B. Yes, you have to hear a little about history in the pages ahead, but it won’t hurt or take over. I promise. But oh, for the history buff inside me... Some scales fell off my eyes, and it all made sense. The different aspects of Jesus came together, and the little girl found her friend again.

I realized Jesus performed the most amazing balancing act while he was here. The Old Testament speaks of him as a prophet, so he did a lot of prophet-like things, some of which made him sound exasperated. He came as a king, so he wielded a lot of authority. Again, not entirely personal.

But the Old Testament also points to Jesus as a shepherd. God sent a lot of kings to Israel. He sent a lot of prophets. The kings varied, some good and some bad. The prophets were rather disliked, never saying what people wanted to hear.

But the shepherd... There were two. Funny that I fangirled over the first, David the king, and nearly missed the second, Jesus the Messiah.

What I missed was that Jesus loved being the shepherd. Prophets don’t draw adoring crowds of thousands. Shepherds do. Caretakers can. Jesus drew a tired and oppressed people through his shepherding, tending each soul. He interacted with the people one by one on the dusty roads, village by village, broken person by broken person. 

And I hadn’t paid attention. I saw healing and miracles as signs of who Jesus was and not what he loved.

I missed that healing and miracles and interacting and walking those roads—that’s what separated him from every prophet, every king, even David the shepherd king, who had to lead a nation. Jesus delights in the dusty roads.

Jesus delights in meeting people on those roads and gently guiding them to the better road, the safer, cleaner, straighter, solid road to his eternal kingdom. He delights in it. He never stood up and told the crowd he was a prophet or a king. He called himself a shepherd. That was his love.

That was the moment this book was born. That was the beginning of my journey down the dusty roads of Israel, and now I invite you—wherever you are, whoever you are—to come walk with me. Meet the lost, the broken, the confused, the angry... Meet the lambs. Watch Jesus gather them in his arms in a way nobody ever had before.

I can fangirl over David all I want, but he’s finished. He’s dead and buried, not much more than a story.

But when I started walking down the dusty roads with Jesus, roads of brokenness, doubt, discontent, loneliness, and insignificance, and I watched him lead people to the road of wholeness, trust, fulfillment, belonging, and purpose, I found something so much deeper.

I left my dead shepherd crush behind, and I fell in love with the shepherd who’s never going anywhere. I found my friend. Yes, he’s a prophet and a king, the savior of the world, but when I grow weary, it’s the shepherd and friend who puts me on his shoulders and sloshes through the mud with me.

Join me on the dusty roads. Let’s meet Jesus’s deepest heart and pet a few beloved lambs along the way.
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T

he road of brokenness. If you’ve walked this world for any length of time, you’ve been there. It’s pitted and cracked, and those who walk it trip over their pasts and their pain. The road looks like the people who walk on it: damaged, twisted, and worn.

Jesus found a whole lot of broken people during his time on earth. Many were physically broken. Most were broken at deeper levels, too. Jesus desires healthy sheep. He wants his lambs to thrive. Green pastures. Still waters. Restored souls. For many, that restoration begins with the healing of broken places.

For the rest of the book I plan to walk down a few roads, like this road of brokenness. Many of the stories would fit in more than one chapter. Jesus healed individuals. He didn’t categorize us as the broken, the doubting, or the restless. All of those are levels of brokenness. All of those problems lead to isolation and doubt and make us wonder at our purpose. I lumped them so I’d appear to have some kind of organization, but each tale is its own. 

[image: image]So don’t worry too much about which story is on which road. Somewhere in here you’ll meet yourself. I almost guarantee it. Likely, you’ll see a little of yourself in every story. 

Jesus planned it that way. He was only here to touch people for a few years, and he needed to leave a legacy that would touch hundreds and thousands down through the ages. Everything he did and taught had to speak to hundreds of souls. You’re on some dusty road somewhere. We’re going to find you and let Jesus touch you and restore you and give you a grand invitation, because you’re never so lost and remote that you can’t be found. 
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W

e start on this dusty road with a well-known story. In fact, most of the stories we’ll unpack are familiar, children’s stories told by most every Sunday school teacher. Miracles and healing are concrete and easier to explain to a child than the complex teachings of Jesus, so for many of us these stories are comfortable and known, like curling up in a worn chair with a mug of hot chocolate on a cold day. Remember, for me this journey started as a little girl, so feel free to invite your own inner little girl or little boy to read them with the wonder of a child.

But we’re older now, more cynical, more worn. Don’t worry, because Jesus came to a tired, worn people. When he came onto the scene, Israel had gone four hundred years without a prophet. No son of David was on the throne. Israel had lost her autonomy, her heritage, her hope. Spiritual leaders were as cynical as the people: Pharisees creating their thousands of traditions hoping to force God to send the Messiah; Sadducees who believed this tired life was all the life a person would have; even priests who didn’t always wield their power with care.

Your older, tired, broken self is exactly who Jesus meant to find on the broken road, and he hoped to replace that tired soul with the joy, excitement, and faith of a child. So whichever self you bring to these stories, know Jesus will tenderly speak to you.

It begins with the tale of a man lowered through a roof.

When my youngest son was small, this was his favorite Bible story. What child doesn’t love a story with some well-meaning vandalism? It’s every child’s dream. So we’ll start here, because if we can’t look at this situation with a smile, I think we miss something important, and Jesus loses a little dimension. I lived too long with a flat version of Jesus. Let’s reinflate him back into a three-dimensional, fully human, fully divine soul who walked our roads and yet did it differently, better.

Luke tells our story this way:

Some men came carrying a paralyzed man on a mat and tried to take him into the house to lay him before Jesus. 19When they could not find a way to do this because of the crowd, they went up on the roof and lowered him on his mat through the tiles into the middle of the crowd, right in front of Jesus.

20When Jesus saw their faith, he said, “Friend, your sins are forgiven.”

21The Pharisees and the teachers of the law began thinking to themselves, “Who is this fellow who speaks blasphemy? Who can forgive sins but God alone?”

22Jesus knew what they were thinking and asked, “Why are you thinking these things in your hearts? 23Which is easier: to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk’? 24But I want you to know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.” So he said to the paralyzed man, “I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.” 25Immediately he stood up in front of them, took what he had been lying on and went home praising God. 26Everyone was amazed and gave praise to God. They were filled with awe and said, “We have seen remarkable things today.” Luke 5:18-26

A Little Well-Meaning Vandalism

LET’S START WITH THE part that made your younger self smile. First, this is probably Peter’s house. Mark tells us this happened in Capernaum, and that Jesus had come home. Matthew 8:14-16 takes place in Peter’s home in Capernaum, and many scholars agree Jesus normally stayed with Peter when in Capernaum. If you don’t know much about Peter, he tended to be the voice of the disciples. He was loyal, stood up for Jesus, and occasionally said bombastic things hoping to prove himself to Jesus. It wouldn’t be a surprise that he offered his house when the group stayed in Capernaum.

So we have Peter’s house filled to the brim with people. Mark 2:2 says it this way: They gathered in such large numbers that there was no room left, not even outside the door, and he preached the word to them. I wonder what Peter’s wife thought about this. Or his mother-in-law, who likely shared this home, as well. The event must have been loud and chaotic, the air in the room tight and smelling of too many overwarm bodies. Maybe Peter waffled between pride at seeing his home used by his beloved rabbi and frustration, because a loud, dense crowd might not be careful of a person’s possessions.

That all paled, though, when someone began to tear up the roof. I’m sure everyone realized this was happening. Recently our roof lost half its shingles in a windstorm, and when things happen on a roof, it’s not quiet. If Jesus was teaching, the group might not have been moving much, and all eyes shifted up in surprise.

I wonder if the room got silent. Did Peter look at Jesus in wonder? Did he hope Jesus would stop this? It was his house, for crying out loud. Would Jesus let people tear up his house?

I can’t help but imagine Peter’s look of baffled frustration, followed by Jesus’s reaction, which I imagine was a smile. Maybe more than a smile. Maybe Jesus bent over in a full belly laugh at the ingenuity of these men and Peter’s waffling reaction. Jesus’s ministry was still new. His disciples hadn’t yet seen the full range of wonders, but at this moment they knew following Jesus was something unique.

So the crowd steps or scoots back to keep from being knocked down by a man lowered from the roof, and the man ends up on a mat at Jesus’s feet.

Forgiven First

HERE’S WHERE WE MOVE from the children’s story to the adult version. When we see where this man ends up, we see something that will be a hallmark of Jesus’s ministry from here to the end. Jesus healed people one by one. Those closest to him were given his attention, his care, and his miraculous invitations to wholeness and healing.

What these men had already learned from watching Jesus this short time was that proximity mattered.

I’ve thought about this a lot in my life. Jesus had three years to make such an impact on the world that we still talk about it and learn from it two thousand years later. Three years isn’t long. He could have healed many, many more people if he’d walked to the entrance to each city, held up his hands, called a little thunder, and healed everyone in town in one sweep of his arms.

But that isn’t how he did it. He looked at each individual person. Jesus’s ministry as a shepherd required him to chase down and rescue each lamb from his or her own briar patch, his or her own crooked road, his or her own raging river.

Back to our man at Jesus’s feet. Jesus had to look down to focus on him. Right now, I want you to look down. Your range of vision shifts, doesn’t it? At the moment you can see very little, just what’s on the floor below. The same happened here. For a moment, Jesus saw nothing but this man whose friends had broken all kinds of protocols of hospitality, torn up a roof, and dropped him here.

This man was loved by his friends. Jesus knew their desperation and their devotion, and his heart went out to them, to all of them.

He opens the conversation with this man speaking words that cause a stir, because Jesus was in the habit of causing a stir. Remember, he had three years. He couldn’t blend into the crowd. He also couldn’t blend into the crowd because he was the Son of God, the first and only Son of God to show up. Everything he did happened a little differently than expected.

His words might have disappointed the man on the mat as well as the men looking down from the roof, but now that we know the whole story, they are the most precious words in the world.

As Matthew puts it, When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the man, “Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven.” Matthew 9:2b

They expected a healing. That’s what they’d come for. They’d torn up a man’s roof for it. Instead, Jesus grants forgiveness. Was Jesus able to do that? Was it real or just words? Those in the room had no way to know. Jesus was still new on the scene. Yes, his healing wasn’t normal, but to take on the role of the priests, especially granting forgiveness to someone who didn’t speak of repentance... This wasn’t quite right.

The Pharisees in the room called Jesus on it. Yes, a priest could offer forgiveness to someone who came repenting and asking for it, but that hadn’t happened here. They weren’t exactly wrong to question a new rabbi who granted forgiveness like a priest.

Jesus has to look up. That moment between Jesus and the paralyzed man snaps, and the crowd comes back into focus. I wonder if Jesus was standing or seated in this scene. Had he squatted low to speak to the man? Had he touched him? He’d called him son and told him to take heart. For one brief moment the man thought this was it. He had the attention of the rabbi. He was here at his feet, as close as he could get. And yet, this hadn’t gone as planned.

A Blood Promise

JESUS NOW SPEAKS TO the crowd. One thing to remember in our journey with Jesus is that he lived with an audience. And again, he had this limit of time. Everything he said and did was efficient and spoke to many people at many levels. This story is no different. He has a lesson for Peter as his house is dismantled—Be patient, Peter. These lambs are the most important thing in the world to me. Let them come however they need to come. He had a lesson for the men on the roof—I see your friend. Your faith speaks to my heart, and I love this broken man as much and even more than you do. And he has a message for the spiritual skeptics.

That message was that the authority to heal, which Israel hadn’t seen in ages, spoke of deeper things. It spoke of Jesus’s authority to forgive. I doubt any of them understood what that meant, what price Jesus would pay to buy that forgiveness. When he forgave that man, he spoke of something horrible in his own future. It wasn’t a ritual of a priest, but instead a promise of blood and tears from Jesus’s own life a few short years down the road.

Jesus promised that man the very blood in his veins. And nobody realized.

Jesus started with forgiveness to get their attention, to hear them grumble, to once again turn the expectations of the tired, frustrated, confused Israelites on their heads.

But he also started with forgiveness because that’s the road to wholeness for the broken people on the road. Proximity to Jesus and rightness of relationship with Jesus—what’s more important than that? Everything in our spiritual walk hinges on those two things. The man’s friends helped with the first. Jesus himself offered the second.

Because nobody understood the promise in the words and the future agony they would require, and because Jesus loved this man and his friends and even
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