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He heals the broken-hearted

and

binds up their wounds.

Psalm 147:3


ONE

Loved by God on the Periphery

God Is Not an Elitist
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Now there was a famine in the land, and Abram went down to Egypt to live there for a while because the famine was severe. As he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai, “I know what a beautiful woman you are. When the Egyptians see you, they will say, ‘This is his wife.’ Then they will kill me but will let you live. Say you are my sister, so that I will be treated well for your sake and my life will be spared because of you.”

When Abram came to Egypt, the Egyptians saw that she was a very beautiful woman. And when Pharaoh’s officials saw her, they praised her to Pharaoh, and she was taken into his palace. He treated Abram well for her sake, and Abram acquired sheep and cattle, male and female donkeys, menservants and maidservants, and camels.

But the LORD inflicted serious diseases on Pharaoh and his household because of Abram’s wife Sarai. So Pharaoh summoned Abram. “What have you done to me?” he said. “Why didn’t you tell me she was your wife? Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her to be my wife? Now then, here is your wife. Take her and go!” Then Pharaoh gave orders about Abram to his men, and they sent him on his way, with his wife and everything he had. …

So Abram went up from Egypt to the Negev, with his wife and everything he had …

Genesis 12:10–20; 13:1

All of us know what it feels like to be on the periphery. My husband and I suddenly found ourselves on the “outside” after we had been profoundly rejected by our church. Though it happened many years ago, the painful memory still lingers.

The memory resurfaced when I was recently stopped at the traffic light in front of our former church. As I gazed at the beautiful, columned brick structure, with the spire pointing towards the cobalt blue sky above, I seemed to hear once again the faint echoes of applause in the sanctuary. It had been filled with people as my husband, Danny, was voted out of a strategic leadership position. His previous years of faithful service to the church — as chairman of the board of deacons, chairman of the men’s fellowship, and an adult Sunday school teacher — no longer seemed to matter. On that Sunday morning, during what was described as a “worship service,” our ears rang with the sound of rejection.

The congregation applauded as the vote was announced. Six hundred members against Danny to two hundred for him. The lopsided results left no room for doubt or discussion as to the desire of the church body. They wanted Danny out. Following the service, the five-minute walk to the parking lot seemed more like a five-mile trek through the wilderness. With my eyes blurred and my mind reeling from what we had just experienced, I held Danny’s hand as we numbly walked to the car. Bottom line, our impeachable offense was that we believed, lived by, and taught the Bible as the inerrant, inspired, authoritative Word of God. We were innocent casualties caught up in the political power struggles of a denomination that at the time was battling over this very issue.

We dearly loved the people in that church. We had served them faithfully and sacrificially for more than fifteen years. Our children had been born and baptized there. I will tell you very candidly that being rejected by that church hurt. And it hurts to this day. We were wounded.

Have you been wounded by God’s people too? Have you been made to feel that you were on the outside of God’s inner circle? Sometimes we agree with that rejection because we don’t think we are good enough for God, lovable enough for God, worthy enough to be on the inside anyway. Such thinking can be the result of having been mistreated in some way by those who call themselves by His name. Or the treatment confirms what we had thought anyway. Rejection, disapproval, or abuse by God’s people can be devastating because if you and I are not careful, we may confuse God’s people with God. And God’s people don’t always act like God’s people should.

The way you and I handle being rejected and wounded is critical. Our response can lead to healing … or to even more hurt.

I fully understand if you have been so hurt by God’s people that you have made the choice to walk away — not just from the church, not just from Christians, not just from those who call themselves by God’s name, but from God. I could have too. Instead, God found me — and loved me — on the periphery. Why? Because God is not an elitist. He associates not only with those who appear to be part of an inner circle, but with those who have been made to feel they are on the outside.

The Bible is full of stories about how God’s love is broad enough, deep enough, high enough, and long enough to draw in those who are treated as outsiders. Hagar’s story is a poignant one.

Hagar was one of the many young Egyptian women who served in Pharaoh’s palace. The Bible doesn’t tell us if she was born into slavery or if she had been forced into it for the payment of a debt or for some other reason. History gives us no details, but it’s safe to assume her life was not her own. She was a slave who lived at the whim of Pharaoh. It takes no imagination to assume that her status surely resulted in multiple wounds of one form or another.

One day, Pharaoh took a dazzlingly beautiful new wife. The entire palace buzzed with news about the exotic “princess” from a faraway land who had entered Egypt with her brother. The princess, Sarah, had been quickly scooped up by government officials as a sparkling addition to the king’s collection of wives .1

The king had been so enthralled by his new wife that he had showered her brother, Abraham, with gifts: “For her sake, … Abram acquired sheep and cattle, male and female donkeys, menservants and maidservants, and camels.”2 And that’s where Hagar’s life took a dramatic turn, through no choice of her own. She was plucked out of obscurity and placed onto the world stage of human history because she was one of the gifts Pharaoh gave in gratitude to Abraham.

But things were not as they seemed. Abraham wasn’t just Sarah’s half-brother; he was also her husband .3 And he had such a unique relationship with the living God that the way people treated Abraham and his family, God considered treatment of Himself .4 So when Sarah was placed into a dangerous, compromising position, vulnerable to being defiled by a pagan king, God intervened. To protect Sarah physically, as well as to guard her reputation, He struck everyone in the palace with serious diseases .5

Pharaoh connected the dots between the diseases, his new wife, her brother, and an angry God. The result was that Abraham’s deception was exposed. He was publicly rebuked by Pharaoh, then thrown out of Egypt along with Sarah and everything he had, which included Hagar .6

Hagar suddenly found herself uprooted from all she had ever known. She went from living in a luxurious palace — even if she had resided in the servants’ quarters — to living in animal-skin tents with a nomadic people whose language she didn’t understand, whose food was strange, whose clothes were relatively plain, and whose ways were foreign to her. Her status is possibly revealed by her placement in the list of gifts given to Abraham — below the sheep, cattle, and donkeys, and just above the camels. She seemed to be nothing more than the possession of a foreigner. Hagar was an outsider … an outsider to her familiar Egyptian culture now that she belonged to Abraham and Sarah, but also an outsider to Abraham’s household since she was an Egyptian. She was doubly outside, belonging nowhere.

Have you ever felt that you just didn’t belong anywhere? Maybe you’ve been displaced because of a natural disaster, or a divorce, or eviction from your home, or termination from your job. If you married into a different race, or nationality, or culture, or language, or economic strata, or educational level, you may suddenly have discovered you are now living your life on the periphery of your family or friends … or your spouse’s family and friends. As awkward and uncomfortable and lonely as that may be — as stunning as it can be to have your private world turned upside down in the blink of an eye — I’m not sure it’s the same pain as that of finding yourself on the outside of the church because you’ve been driven there by God’s people who have rejected you. Somehow, factoring God into the equation makes the rejection hurt worse.

As we continue our journey with Hagar, we will discover that her wounds increased to include those inflicted by God’s people. In her pain, she behaved badly and became a wounder. As a result, she was wounded even more deeply, caught up in a cycle of pain that enveloped those around her, including her own son. And so she ran to the far limits of the outside — she ran to the periphery.

But God loved Hagar. He loves those who just can’t take it anymore and who run away. In fact, the Bible is filled with stories of His love for those like Hagar. One such story is that of Rahab.

Rahab was a Canaanite prostitute. As such, she too was doubly outside. As a prostitute she lived life on the periphery of acceptable behavior, and as a Canaanite, she was outside of God’s people, the children of Israel. She was a very unlikely candidate for God’s attention, much less His redeeming love.

Her story is found in the Old Testament book of Joshua .7 And it doesn’t take much imagination to conclude that Rahab had been used and abused by others. In fact, her culture glamorized abuse, idolized immorality, and literally worshiped wickedness and evil. Human sacrifice and sex orgies were part of their religious expression. No thought was given to the feelings of victims or the consequences of indulging in animalistic desires.

Rahab was undoubtedly trapped in a life she did not want. She couldn’t go back — there was no way to untangle years of sin and trauma in an effort to take up the life she had before she was a prostitute. She couldn’t go forward because her future held no hope. Who would care enough to help a prostitute? And besides, everyone in her life was a Canaanite. She knew of no one who thought differently, lived differently, or felt differently. All she could do was survive one day at a time, trying to stifle the pain from wounds both old and new. She was trapped in a life of sexual degradation and humiliation. Inside, she must have been filled with silent screams to any god who was out there who was real and could save her.

Little did Rahab know that there was, indeed, a God who was real and who had heard her inaudible cries. In the omniscient sovereignty of God, Rahab’s longing for salvation and freedom coincided with a momentous occasion in divine history. After forty years of wandering, the entire nation of Israel, numbering several million people, was at last poised to enter the Promised Land. Soon, the Israelites would possess the land God had promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The only thing blocking their progress was Jericho, a seemingly impregnable enemy fortress and the city in which Rahab lived.

The residents within Jericho’s fortified walls had heard of the God of Israel — how He had decimated Egypt with a series of plagues and then destroyed the world-class Egyptian army in an unparalleled act of supernatural power. And they knew about other miracles as well: How God had led them through the wilderness for forty years with a cloud to protect them from the heat of the day and a fiery pillar to provide light and heat during the night; how He had quenched their thirst by giving them water from a rock; how He had fed them every morning with bread that appeared on the ground and every evening with quail that flew into their encampment; how He had given the Israelites victory over enemies who tried to thwart their progress. Oh, yes! The Canaanites living in Jericho, including Rahab, had heard of the God of Israel .8 So when they awoke one morning to find that they were in Israel’s crosshairs, their hearts melted and everyone’s courage failed .9 Their fear must have then intensified into near paralysis when instead of immediately attacking, the Israelites simply set up camp outside the city walls and waited … for what?

The Bible tells us that Joshua, the commander of the Israelites, used that waiting time to send spies into Jericho. He must have wanted answers to a whole host of logistical questions: Is there more than one wall? How thick are the walls? How many gates are there in the walls? How many armed men are prepared to defend the city? But as the story unfolds, we know that the military assessment proved unnecessary. God had an entirely different idea about how to bring down the enemy fortress — and it had nothing to do with military strategy, the number of enemy soldiers, the access or the egress.

Could it be that God put the entire Israelite advance on hold because He had heard the cry of one person? A Canaanite, not an Israelite? The cry of a woman, not a man? The cry of a prostitute, not a noble woman? Though she lived on the periphery of God’s people and was unquestionably an outsider, Rahab nevertheless had eyes to see, ears to hear, a heart to hope, and a will to throw herself on God’s mercy. Could it be that God, in answer to Rahab’s cry, postponed Israel’s advance into the Promised Land for several days in order to save just one person?

When Israel’s spies surfaced in Rahab’s brothel seeking information, it became obvious that she had been on a spiritual quest and arrived at an inescapable conclusion: Israel’s God is the one true God .10 So she boldly put out a very small tendril of faith, wrapping it around the character of the God about whom she had heard. Summoning her courage and knowing this was her only chance for deliverance, she seized the opportunity to make a deal with the spies: she would spare their lives if they would save hers. Her desire was to belong to the God of Israel. I wonder if she held her breath as she waited for their answer. If so, she didn’t have to hold it for long. They agreed! Their words were surely heaven’s answer to her heart’s cry. If she would hide them and then help them escape the city, they would see to it that she and all in her house were saved when Jericho was destroyed.

Approximately three weeks later, the Israelites broke camp and advanced. When the walls of Jericho fell in a terrifying mushroom cloud of dust and debris, only one section remained standing. Perched on the top of that section was Rahab’s house, marked by a scarlet cord dangling from her window to identify her location to the invading Israelite army. She had kept her part of the deal. As she gazed out at the destruction from her precarious position, she must have had a moment of sheer panic. Would the spies keep their part of the deal? Would their God really care about one Canaanite prostitute?

I can only imagine Rahab’s terror as she felt the earthquake-like tremor when the walls collapsed and she was surrounded by all the terrifying sounds of battle — clashing weapons and the cries of those in the city being put to death, the rebel-like yell of Israelite soldiers as they advanced on the now exposed city, and then the sound of soldiers’ feet pounding up her steps. Her door must have suddenly burst open, and Israelites covered with dust shouted, “Rahab, you’re saved! The God of Israel has commanded us to save you and all that are in your house!”11 Then Rahab knew for certain — God is real! And merciful! And He truly does love those who are on the periphery.

Like Rahab, I wonder if you’ve been considered an outsider … on the periphery … for a long time. Perhaps generations of your family have lived separated from the one living God — separated from truth, real goodness, righteousness, and holiness. Wounding can actually be a byproduct of our culture’s creed …

Don’t get mad, get even.

Don’t let anyone walk over you.

Insist on your rights.

Assert yourself.

Whatever feels right is right.

If it works, do it.

Successful people don’t fail. 

More money means more happiness.

Tell people what they want to hear; never mind the truth.

Grab all the gusto you can.

If you don’t put your interests first, who will?

Because you’ve been raised in this culture, have these misguided values trapped you in a fortress-like environment that is suffocating your spirit? Like Rahab, do you feel you are hopelessly stuck behind walls and walls of sin that impact …

your memories and your marriage,

your children and your career,

your lifestyle and your outlook,

your culture and your choices,

your environment and your entertainment,

your attitude and your ambition,

your reactions and your reasoning …

Sin that’s like a powerful Canaanite fortress from which you can’t escape? Sin that has separated you from God and placed you on the outside.

As you read this, if your own heart has been quickened with longing for a different way of life, a longing to be set free, for true salvation from sin, then I invite you to cry out to the God of Rahab. He is the same today as He was in her day. He has ears to hear the heartfelt cry of one person, no matter who you are or where you are or how long you have been there. Use the words of the following prayer if you need help articulating your cry.

Dear God,

I’m living in my own version of Jericho—I feel trapped in a life and culture of sinful thoughts, actions, and patterns. My spirit is suffocating. I’ve been wounded so deeply and so continuously that I don’t know what it’s like to live without feeling pain every moment of every day. Please save me. Deliver me. I’m so very tired of hurting.

I confess that some of my wounds are self-inflicted. Others have come as the consequence of how I have wounded others. I’m a sinner—it’s who I am and what I do.12 I sin. And I know I’m separated from You. I’m trapped behind thick walls that have been built up over weeks, months, years, decades, generations, and these walls are barriers between You and me.

Please break down the walls and forgive me of my sin. Save me. Deliver me. Set me free. I want to be Yours.

I believe Jesus is Your Son. You sent Him into my Jericho to make a way for me to be saved. I believe He died to set me free. Right now, would You forgive me of all of my sin for His sake?13 I believe that Jesus rose from the dead to give me life. Please give me the freedom of eternal life, which I know will be a heavenly home when I die.14 But I also know that it’s a personal relationship with You right now.15

I choose to leave Jericho and my old way of living. I invite You to come into my life.16 Like the Israelites of old, I will follow You wherever You lead.17

Amen.

 

Listen quietly with the ears of your heart. Can you hear the sound of His feet rushing up the stairs into your life … You’re saved! The God of Rahab has commanded Me to save you.18


TWO

Life Is Hard

Everyone Is Wounded
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Abram had become very wealthy in livestock and in silver and gold.

From the Negev he went from place to place until he came to Bethel, to the place between Bethel and Ai where his tent had been earlier and where he had first built an altar. There Abram called on the name of the LORD.

Now Lot, who was moving about with Abram, also had flocks and herds and tents. But the land could not support them while they stayed together, for their possessions were so great that they were not able to stay together. And quarreling arose between Abram’s herdsmen and the herdsmen of Lot. The Canaanites and Perizzites were also living in the land at that time.

So Abram said to Lot, “Let’s not have any quarreling between you and me, or between your herdsmen and mine, for we are brothers. Is not the whole land before you? Let’s part company. If you go to the left, I’ll go to the right; if you go to the right, I’ll go to the left.”

Lot looked up and saw that the whole plain of the Jordan was well watered, like the garden of the LORD, like the land of Egypt, toward Zoar. (This was before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.) So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan and set out toward the east. The two men parted company. …

The LORD said to Abram after Lot had parted from him, “Lift up your eyes from where you are and look north and south, east and west. All the land that you see I will give to you and your offspring forever. I will make your offspring like the dust of the earth, so that if anyone could count the dust, then your offspring could be counted. Go, walk through the length and breadth of the land, for I am giving it to you.”

So Abram moved his tents and went to live near the great trees of Mamre at Hebron, where he built an altar to the LORD.

Genesis 13:2–11, 14–18

When do wounds begin? Who can remember the first one? And who can claim a life without them?

Among my earliest memories of being wounded is an experience I had in grade school. My fifth-grade teacher was a retired Presbyterian missionary. She was what my younger sister and I described at the time as an “old maid.” She looked like she came from central casting — gray hair pulled back in a tight bun, granite-like face seamed with wrinkles and carved into a disapproving frown, mouth tightened in a constant grimace, sharp eyes that missed nothing — and she did not like me. Her stern demeanor, our dark classroom, and lessons that seemed to drag on forever were a deadly combination for an energetic child. So from time to time, a deep and spontaneous sigh escaped from my lips. She glaringly told me one afternoon in no uncertain terms that if I sighed one more time in class, she would slap my face! I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and, believe you me, silently. My mother never understood why it was so hard for me to view missionaries as she did, as the aristocracy of heaven. If that were actually true, I surmised, I’d be very happy to remain a peasant.

As I remember my own childhood, it’s sobering to contemplate the impact that a stern, unattractive, unloving, unkind adult can have on a child. Especially if that person is also considered to be a mature Christian. Had my fifth-grade teacher’s demeanor and actions not been more than offset by my own deeply spiritual mother, whose beauty, wit, grace, and compassion were so charming, I’m sure I would never have had such a strong desire to be a mature Christian myself.

But the first time I remember being more seriously wounded by those who called themselves Christians was in ninth grade. My parents had sent me off to a Christian boarding school where my older sister was also in attendance. While my sister was practically a poster child for the school, seated at the head table during meal times and introduced to any and every visiting dignitary, I was shuffled to the periphery. I was criticized and yelled at for no reason that I was aware of. When I developed a close friendship with another student as a buffer to the mistreatment, the headmistress actually accused me of having homosexual tendencies. I didn’t even know what a homosexual was. I remember looking up the word in the dictionary and still not comprehending what it meant or how it could possibly apply to me. But one thing was clear. I was definitely on the outside of any inner circle. Within three months, I had been reprimanded for talking back to the headmistress, made something of a reputation for myself as a rebel, and landed in the infirmary with a persistent illness. And I learned the hard way that wounds inflicted on us, even if they are only wounds resulting from the laceration of words, can make us physically ill. My mother removed me from the school for several months so I could recover at home, but then sent me back to finish out the year. At the end of that first school year, I was transferred from the boarding school to the public high school in our mountain county in Western North Carolina, where I thrived.

A couple of years later, I became interested in fashion modeling, and my mother helped arrange some low-key but fun jobs for me in nearby Asheville. As a result, I began wearing makeup, bleached my hair, and one Sunday morning had the audacity to wear a man’s hat, such as I had seen on a Vogue model, to the little Presbyterian church we were members of in Montreat. I can still remember sitting in the fourth row of the church with my mother and siblings, waiting for the service to begin. I watched as a distinguished elderly lady rose from her seat, walked stiffly over to my mother, and with a stern look pronounced judgment on me — and on my mother for allowing me to wear a man’s hat, especially to church. “And, by the way,” she added, “I’ve been meaning to speak to you, Ruth, about the way you’ve allowed Anne to bleach her hair and wear makeup like that.” My mother smiled, thanked the lady for her advice, then winked at me and told me I looked beautiful. Unique, but beautiful.

This seemingly small wound that took place in church was the first of a series of others that I endure to this day. Wounds inflicted when those within the church have pronounced judgment on me, not for the way I look, but for the way I speak … and where I speak … and to whom I speak.

These are just a few of my earliest experiences of feeling hurt and alienated by God’s people. They may seem mild all these years later, but I remember them keenly because of how much they hurt at the time — and because they were the first of many such experiences to come. I will share more stories as the book unfolds. But through all of these painful situations, God, in His infinite grace, helped me to distinguish between His people and Himself. With each hurtful experience, I was confronted with a choice: Would I reject Him because I was rejected by them? Rather than rehash the decision every time I was rejected, I decided years ago that once and for all I was committed to live my life for God, regardless of the way He was represented by others. In other words, other people’s treatment of me would in no way affect my relationship with Him, unless it was to drive me closer to Him … to strengthen my faith in Him … to intensify my pursuit of knowing Him as He is and not for the tarnished image of Him that His people sometimes reflect. It was a decision that has proven valuable. Because as protected and prayed for as my family is and has been, without going into detail I can tell you that there have been wounds on top of wounds. Betrayal, adultery, rape, drunkenness, theft, drug addiction, lying, and other acts of the sinful nature have manifested themselves in my extended family .1 Actions motivated by jealousy, ambition, pride, lust, and greed — just plain old sin — have resulted in wounds that have inflicted untold damage on the wounded. Does that surprise you? That a preacher’s extended family not only includes deeply wounded people, but also includes wounders? Yet it does. Which is one reason I know that God’s love heals. He can redeem the wounded. And forgive the wounders.

When we think about it, why should my family be exempt from wounds anyway? The Bible says that all have sinned — that the heart of man is desperately wicked — and we live in a fallen world .2 I dare to say that all families carry wounds inflicted by each other to a greater or lesser degree. Family life can be hard.

And “family” life was increasingly hard for Hagar. As a slave, wounds were woven into the very fabric of her existence. When she left Egypt, as devastating as this could have been for a young girl, I wonder if she may at first actually have viewed it as an adventure! She may have been filled with excitement as she anticipated exploring beyond the palace walls and Egypt’s borders. She may have been thrilled to escape the authority of the palace officials and Pharaoh himself, and eager to serve Sarah, the breathtakingly beautiful princess. Perhaps to Hagar this seemed like the great escape from her wounded life that she had dreamt of but never thought she would actually experience.

Reflecting back on the early years of our lives, I expect most of us tended to view the world with bright, eager eyes. We were filled with the anticipation of adventure and discovery. The possibilities seemed limitless to our young imaginations and dreams. But then reality set in.

When did real life hit you? Our dreams can die when we find ourselves, like Hagar, with the odds stacked against us — perhaps because of a dysfunctional family, an absentee parent, a sibling who tormented us
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