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Authors Note
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If you picked up this book hoping for a triumphant story of someone who strayed, saw the light, and now wakes up every Sunday beaming gratitude and clean thoughts, you’ve come to the wrong shelf. This isn’t a victory lap for people who have it all figured out; it’s a field manual for the folks who finally made it back to church and immediately wondered if they’d made a mistake. It’s for the ones still shaking off the dust, trying to remember which end of the pew is up, and hoping nobody notices that your handshake is more “awkward funeral” than “hallelujah, welcome home.” I know the sensation, because I have lived the dogged, self-conscious shuffle back to grace—half believing, half bracing for someone to pull the rug out again. If you’re reading this, odds are you know it too.

This book was written for the feral faithful. The ones who still wince during the hymns. The ones who check the exit rows and memorize the quickest route out of the narthex. You’ve done your prodigal wandering; you’ve wrestled with God, guilt, and the occasional church potluck that tasted like judgment. Coming back was never about reclaiming a title or proving a point. It was about something much harder—learning how to exist again in a room full of believers when you still feel more stray than saint. Grace, as I’ve come to know it, isn’t the floodlight that erases all your baggage. It’s the battered welcome mat that refuses to rot, no matter how many muddy shoes cross it. If you’re still tracking dirt, you’re in the right company.

You won’t find spiritual shortcuts in these pages. There are no twelve-step cleanses, no magical affirmations to make the guilt evaporate, no tidy answers to the questions that kept you up when you first thought about coming back. What you will find is unvarnished honesty about the mess of starting over when you’re already tired of starting over. I won’t pretend that grace makes everything easy. It doesn’t. But it does make everything possible, and sometimes that’s the miracle: not that you came back, but that you’re still here—even if you feel lost in the crowd. This book is for you, the one who slipped in late, kept your head down, and tried not to flinch when someone said, “Welcome home.”

So here’s my promise: I will not lie to you, sugarcoat the struggle, or pretend that “coming back” is a straight line. This book is the permission slip nobody handed you. You are allowed to feel out of place. You are allowed to doubt your own welcome. You are allowed to rebuild slow, to walk with a limp, to need grace on days you wish you didn’t. If you ever wondered whether God’s welcome extends to people who still smell like the road, this book is my stubborn, irreverent, grateful “yes.” You’re home—even if you don’t know how to act like it yet.

—D. Michael Gross
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Prologue—The Walk Back Home
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There’s a moment after you say “I’m coming back” that nobody bothers to warn you about. All the testimonies you’ve heard in cramped fellowship halls and secondhand sermons tend to skip it, as if return is instantaneous, a holy boomerang effect—fling yourself into the wilds of regret and, snap, God yanks you right back with a party and a three-point sermon. The truth is, the real story always gets lost in the edit. There’s a stretch between the decision and the arrival, a lonely, in-between country that feels less like a homecoming and more like a twelve-mile trudge across a rain-washed parking lot at midnight. The parking lot, by the way, is always empty. The lights flicker. You imagine you’re being watched—by God, by your old shame, maybe by the faint echo of the life you thought you’d built. This is where the walk back home actually happens, and for some of us, it’s the longest road we’ll ever take.

You know this terrain if you’ve ever stepped into a church lobby after a long absence and felt every head swivel in slow-motion judgment. Your legs don’t quite want to obey. You fumble with the door, double-check the service time, and hope to slip in quietly during the opening hymn. Maybe you park near the exit, just in case. Maybe you mentally rehearse your answers—where you’ve been, why you left, why you’re back now. There’s no playlist for this. There’s just the gnawing sense that your old seat might be gone, or worse, someone else’s now. The fear is real, and it’s not just the fear of being noticed—it’s the deeper fear of being invisible. You want welcome, but you also want to disappear. You want grace, but you’re ready to duck if it comes swinging. This is the psychology of the runaway: faith mixed with flight, hope mixed with self-protection. You move your body forward, but your heart is braced for the sting of the familiar.

I have walked this gauntlet, and so have you, or else you wouldn’t be reading a book with this title. You don’t arrive at grace like a champion. You arrive like someone who lost their keys, wandered through three wrong doors, and finally stumbled into the kitchen while everyone else is already eating. The meal is real, but you can’t taste it yet. The faces are friendly, but you’re still running mental background checks. The prayers are soft and practiced, but every syllable clangs against the hollow spots in your chest. What nobody says—at least not from the pulpit, not in the praise songs, not in the “We’re just so glad you’re here” small talk—is that grace, for the runaway, feels like both a feast and a dare. It’s God throwing open the door and refusing to flinch at the mess you dragged in behind you. But it’s also God refusing to let you hide behind apology or hustle, refusing to let you earn your spot by being good at being back.

The church, in its best moments, tries to model this. Sometimes it succeeds—awkwardly, haltingly, with more casserole than clarity. More often, it fails in small, quiet ways: the side glances, the polite questions, the committees eager to slot you back into your old job or judge you for how far you’ve drifted. Everyone loves a comeback story, provided it ends quickly and everyone gets to cheer. Nobody likes the long, boring, embarrassing, sometimes backsliding process of coming back. The walk is rarely straight. Some days, you march. Some days, you crawl. Some days, you spend the whole drive to church inventing new reasons to turn around, and the only miracle is that you don’t.

This book begins in that in-between. It’s not the prodigal’s moment of clarity in the pigsty, nor the triumphant party when the lost is found. It’s the road—dusty, uneven, occasionally hostile, mostly empty, always longer than you think. The walk back home is not cinematic. There are no slow-motion reunions, no orchestral swells, no tearful embraces with perfectly worded apologies. What there is, if you pay attention, is a persistent invitation. Grace, as it turns out, is less a fireworks show and more a stubborn, battered welcome mat. You see it and don’t trust it. You step on it anyway. It holds. The more times you drag your muddy shoes across it, the more you realize it’s not about how you come back but that you do.

Let’s get honest about why this walk hurts so much. Some of us left church because it broke us—through betrayal, boredom, hypocrisy, or the simple bone-deep exhaustion of trying to belong to a tribe that specializes in insider language and unspoken dress codes. Some of us left because life crumbled—divorce, addiction, failure, disappointment, or just the slow, choking drip of disillusionment. Maybe you drifted without ever meaning to, and the realization that you’re gone only hits after you’ve gone too far. The first steps back are full of misgivings, resentment, sometimes outright cynicism. If you’re lucky, you get the gift of holy anger—a refusal to swallow the party line, a desperate hope that God is bigger than your last church hurt.

But coming back is not the same as going backward. You are not returning to the scene of the crime. You’re not here to reclaim lost glory or make up for lost time. You’re here because grace is the only thing that survived the wreck. The point of the walk is not to erase the years you spent out in the cold but to acknowledge that those years made you, scarred as you may be. Grace does not demand amnesia. It demands honesty. If your story includes chapters you wish were unwritten, you are in the majority. If your theology has gaps, your worship feels hollow, your prayers sputter and die in your throat, congratulations—you’re in exactly the condition that grace is designed for. Clean slates are a myth. Nobody gets one. What God offers is a new sentence, written right in the margin of your worst page.

The walk back home, then, is not a march of the righteous but a stagger of the desperate. There is room for limp, for hesitation, for a glance over your shoulder at what you’re leaving behind. The church has always struggled with this. We’re good at welcome banners and “seeker-friendly” slogans, but we’re bad at sitting quietly with people who aren’t sure they want to be there. We want return to be immediate and obvious. God, on the other hand, is patient. He deals in slow-cooked restoration, not microwave religion. The God you meet on the road is not waving a stopwatch or a clipboard. He’s walking beside you, at your speed, waiting for you to notice that you’re not alone.

That is the secret nobody told me, and maybe nobody told you. The return isn’t lonely because God is far away. It’s lonely because you’re learning to recognize a voice that isn’t shouting. Grace is subtle. It rarely raises its voice. It doesn’t hound you with guilt or chase you down with ultimatums. It just keeps showing up, day after day, offering you the next small step. For the prodigal who thought they were coming home to a courtroom, it’s unsettling to find a living room. For the legalist who thought they could earn their way back by being model citizens, it’s disorienting to be handed a chair and told to rest.

Maybe you’re not sure you want to rest. Maybe rest feels like surrender. If so, welcome to the club. We are the ones who’d rather be useful than loved, who’d rather perform than receive, who want to earn our way back into God’s good graces and the church’s social directory. But grace doesn’t play that game. It doesn’t need you to clean up before you arrive, or offer an explanation for your absence, or manufacture tears at the altar. The only currency that matters is honesty. The only credential is need. You show up, bruised and skeptical, and grace hands you the next step.

That next step is rarely what you expect. Sometimes, it’s as mundane as sitting through a service where every song feels off-key and every sermon lands wrong. Sometimes, it’s the uncomfortable silence of prayer when you have no words, only weariness. Sometimes, it’s the small mercy of someone remembering your name, or the gut punch of someone else remembering your past. The walk back home is littered with reminders of why you left and why you’re here anyway. It’s possible to feel both at the same time. The tension is not a bug; it’s a feature.

This is the point at which many of us bail out. We want grace to be a moment—a bolt of lightning, a cathartic cry, a before-and-after story we can tell in three minutes or less. But grace is not a moment. It is motion. It is the ongoing, dogged, almost embarrassing refusal of God to let you settle for being “fixed.” Grace is the process, not just the pardon. It meets you in the wandering and walks with you through the return. It does not demand that you move faster than you’re able. It doesn’t chastise you for hesitation or punish you for wanting to keep your distance.

In fact, if you listen carefully, you’ll notice that grace does its best work in the pauses. The sacred awkwardness of re-entry. The unresolved tension of wanting to believe and not quite knowing how. The courage it takes to show up again and again, even when the welcome feels thin and your seat still smells like someone else’s perfume. God is not in a hurry, and neither is grace. The walk back home is measured not in speed but in steps. Each one is its own kind of miracle.

For some, this journey takes weeks. For others, it takes years. There is no set timeline, no universal template. The one thing that remains constant is the invitation
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