“I've been blessed to see how Julie’s teaching can unhitch a church and family
from the crazy train. And I’'m so thankful that many more will be challenged
and encouraged by this wonderful book.” —Collin Hansen, editorial director
of The Gospel Coalition and author of Blind Spots: Becoming a Courageous,

Compassionate, and Commissioned Church

“In Unhitching from the Crazy Train, Julie Sparkman invites us to experience a
meal of pure gospel with a garnishing of beautiful humor that causes us to lean in
and laugh. The result is that we experience more of our Savior in everyday life and
learn how to trust Him for the rest He promises as we walk with Him. We have
been immeasurably blessed by Julie’s teaching and have shared it with hundreds
of others who have used it to unhitch from an orphan mentality and live in the

freedom of belief” —Susan and Newt Crenshaw, president of Young Life

“Unhitching from the Crazy Train is an enlightening, encouraging resource for
examining what we rely on and helping us place our trust in Christ. This book has
helped me and many | know to jump off that crazy train . .. or to never hop on in
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the first place!” —Lauren Hansen, deacon of women’s ministry,

Redeemer Community Church, Birmingham, AL

“Unhitching from the Crazy Train is a book about being, not doing. It is an
invitation to embrace the gospel in a lived out kind of way rather than simply a
talked about kind of way. It is written in a conversational manner, but there is
such depth to every single sentence. By prayerfully and practically engaging in
this book you can become more grace-filled and gospel-centered through the
refinement of your soul in Jesus Christ.” —Kristen Torres, minister of spiritual

development, Dawson Memorial Baptist Church, Birmingham, AL



“If you’re clinging to the crazy train, determined that your performance as a
parent, a spouse, or a Christian is going to get you to the good life, this wise book
is an invitation to disembark. Chapter by chapter, you'll inhale the sweet aroma
of an ancient invitation, ‘Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden,
and | will give you rest’ (Matthew 11:28).” —Ray Cortese, pastor, Seven Rivers

Presbyterian Church, Lacanto, FL

“Unhitching from the Crazy Train is for those looking for a deeper walk with Jesus
and longing to invite Him into the broken places of your life. It is for those who
are at a place where you realize grace won’t fix you in this life but is simply the

power of Christ that enables broken people with broken lives in this broken world

to experience substantial healing and progress. Honest, authentic, at times even
raw, this book is biblical, grace-centered, and filled with hope in Christ . . . for you
and for me.” —Bob Flayhart, founding and senior pastor,

Oak Mountain Presbyterian Church, Birmingham, AL

“The teaching and studies by Julie Sparkman have been a blessing to the women
of our church and are a staple of our women'’s Bible study curriculum. It was a
delight to read Unhitching from the Crazy Train now in book form! This book
provides biblical truths, insights, and tools that help guide our thinking as we
learn to come to Jesus, resting in Him.” —Karen Pourcho, director of women’s

ministry, College Park Church, Indianapolis, IN

“Jennifer and Julie understand and communicate clearly how the gospel is utterly
practical, not just for our eternal salvation but for the daily sanctification that
takes place in our messy kitchens, the aisles of Walmart, and bumper-to-bumper
traffic. This teaching will challenge, inspire, convict, and encourage readers. | am
certain God will use this book to teach believers how to hear, follow, and find
rest in Jesus above the roar of the crazy train.” —Anna Meade Harris, Rooted
blog parent editor, preministerial scholars coordinator at Samford University
(Birmingham, AL), and author of Fresh Faith: Topical Devotions and

Scripture-Based Prayers for College Students
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When | was ten years old, | found out my hero—the great Larnelle
Harris—was going to do a concert at our church. | loved Larnelle.
His music stirred my young, little soul. | often cried real tears when
| listened to his ballad, “I Miss My Time with You,” and he brought
a good old-fashioned gospel revival to my heart every time | heard
him sing “Amen.” So when | heard he was coming to town, my first
thought was obviously, When will | get my phone call from Larnelle
asking me to sing Sandi Patty’s part in “I've Just Seen Jesus”?
Surely he would ask me. | may have only been in fifth grade, but |
thought, Our music minister has heard me sing. I'm sure he’ll pass
on my name and number. It's only a matter of time.

| am not exaggerating. | really thought he would call. Or, you
know, one of his people would call. | had to wait 28 long years to
get a phone call from my hero but it was no longer Larnelle; it was
Julie Sparkman.

A friend introduced me to some material from Julie’s study,
Idol Addiction, when | was in the middle of an immigration crisis
with my adopted little girl. | was so encouraged by the truth in her
words that | did the full study twice with women in my church and
then followed it up with another one of her lecture series, Unhitch-
ing from the Crazy Train. To say | was a Julie fan was an understate-
ment. | had never heard the gospel so clearly explained; | had never
felt my heart so exposed, yet so loved and free, as when | listened

to those two studies. | quoted her all the time and used her flow
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charts on my kids, because what child does not want his emotions
and behaviors plotted on a whiteboard at the dinner table? Need-
less to say, God was using the gospel truths in Julie’s material to
radically change my family and my relationships.

Imagine my surprise when | awoke one morning to an email
from Julie herself. She began with these words: “When | read what
you write, | feel like you write the way | would write if | could write.”

Pardon me? She reads what | write? At the time, | had pub-
lished one book, Bringing Lucy Home, and had only been blogging
consistently for a few years. She reads my stuff?? Stop the press.
Julie went on:

“I would like to turn my lecture series, Unhitching from the Crazy
Train, into a book. Would you be interested in doing that with me?”

Would | be interested in doing that with her? Are you kidding
me? | was ten years old again, and the great Larnelle had called
and invited me to join him on stage. | couldn’t believe it. We got to
work right away on a book proposal and were thrilled when it was
quickly approved. | jumped straight into the manuscript full throttle.
Julie had entrusted her work to me, and you'd better believe | was
going to make her proud. | wrote and | wrote and | wrote, fingers
flying across the keyboard, convinced my words would be the
answer to Julie's prayers. She was going to be so thankful for me.
So proud of me. | just knew it.

What do you get when you take someone whose intangible
idols are approval and success and throw them into a writing proj-
ect with their living, breathing idol, whose work has changed their
life? The perfect storm of insecurity.

You are going to read a lot in this book about pictures—pic-
tures of how you want life to be, of how you look to people and
circumstances to fulfill you. | had a picture, all right. | had a picture

of me writing the most stunning adaptation of Unhitching from
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the Crazy Train, sending it to Julie chapter by chapter, and her
responding with all caps and exclamation points, “THIS IS AMAZ-

That's not quite what happened. Instead, | sent her content |
thought was Pulitzer-Prize worthy, and she wasn't sure about it. She
had questions. She wanted parts written again.

Say what?

You need to know that | am a wee bit of an overachiever. In
high school, it wasn’t enough to get an A; | had to get 100 per-
cent—and really, higher than 100 percent, what with honors classes
being weighted and all. My standard for myself (when it comes
to things | believe I'm good at, not things like baking or Pinterest
crafts) is to knock it out of the park the very first time. There is no
room for error. My expectation is that | will do a bang-up job, and
| will then accept my trophy, thank you very much. So when one of
the people | respect the most—the one whose teaching had lit-
erally transformed the way | think about my relationship with God
and others, the one | desperately wanted to please—didn’t think |
nailed it on the first try, | was devastated.

What? Does this mean no trophy?

As | was writing a book about unhitching from the crazy train, |
was hitching myself to Julie’s approval with every chapter sent and
every email and phone call | received in return. Even though my
messages were peppy and confident—"Here's chapter 4! Woo hool!

1

Let me know what you think!"—between the lines | was pleading,
“Please tell me you love it. Please. Please validate my worth with
your response.”

| have never felt as exposed as | felt while working on this
project. Every fear, every insecurity, was forced to the surface with
nowhere to hide. In a case of life imitating art, | realized my emo-

tional stability was tied to Julie’s stamp of approval. As | typed

Unhitching from the Crazy Train
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about how we are suffocated by our efforts to get life from sources
other than Christ, | was confronted with how | had been drinking
from the broken cistern of the applause of people. As | described
the freedom offered in the gospel, | pled, “Jesus, free me! | don’t
want to be a slave anymore to my pictures of approval and praise.”
As | wrote truths of God’s provision and righteousness, | said, “Yes,
Lord. That's right. My righteousness does not rest in my success. |
have nothing to prove. You are enough.”

This book was not written from a place of self-sufficiency, as in,

“Here's what you needy people need to know about how to do this
Christian thing well.” It was written from a place of desperation, my
idols staring me square in the face, asking, “Who are you going to
worship?” As | sat under Julie’s teaching once again, this time as
coauthor, | begged God to give me the courage to walk away from
those broken cisterns and allow His freedom, stability, and rest to
breathe life into my anxious soul.

Writing this book with Julie has been one of the greatest privi-
leges of my life but not for the reasons | first thought. What started
out as an ego boost because my hero thought | was a good enough
writer to entrust me with her material turned into a yearlong process
of false gods being revealed and stripped away. Every chapter was
an opportunity for God to ask me again, “Where do you place your
hope, Jennifer? Is it in My righteousness or your reputation? Are you
going to rest in Me?” By walking through these questions with Julie
by my side, as my friend, | learned more about God's tender grace
and precious provision than | could have ever anticipated.

We got there in the end. As Julie and | persevered through
honesty, with a commitment to calling out the best in each other
while wrapped in the safety of the gospel, a synergy emerged,
producing a quality of material better than either of us could have

done on our own. We experienced firsthand that when you are

Preface



free from the burdens of expectations and approval, you're free to
be the very best version of yourself—who you were created to be,
doing what you were created to do.

As you read these chapters and wade into the scary waters of
vulnerability, know that both authors waded through them to write
it. Have courage, dear friend. Your Savior holds your hand, and His
eyes are kind. | pray the refinement and freedom | experienced in
the writing process will be your story as you engage with Christ's

tender, costly invitation throughout these pages: “Come.”
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INTRODUCTION

What This Book Is Not

| have a confession to make. I'm afraid the title of this book has
misled you, and you're going to resent me for it.

It's an understandable mistake. If | were you and did not know me,
| could easily pick up a book called Unhitching from the Crazy Train,
hear the angels sing as heavenly light glistens off the cover, and
shout, “Eureka! I've found it! Here lie the answers I've been look-
ing for! | might as well be a conductor on the crazy train, and this
woman is going to help me get off by telling me how to organize
my chaotic life. Praise the Lord! I'll take 18 copies, please.”

Oh, dear.

If you knew me at all, you would know that | am neither orga-
nized nor efficient, so | can’t really help you make behavior charts or
color-coded calendars. If you bought this book with the hope that |
would turn you into a better version of yourself by the end of eight
chapters, you might want to return it. | hope you don't.

Honestly, even if | did have great organizational skills, |
wouldn’t write a book about them. Enough people have written
those kinds of books and written them well. No, | wouldn't write a
book about how to achieve a life balance so that you can do better,
feel better, or act better because | don't think the chaos of life is
actually what is making you crazy. | think the problem goes deeper

than that.
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The truth is, you had a picture in your mind of how you thought
life would turn out. This picture is made up of lots of components—
your job, your marriage, your children—everything you hope life to
be, including your own performance. Sometimes life matches your
picture. But more often than not, reality does not match what you
hope it to be. So, you work harder; you strategize, demand, and
control, frantically grasping at the wind in order to achieve your
picture, and you are exhausted.

You are officially hitched to the crazy train. Your mood and out-
look are connected to the picture in your head. When life closely
resembles your picture, you feel happy and energized. But when
reality veers away from that desired picture, it carries your emo-
tional, spiritual, and sometimes even your physical stability along
with it. You become preoccupied with corralling everyone and
everything into your picture of how things should be.

What makes this response crazy is the fact that even as you
are engaging in these exhausting efforts, you know they are futile.
Think of the speed and size of an actual train. Would you ever try
to stop a train with your bare hands? Would you attempt to corral
it onto a different track? Of course not. In the same way, we cannot
force people and circumstances into our desired picture. But we
keep trying, don’t we? And that's just plain crazy.

We may not be able to make life and people cooperate so
that our picture comes true, but we can choose not to hitch to our
picture. We can remain stable and grounded even while we are
profoundly disappointed.

More than a self-help plan, this book is an invitation to unhitch
from the crazy train. As Christians, we are called to a way of life
characterized by sanity, stability, and rest, even though life may
not have turned out how we pictured it to be. This invitation will

sometimes feel painful. We will peer into some vulnerable places,
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touching wounds that are still raw with Don't be afraid of
disappointment. Your true theology might ..
PP 9 M9 what the Spirit may

be revealed, the one you really live by,
and it may be different from the one you reveal; your Father
talk about on Sunday mornings or try to knows you, loves you,
teach your children. You may discover that 554 js fOfyOU.
although you say you know the truth, it has

not set you free in the day-to-day chal-

lenges of life. Facing this gap between what you know and how
you live is essential if you are ever going to understand why you
continue to be emotionally controlled by people and circumstances
rather than resting in what Christ has done for you.

As these tender places of your heart are exposed, keep in mind
that the transformation you long for is no more your responsibility
than your God-given righteousness is. You did not save yourself, and
apart from the Spirit's work, you are incapable of changing yourself.
You can, however, choose to present your heart and mind before
God, asking Him to reveal your unbelief, remind you of what is true,
and align your heart with His Word. Don’t be afraid of what the Spirit
may reveal; your Father knows you, loves you, and is for you.

Think of yourself as the buyer of a house. When we were selling
our first home, the worst part of the process was inspection day. |
cleaned, patched, and painted any possible defect that the inspec-
tor might look at a little too closely. | feared the exposure of costly
repairs we would be responsible to fix, lest we lose our contract.
When the inspector arrived, | was sweating bullets. The only feed-
back | wanted to hear was, “Well, haven't you decorated this place
nicely? I'm sure this won't take me long at all. I'll breeze on through
and then be on my way.”

When the buyer arrived, his perspective was completely

different. He approached inspection day with a keen interest in
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everything the inspector discovered. He wanted to hear everything
the inspector had to say. “What are you looking at over there? Can
| see too? What do you think needs to be done?”

What is the difference between me as the seller and the buyer
of my home? Why was | afraid and the buyer curious? Because |
knew that whatever was exposed, | was responsible to fix; | would
have to come up with the resources to make it right. On the other
hand, the buyer wanted everything exposed because he wanted to
move into a fully functioning home, and he knew someone else was
responsible for the money and labor required to make that happen.
He knew that even though the repairs might cause a mess in the
meantime, the end result would be worth it.

As we journey together to uncover the areas of unbelief in
your life, the places where you are trusting in your picture of how
life should be instead of in Jesus, | want you to see yourself as the
buyer. No matter what is exposed in your soul by the Holy Spirit,
God already knows about it. He knows all about your secret vul-
nerabilities, and He has already begun the process of transforma-
tion—a soul renovation that has been paid in full. Allow yourself to
be curious in anticipation of what He is up to.

You may feel skeptical right now. You may be thinking, How
can one book evoke this kind of change? You have no idea the
things I've already tried, and they just haven’t worked. It's a tall
order, | know. Truthfully, change will not happen as you simply read
these chapters. Insight? Yes. But insight, in and of itself, does not
lead to change. Insight combined with the Spirit, however, leads to
repentance, and repentance leads to lasting change.

| have a couple of tips to help get this material from your head
to your heart. First of all, process the ideas | share in this book with
someone else you love and trust. Learning rarely happens apart from

community, so talk to someone about what God is teaching you
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through the truths in these pages. Tell that person how to pray for
you as you are confronted with the parts of yourself you'd rather not
see; ask that friend to encourage you as you're asked to surrender
control and you feel vulnerable and exposed. Enlist friends to pray
protection over whatever God is seeking to do in your life so that
you don’t become distracted, discouraged, or confused.

Second, complete the process questions at the end of each
chapter. | often tell my clients that the majority of the work of
transformation is not done in my office. In each counseling session,
| essentially pack a backpack for them and then instruct them to
go home, dump out the backpack, and process with God whatever
they heard during our time together. In the same way, it's import-
ant for you to know that the words within these pages are not the
answer. | am not the answer giver. | am merely a small conduit that
God is using to access and change your heart. The process ques-
tions are essential. Do not skip the process questions because that's
where the real work will happen between you and the Lord.

There is much work to do. It is work to get before God and
hear Him. It can be relatively easy to do a Bible study; it is work to
engage God.

The posture with which you approach the process questions
is critical. It is crucial you come to the Father with a heart that is
ready to receive. Your job is to show up, eager to learn; His job is to
change your heart.

My prayer is that when you reach the end of this book, you
will be disrupted. Scary word, | know, but hang in there. When we
arrive at points in our lives, big or small, when our reality does not
match the picture we had hoped for, it is a true coming of age in
our faith. Our response to disappointment provides a window into
our soul, and we must be brave enough to peer through the glass.

We honor God when we engage Him in our pain and confusion.
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Ask Him the questions you thought you never should. In raw hon-
esty, process with Him what you discover. If you don’t understand
aspects of the message in this book, ask Him to make them clear
for you. Trust in Jesus, who will give you eyes to see, but do the
work to position yourself to understand.

My aim is not to give you more information but to help you use
what you may already know. As a counselor in the Bible Belt, | see
many Christians who have been in church for decades. They know
how to share the gospel, yet they do not know how to apply that
same gospel to their everyday lives. They remain enslaved to the
burden of attempting to make life work by trying harder. I'm afraid
freedom is scarce in the evangelical world today. Don’t let this be
the case with you. Don't settle for knowing the lingo of the family
but never really feeling a part. Press in; be honest before the Father.
Ask Him for what you most deeply desire: freedom that can only
come from Him.

The journey to freedom is a slow one, I'm afraid. The truths you
must embrace to get there are more like an antibiotic than a steroid
shot. A steroid shot is fast acting. You feel its effects almost imme-
diately after you take it. We want the gospel to be this way, don't
we? We want to meditate on it and instantly feel better. Sometimes
that happens, but more often than not, the gospel works like an
antibiotic. An antibiotic is taken in faith because you don't feel well
right away; it takes a few days. But you keep taking it because you
trust the doctor who said the medicine is healing you, even though
you cannot see or feel progress.

Trust the Great Physician who says, “If you are in My Word, if
you are seeking My face, change is happening inside your heart. |
promise. Keep meeting with Me, keep listening to Me, and eventu-
ally, you'll see transformation.” John 14:26 says, “But the Advocate,

the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach
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you all things and will remind you of everything | have said to you.”
What a relief! Jesus will teach you, and the Spirit will remind you of
what He has taught. Accept these promises by faith.

If you stick with me these next eight chapters, you won't get
your ten-step plan toward a better you. You won't walk away with
a new life-management system. You will be disrupted and flipped
upside-down. You may feel more disheveled than ever. But you
could, perhaps, embrace sweet freedom for the very first time. You
might possibly experience the gospel breathing new life into your

weary soul.

Come to me, all you who are weary
and burdened, and | will give you rest.
Take my yoke upon you and learn from me,
for | am gentle and humble in heart,

and you will find rest for your souls.
—Matthew 11:28-29
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Are You Done Yet?

entered the waiting room of our counseling offices to greet my

new clients, Joe and Jill. As she stood, Jill lifted a full-length,

framed photo of her family. | couldnt help but notice how
happy the family in the photo looked. From the picture smiled
three good-looking kids, arms around each other, along with their
very much still-in-love mom and dad, all standing together in front
of a lovely home. Joe brought along an equally large framed image.
His portrait included himself surrounded by his adoring family
and proud work colleagues who were all beaming at him as he
accepted a fancy plaque bearing the words, “Atta boy, Joe.”

Though it was a tight fit, we all managed to cram into my coun-
seling room. | began our session as | usually do.

“So, how can | help you?”

Jill looked quickly to Joe, who motioned for her to begin.

“| just don't understand how we got to this place. | really
thought we both wanted the same thing, but it's obvious to me that
I'm really the only one who wants to see our family and marriage
flourish. | work myself to the bone for this family with little to no
help from anyone. | certainly don't think | ask for much, but all | get
are kids who don’t want to be with me or each other and a husband
who tells me | should stop nagging and be thankful for all he has
given to our family. All | am trying to do is help everyone be more

of who they can be! Is that so terrible?”
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Letting go of the At this point, Joe craned his neck
familiar is hard, but ~ around his picture frame, attempting to

enter the conversation.

“Yeah, Jill. That's right. Nothing and no

results do not lie.

one is ever good enough. No matter what |
try to do for you, it will never be enough!”

This was obviously a well-worn path of conversation between
the two. They both turned to me with the unspoken question, “Can
you tell him/her what he/she needs to do to conform to my picture?
Oh, | know it's partly my fault too, so can you tell me how | can
more effectively help him/her conform to my picture?”

| don't care what counselors tell you about the beauty of a
profession that enables you to help others. If we're honest, there
are moments when we wonder if it's not too late to sign up for night
school and become a plumber.

| have spent thousands of hours listening to stories similar to
the fictional account above—stories told by disillusioned folks who
have pictures in their minds of the ways they hoped life would be,
but are living in a reality far from those desires. They bring with
them a long history of fighting their reality using the same tech-
niques over and over, with little to no success. Even though they
know those methods aren’t working, they are not ready to release
them. | get that. Letting go of the familiar is hard, but results do
not lie. After clients share how they have coped with their disap-
pointments by attempting to corral and control people and cir-
cumstances into their desired outcome, | often ask, “How has that
been working for you?” | don’t ask that question sarcastically, even
though the answer may be obvious. | ask because in order to be
open to a new path toward change, we must be willing to name

what is not working.
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| would like to ask the same question to you, but instead
of hearing my voice, | want you to hear the gentle voice of your
Heavenly Father whispering to your weary heart, “How’s that been
working for you? Are you done yet? Are you?”

“"Done with what?” you may ask. Done with believing that if
you try harder, you can have that beautiful picture. Oh, | know—we
all think we have outgrown the futility of trying to make life work
our way. We scoff at quotes like this one attributed to Ralph Waldo
Emerson: “Once you make a decision, the universe conspires to
make it happen.”

“I'm sorry, Mr. Emerson,” you say, “but exactly what universe do
you live in? Definitely not mine, that's for sure. In my universe, all
forces work against me all the time. Allow me to introduce you to
my laundry pile. And my inbox. And my children.” We know Emer-
son’s statement is wrong—we know it—because our experience
tells us it's wrong. And yet, we are shocked when things don't go
our way.

“No I'm not!” you may protest. “I know things don't usually
go as planned. Tell me something | dont know!” But let’s be hon-
est. When things go badly—from traffic to whiny children to days
when you feel as though there is a plot to destroy anything you are
attempting to accomplish—do you not sometimes depart from your
normal way of behaving? Do you become a different kind of person
with a harsher tone of voice? Do you tend to say things you later
regret? The universe is not cooperating with your definition of how
it is supposed to operate, and you go a little crazy. One definition
of crazy is “a departure from normal or desired behavior,” and boy,
do we depart.

Just in case you are under the impression that counselors are
all shining examples of emotional and spiritual health, let me invite

you into my world.

Unhitching from the Crazy Train 31



32

It was a Saturday. | had two goals, only two: return a can of paint
to the paint store and buy some barstools at an antique shop. These
were not lofty goals—it's not like | wanted to run a marathon or race to
the top of a pyramid scheme; | just wanted to run a couple of errands.
So, | arrived at the paint store, opened my car door, and out leapt—
and | do mean leapt—the can of paint onto the pavement, bursting
upon impact. Most of the paint—white paint, | might add—exploded
underneath my black car. The underside of my car and a good portion
of the parking lot were now covered in white paint. Terrific.

| took the walk of shame into the paint store, waited in line,
and then mumbled, “Paint spill in the parking lot. It's a big one too.”
The employee enacted Operation Paint Spill Protocol because
apparently | am not the first person to have a can of paint jump
out of her vehicle completely unprovoked. | knew no set paint
spill protocol for my car, however. The white mural—abstract style,
of course— remains on my car’s undercarriage to this day, unbe-
knownst to my husband, who | always insist drive because you can’t
see the damage from that side of the car.

| departed the scene of the crime and headed to the antique
store, determined to check the second item off of my to-do list
despite my disastrous start. | spotted two perfect cane-bottomed
barstools. | sat down on one to check the comfort level, only to find
myself completely sunken through the seat, which had broken upon
impact. The first thought that came to my mind was hide. Hide any-
where. You must not be seen like this. Run out of the store, stool
attached, and then sneak back later and destroy the video footage
because you know the security guys will have a field day with this
one. "Play it again, Frank! She’s actually wearing the barstool!”

| wanted to crawl into a hole and never come out. It would
need to be a large hole, what with the barstool attached to my rear

end and all.
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Needless to say, | lost it. See, | had a picture of how | thought
my day should go. | had a picture of the role | would play in my
day. | had intended to play the part of the woman who gets things
done—the woman who writes things down like she’s supposed to,
who makes a plan, and then works the plan like a pro. This woman
surely would have known to put the paint can in a box, and she
never would have carelessly thrown the paint can in the back of her
car. She definitely would have checked the weight limit before she
sat on an antique stool. She would have been under the weight
limit too.

| had a picture of how my day should go, but unlike Emerson'’s
inspirational quote, the universe did not cooperate. My reality was
nowhere near what | dreamed it should be, and instead of being
the idealized me, | was still just me—the woman who acts first,
thinks second, and then wants to run away from the mess she has
made before anyone finds out.

What would make me act that way? What would cause me to
behave like a crazy person? I'm a counselor, after all, and | know
you're not supposed to hide things from your husband, and | know
that if you destroy property you should confess and pay for it. |
know these things, but what made me behave in a manner contrary
to what | know? When the reality of my life does not match the
picture in my head, | become hitched to the crazy train. | believe
that | can control the people and circumstances in my life and
force them into what | want them to be. It is this belief that drives
my foolish behavior of hiding, telling half-truths, and losing it, of
crying because | don’t think my husband will accept someone who
explodes paint all over her car and wears barstools.

What makes you crazy? What makes you say or do things that,
even as you are saying them, even as you're doing them, you know

you are going to regret them later? Is it when you host Christmas
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dinner for all the family, and you're determined for the day to
match the picture in your head, no matter how many times it hasn't
lived up to your expectations in the past? No matter how many
times you burn the pie? No matter how many times your family
gathering looks more like The Jerry Springer Show than Mayberry?
You keep trying to create holiday bliss by working harder ahead of
time and planning no-fail family Christmas activities and cooking
the perfect green bean casserole, thinking, Surely it will work this
time. But it never does. And with the sting of failure still fresh in
your memory, you reach for your January copy of your favorite mag-
azine and flip straight to the article entitled, “The New You in the
New Year,” vowing once again to try harder.

Why do we do this? Why do we continue to fall for the false
promise of a shiny, perfect dream life? We long for paradise
because we were created for paradise. We were created to live in
an environment that cooperates with, not fights against, our desires.
We were created for Eden, a place we've never been, and so we

desire a perfect life full of healthy relationships.

Created for Eden

Desire was created by God before people ever sinned. Adam and
Eve had desires and were entirely dependent upon God to grant
them their desires. They never experienced need because their
needs were immediately met. Their environment cooperated with
their desires. Can you even imagine?

God just had one command, though, one directive: “You are
free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from
it you will certainly die” (Genesis 2:16-17). Isn't it interesting that
God didn't explain how or why they would die? If | told one of my

kids not to touch an apple, the first question they would ask would
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be, “Why? Is there, like, poison in it? Explain it to me.” They would
want me to explain myself to them because if they understood why,
then they wouldn’t have to trust. God doesn’t tell Adam and Eve
why. He tells them absolutely nothing. He set it up so they would
have to trust in order to obey, rather than agree in order to obey.

Fast forward to Genesis 3 and the serpent is planting a seed
of distrust in the woman’s heart. “"You will not certainly die,’ the
serpent said to the woman. ‘For God knows that when you eat
from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, know-
ing good and evil'” (vv. 4-5). Listen to the language of desire in
Eve's response: “When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree
was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for
gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to
her husband, who was with her, and he ate it” (v. 6).

At first blush, you would think that desire gave birth to sin.
Therefore, if we can cut out desire, then we won't sin. But wait—not
so fast. The desire was actually in Eve before she ever bit the fruit.
It can’t be desire that was the problem because Eve was created
perfectly. So where was the breakdown? Eve's sin was rooted in her
doubt in the goodness of God. What the serpent offered her was a
way to circumvent God. He might as well have said, “Yes, yes, yes,
you've got everything you need, but do you really know how long
He's going to keep this up? This childlike thing you have with God,
it's fine for now, but come on—you’re a grown-up! It's time to take
care of your own desires. You don't have to be dependent on any-
body or anything to decide what you need and how you're going
to get it. Eat.”

And with the first signs of doubt in her heart, Eve took a bite.

The pattern of the first sin and of every other sin since is this:
not desire then sin but desire, doubt, sin. The problem is not

desire; it's doubt.
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Each day, you carry around a picture of how you long for life to
be. This picture is comprised of people (yourself included) and cir-
cumstances. In and of themselves, there is probably nothing wrong
with your picture because more than likely, it is connected back to
your original design in Eden. The picture you have in your head of
a beautiful relationship with your friend that's now been fractured is
a product of your innate desire to be known and unashamed. Your
frustration over your job that never gets done, no matter how hard
you work, springs from the fact that in Eden, man had dominion
over creation, and creation cooperated 100 percent of the time.
There were no leaf blowers in Eden; there were no thorns and this-
tles. There was no such thing as a muffin top, a bad hair day, a hot
flash, or mosquito bites.

And somehow, though we were never there, we remember it.
And we long for it.

So when | experience a broken relationship, something inside
of me hurts; when someone dies, a part of me dies because it’s not
supposed to be this way. Somehow, in some weird way, | live with
the memory of a place I've never been. Those pictures you hold of
the intimate marriage, the satisfying work, the healthier body, the
successful children—they are all rooted back to Eden. When we

suppress our God-given desires, we fight against our very design.

All too often, our desires can become demands. We stare at our
pictures; we focus all our energy on them. Our pictures grow bigger
and bigger in importance until what we want becomes what we
need and what we need becomes that by which we define our lives.
We even answer the common question, “How are you doing?” in

terms of our pictures.
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"How has it been going?” | ask my clients. All too often,

“Great. We've been getting along better.” gy day is only as good

“I'm feeling hopeful. | got called in for as the degree to

a second interview.” ) )

All too often, our day is only as good which reallty matches
as the degree to which reality matches our pictures.

our pictures. Let me say that again: All

too often, our day is only as good as the

degree to which reality matches our pictures.

Take, for instance, this popular statement about happy—no, let’s
just call it what it is—codependent mothers: “Every mother is only
as happy as her least happy child.” That would be precious, except
it is a perfect example of what it looks like to be hitched to the crazy
train. You might say, “My picture includes a happy child—is that so
wrong?” No. That is not wrong. Of course that's what you want. But if
you drop into despair and behave in ways you don't want to behave
whenever your child is unhappy, then your desire is no longer just a
desire; it is something you demand from others and even from God.
When you write a scathing email to another parent because her kid
was mean to your kid at school, when you bad mouth the coach
because your child didnt make the team, when you can't sleep at
night because your child is having a hard time making friends, your
desire for your child's happiness is not just a desire anymore. Even
though you ultimately have no control over the happiness of your
child, your emotional, spiritual, and physical stability have become
attached to it, and that, my friend, is crazy.

So, here's my question: How's that been working for you? Are
you done yet?

| know what you're thinking: “OK, here we go. I'm ready. She’s
going to say that if | have enough faith, then | can rise above it all,

stand in the chaos of a very broken world, and cheerfully sing a
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Christian version of “Don’t Worry, Be Happy.” I'll then get inspired
and start a blog called “Life Outside the Picture.” After all, that's
the kind of person | want to be.”

Really? Tell me something: That might be who you want to
be, but when you're hurting, is that the kind of person you want to
have a cup of coffee with? | know | don’t. When I'm hurting, | want
to be in the presence of someone who has been there. Someone

who gets it.

The One Who Understands

Jesus got it. The man of sorrows was familiar with suffering and
radiated empathy, even though He knew how the story would end.
Take Lazarus, for instance. Jesus wept over his death, even though
He knew He was going to raise him (John 11:17-44). Why? Why
would He be greatly troubled if He knew that in just a few seconds,
Lazarus would breathe again? Because Jesus knew it was never
supposed to be this way. Sisters shouldn’t bury brothers. Relation-
ships are meant to last forever.

Or take Jesus' plea to His Father in the hours before He was
arrested. Jesus labored in prayer, sweating drops of blood as He
petitioned His Father to “take this cup from me.” If there was any
other way, Jesus asked for it. But if not . . . He surrendered to God's
will (see Luke 22:42). Usually when we tell this story, we emphasize
the part “Yet not my will, but yours be done,” but we can’t truly
connect with this statement of submission if we miss how Jesus
reveals that what is coming is hard, and He would like to avoid it if
at all possible. If we skip over “Is there any other way?” we char-
acterize Jesus as someone who is not bothered by the pain of life,
and we think that is how we are meant to be too. We feel shame

because that's not who we are.
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“Is there another way?” Here we see “Your will be done”
a High Priest who can sympathize with our 5 /4c 3 Jot more
weaknesses (Hebrews 4:15)—who gives us

o weight when we hear
permission to be weak—because He felt

weak. He was beaten, despised, rejected, itSpOken not through
and misunderstood. He bore the weight unrealistic optimism
of the brokenness of the world not with a but through pain
sunny disposition but with sweat and tears because we know what
and at times, fury. ) ) )

“Your will be done” holds a lot more it cost Him to say it
weight when we hear it spoken not through
unrealistic optimism but through pain
because we know what it cost Him to say it.

That picture you have? That desire that won't go away? Just
because it is not your present reality does not mean it's wrong. The
fact that God is in control does not mean you have to apologize for
your pain and disappointment.

“I shouldn’t want a spouse. Jesus is enough.”

“My family is always going to be a dysfunctional mess. Why did
| think this holiday would be any different?”

"It's unrealistic to think | can be close to my teenager.”

No. Of course your desires are valid. Because you are created
in God's image, you long for what is right and good, and you hurt
when it is not. Of course you want companionship. Of course you
want to connect with your family. Of course you want a holiday that
is merry and bright. Of course you don’t want the cancer to return.
Of course you want to get the job. Of course. If you think your
desires are wrong—the desires that actually reflect your design—
you will hide and not discuss your longings with God. You will think
if He knew what you really wanted, He would be mad at you. This

perspective could not be further from the truth because He knows
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what it’s like to hurt when faced with a reality that is different from
what He desired it to be.

Stop hiding. Stop shaming. Come into the light.

The brokenness of life hurts because you were not designed for
it, and while the painful weight of life is not optional, you do get to
choose how you will carry that weight. You get to decide how you
will engage with it. Just like physical weight lifting at the gym, the
way you carry the weight of life will either strengthen you or injure
you and take you out of the game.

How weary are you? How are you carrying the weight of reality
outside of your picture? Be honest in your answer; take a minute to

feel the burden of your weariness. It's kind of unbearable, isn't it?

Come to me, all you who are weary
and burdened, and | will give you rest.
Take my yoke upon you and learn from me,
for | am gentle and humble in heart,
and you will find rest for your souls.

For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.

—Matthew 11:28-30

When Jesus gave this invitation to His Hebrew listeners, He was
well aware of the heavy, self-righteous burden the Pharisees and
other religious leaders had placed on the people through the
unobtainable expectations of the law. Like an ox forced to plow a
field with a heavy weight on its back, the Jews had been struggling
to plow the field of life underneath an impossible standard. Jesus
knew they were weary from their efforts that could never be good

enough. He was offering a better way—the only way to have peace
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with God and finally find rest. Jesus’ yoke—His grace-filled teach-
ing and gentle care that never leaves you to plow alone—was a
stark, beautiful contrast to the weight of the law that left the people
exhausted and disheartened.

Jesus extends this invitation to us today, but it is not an open
invitation. The rest that Jesus offers comes with a very high cost: in
order to receive Jesus' light and easy yoke, you must be willing to
lay down your own. You have been plowing the field with a terribly
heavy burden. You've been living life your own way, following your
own agenda. Your yoke must go in order to receive the yoke Jesus
offers. You can't wear both, and He will not force His yoke upon
you. He says, “Take it . . . but before you take it, you have to lay
down your own.”

Are you weary enough to lay your burden down?

We're kind of like the toddler who insists on tying his own
shoelaces, even though he is developmentally incapable of doing
so. His mother watches him struggle, and although she knows that
she could storm over and demand, “Oh, just let me do it—we're in
a hurry,” the loving thing to do would be to patiently wait until he is
so weary of trying that he is ready to receive help.

“Are you done yet?” his mom might ask with a smile, as she
bends over to weave the laces with experienced hands.

Jesus tenderly asks, “Are you done yet? Are you done carry-
ing the burden of trying to attain your perfect picture? Of trying to
make life ‘work’?” And as He asks, He also waits with skilled hands,
ready to catch your burden as you shrug it to His feet, ready to give
you the deep rest your soul has always longed for. This process is
painful; the cost is high, but the rest you were designed for is worth
it. “Come to Me,"” He says.

You may be completely ensnared in the trap of worshipping

your picture. Come.
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You may be disillusioned and cynical, scarred by those who
were supposed to love you well, and you just don't trust Him.
Come.

You may be scared to death because you don’t know Him well
enough to believe He knows you well enough to know what you
really need. Come.

How weary are you? Are you done yet? He sees you. Come to

Him—it's time.
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Process Questions

1. What does your picture look like? It may help to think of your pic-

ture in terms of segments, such as family, job, friendships, etc.

2. As you clarify your picture, what emotions are evoked? Fear? Hope?

Pain? Despair?

3. Can you identify the ways in which you have become weary by try-

ing to achieve your picture?
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4. How have you tried to shame or deny your picture (deaden your

desire)?

5. Like Eve demonstrated in Genesis 3, it is our doubt in God's good-
ness and provision that causes us to behave in ways we later regret.
Take a moment to consider the false beliefs about God that led to
your responses in questions 3 and 4. Write out a prayer of confes-
sion, not for your responses, but for what you believed about God

that caused you to respond as you did.

6. The Father is asking you, “Are you tired enough to abandon your

own yoke and come under Mine?"” Write your response as a prayer.
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