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I belong, I belong
To the maker of earth and seas
Who’s as rich as a King

Yet so gentle and kind towards me

I am not cared for by a servant hired

But a Shepherd who would leave the ninety-nine

So when I give up, I gain
When I let go of having my own way
When I learn to see my surrender as a brand-new start
To know the fullness of my Father’s heart

I will rest, I will rest
Not in worldly security
Not in what I may try to control that’s controlling me
What if faith is simpler than I’ve made it be

Just a simple trusting in your love for me

So here’s my life to take,

Though you’ve heard this prayer a thousand other days
Make this moment more than just empty words I say
Let it be a start
To know the fullness of my Father’s heart!
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PART ONE

Surendler .. Whe We?






ONE

A life Beyond Contiol

dozen or so years ago, when Martin and I were newly-

weds, we survived what we imagined to be the biggest
trial we’d ever face. Martin was diagnosed with a brain
tumor.

We had just moved to Atlanta from South Carolina and
had only been married a short time. I was beginning a job
with Perimeter Church as a worship leader, and Martin was
enrolled in a great master’s program in design.

Looking back, I realize we believed our time in Atlanta
would be short. Once Martin graduated with his master’s
degree, we’d move back to South Carolina to be close to our
families, then start a family of our own. Even if we didn’t
say so or put it down on paper, we had an X-marks-the-spot
plan for our lives and believed God would get us there in the
not too distant future.

For a while things seemed to be going very well. We



I Give Up

were adjusting to our new city and our new roles, making
new friends and learning new skills. Then Martin began to
have trouble staying awake. He even fell asleep once while he
was driving, and again on a ski lift! His studies became too
much for him to keep up with. My husband is smart—a far
better student than I ever was. He was failing classes he nor-
mally would have aced. He could hardly stay awake to study
and had little energy for even routine stuff. Other times his
behavior just seemed odd. He’d ask me strange questions or
forget really ordinary things, like whether or not we’d just
unloaded the dishwasher.

We sought—and got—plenty of well-meaning advice:
Your husband needs counseling. He’s just distracted—or
lazy. Have you considered that it might be depression or
some other form of mental illness? We’d considered a lot of
things. But we had zero answers. When we did meet together
with a counselor, he told us that he didn’t believe Martin’s
problem was related to any sort of mental illness. He thought
it might be something physical instead.

So we made an appointment with a kind general prac-
titioner recommended by a friend. She examined Martin
and ran a battery of tests, but those were inconclusive. She
recommended more testing and mentioned something about
Martin’s thyroid or his pituitary gland. We agreed to the
procedures—a CT scan and an MRI—to see if those might
point to something definitive.

I was out of town attending a worship conference with
my Perimeter coworkers when the results came. The news
was not good. Hearing your husband has a brain tumor is
devastating. Seeing him struggle to do ordinary things is
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A Life Beyond Control

terrifying. The diagnosis was not what we had hoped for,
but at least we knew for certain what was wrong.

I was frightened; I won’t lie. But I pretty quickly transi-
tioned into get-it-done mode. We’ll get through this. Martin
will have the surgery he needs to remove the tumor, and then
we’ll get on with our lives, just like before.

Nothing could have prepared Martin and me for what
was in store for us.

After a successful surgery to remove the tumor pressing
on his pituitary, Martin was readmitted to the hospital with
complications that led to a second, emergency operation.
That one left him in critical condition, heavily sedated for
days, and he emerged with some challenging disabilities that
we still work around today. It left both of us uncertain about
the future we’d imagined and trying like crazy to adjust to a
new normal that didn’t feel normal at all.

My talented, hard-working husband wasn’t going to be
a full-time graphic designer (the career he was preparing for
when the tumor was first discovered). And I wasn’t going to
be a stay-at-home mom like so many women in my family had
been—or even a mom and a part-time songwriter/musician.
Our plans changed drastically, almost overnight. We surren-
dered our vision of what our lives would be like for a version
that was often created day by day on the fly.

There was no road map for the journey we were on.
No mentor couple who could assure us they’d faced the
very same challenges and come through them stronger than
before—or at least come through them. This was uncharted
territory, and we both knew it.

Before Martin’s ordeal we’d always assumed we’d have
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kids and looked forward to the day when we would be par-
ents. But suddenly we weren’t so sure anymore. How could
we have a family when there were times we, ourselves,
needed help just to get through an ordinary day?

I know we’re not the only ones who've struggled with
the decision about whether to have children. But our non-
traditional lifestyle and Martin’s lingering disability had us
seriously questioning whether we were equipped for parent-
hood. We went back and forth, we prayed, and we spent
hours talking it through with our wisest friends and advisors.

When I finally did become pregnant with Josie, our old-
est, it seemed like the decision was made for us. We were
going to be a family of at least three—and, somehow, we’d
figure out the parenting logistics as we went. (Turns out
there are no bestselling how-to books for artist-moms with
crazy schedules and dads with short-term memory chal-
lenges either.)

Thankfully, Josie was the sweetest, most easygoing and
resilient baby ever. By the time she turned two, she’d traveled
with me to forty-eight states. She could sleep on a tour bus
like a champ and buzz through sound checks with me like
they were playdates with a handful of grown-ups she’d never
met. At home, Martin and I were getting more comfortable
with our day-to-day roles as partners and as parents. It
didn’t always look Pinterest-worthy, but with the help of
our community, most days it was working.

I’'d almost begun to feel like we had things under control
again ... until we learned I was pregnant with twins! We had
hoped Josie would not be an only child. But we might have

been thinking two was our limit. At least until an ultrasound
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revealed we would soon be outnumbered, three babies to two
adults. With the arrival of Ben and Griffin, our home quickly
became decorated with LEGOs, board books, stray socks,
and half-eaten snacks. (You know the look, right?)

As crazy as it sounds with all we had going on, I think
maybe we were starting to feel “in charge” again—at least
a little. T was still working on the church staff at Perimeter,
traveling to concerts, and writing and recording with three
kids in tow. I even started working part-time on a doctorate
in worship. Martin was coaching baseball and was active in
our community, and together—with help—we were holding
down the fort at home.

The very real threats to life and health that were once so
pronounced, so terrifying, seemed to recede in the rearview
mirror a bit. [ may have even taken a deep breath and felt a
sense of relief that it was all getting easier, somehow. (Or at
least I was getting used to it!)

The boys were about to turn three when we learned we
would be parents again. Just shy of forty, I was pregnant
with baby number four—when only a few short years ago
we weren’t sure we’d ever be parents at all! I’ll be honest:
there were lots of things I'd envisioned doing for my fortieth
birthday (a trip to Paris, maybe?), but having a baby was not
exactly on our radar. Because of my age (What—you mean
forty isn’t the new twenty?) this was considered a high-risk
pregnancy, and I had all the recommended screenings the
doctor ordered. Except for a lot of fatigue, it was a dream
pregnancy, and every regularly scheduled ultrasound ended
with an enthusiastic thumbs-up and a “see you next time.”

Until one didn’t.
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Coyr—

My thirty-seven-week ultrasound changed everything.

As I lay on the table and watched the murky screen, the
ultrasound tech moved the wand across my belly to get a
clearer picture of the little boy we were expecting soon.

His face came into view. And something was different.
I looked more closely.

“What’s that shadow?” I asked. “Do you see that?”

The tech was calm, but she was 100 percent focused on
the same thing I was seeing. With a few clicks she captured
the image and quickly called in the doctor.

Within minutes, I learned that our little boy would be
born with cleft lip and cleft palate. The shadow we saw on
his face told the story. In the last trimester of my third preg-
nancy with our fourth child, everything I knew about birth
and caring for a newborn was being challenged. Any skill at
mothering I’d managed to achieve up to that point did not
include caring for a child with special needs.

I was stunned. I never saw it coming.

I drove to the appointment alone, but I was already
thinking of how I would tell Martin and how we would tell
our children. No part of me was thinking that I knew how
to do this.

After the shock wore off, I felt a sadness begin to swal-
low up my dreams of the beautiful, flawless baby boy we
expected, and I felt responsible too. What could I have done
to prevent this¢ What could I do now to lessen the impact
of it?

By God’s grace, the ultrasound tech that day was the
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same one I’d seen multiple times when I'd been pregnant
with the twins. “Remember those perfectly healthy twin
boys you had at thirty-eight weeks—the ones that didn’t
spend a day in the NICU?” she asked. “You didn’t do or
not do anything to cause that—and you didn’t do or not do
anything to make this happen either.”

As the team dissipated, it was just the nurse practitioner
and myself left in the room. I asked the most logical ques-
tion, “So now what?”

“You grieve this,” she answered simply.

Seriously? 1 was thinking of something tangible I could
do—anything to help the situation. But my job wasn’t to
do anything. Instead, it was to surrender my expectations
for the pregnancy and delivery we’d planned and for the
perfectly healthy son we’d imagined bringing home. It was
to give those up for something I could hardly even begin to
wrap my brain around.

My one job now was to surrender. There was nothing
else to do.

The homework I received that day was to readjust my
expectations and relinquish my idea of a perfect baby—not
yet knowing the extent of our son’s challenges or how we
would cope with what was ahead.

To make it even worse, I felt guilty for my heartbreak
over the news. After all, other babies were stillborn, or had
cancer, or had deformities that surgery couldn’t fix. I would
be handed a son with an imperfect face, yes. But he would
be otherwise healthy, and the defect could be surgically
repaired. Shouldn’t I just get over it and deal? Even though
it came like a bolt out of the blue, this wasn’t the worst news

9



I Give Up

I could have gotten, right? And I’'m a Christian. A pretty
public one at that. Don’t Christians trust God in every situa-
tion and give him glory no matter what?

They do. But they hurt too.

There was a lot we couldn’t know for certain until our
child was born. The doctors couldn’t be sure of the extent of
the baby’s cleft lip and palate. We were told there might even
be some involvement with his lungs and heart, as well. Or
not. At the very least, we were looking at a more complicated
delivery, feeding difficulties, and surgery for our baby at
nine to ten weeks old—none of which were on my agenda
until that day.

Martin’s diagnosis, surgery, and resulting disability
had required some serious surrender. An extended period
of infertility did too. And when our three children arrived
within three years’ time, we surrendered any notion we
might have had about getting along without the help of our
extended community day to day. But this . . . this was a
challenge of a different kind.

When I became pregnant with Josie, I waited a long time
before decorating her nursery. I was thinking how devas-
tating it would be if something went wrong. Now I knew
something would be wrong, and I was powerless to change
it. What needed to change most was me.

When I got home that day and told Martin, we shed
some tears together. Then two things happened. First, we
changed our son’s name. I can’t explain it, but my preferred
name, Noah, just didn’t seem right for him now. Martin had
liked Timothy all along, and in that moment, we decided
that his name was Timothy William (after our good friend
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and pastor, Bill). The other thing that happened was my hus-
band stepped into the moment and became my comforter.
I’'m a strong person and don’t often come unraveled, so the
opportunities for him to do that day to day are kind of lim-
ited. But on that day, I was undone, and Martin stepped in
to put his hand on me and tell me the truth we both needed
to hear and believe: “It’s going to be okay. No matter what.”

Individually and together, we talked to our pastor friend
Bill (who really should be on the payroll—he’s helped us so
much through the years!), and we both began to feel more
hopeful and encouraged. I remembered Bill saying to me
about another, earlier challenge, “I think in this season of
life you need to wait on the Lord.”

“Yes! That’s it! I need to wait on God. Great! What steps
do I take to do that?”

“You’re not getting me, Laura,” Bill had said. “Wait is
wait. There are no steps. You just surrender. And then you
sit tight.”

This time, Bill simply loved us and said, “I don’t know
what to say. I hurt for you both.” And that was enough, in
the moment. But I also heard God say, Give me this, Laura.
And wait on me. I've got you.

Ah, that surrender thing again. Hadn’t I learned it yet?

Coyr—

I can’t say that the weeks between the diagnosis and
Timothy’s arrival were easy. They weren’t. While I made a
conscious decision to trust God and surrender my expecta-

tions to him, I also did what anyone in similar circumstances
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would do: I searched the internet for information about cleft
lip and palate and clicked through picture after picture of
babies born with it. Let me tell you, friend, my heart sank.
That little exercise did nothing to decrease my anxiety.

I don’t recommend doing this or the other fruitless thing
I did at first: imagining all the picture-perfect new baby pho-
tos of friends on social media or the “March babies” bulletin
board in our church’s nursery. It’s just not helpful—at all—to
meditate on what we fear or dread.

Instead, God tells us to consider him, to immerse our-
selves in his Word, and to meditate on his truth.

I remembered a lesson from Psalm 1 I’d shared not too
long ago with some new moms in our church, and now it

really seemed perfect for me. It begins like this:

Blessed is the one
who does not walk in step with the wicked
or stand in the way that sinners take
or sit in the company of mockers,
but whose delight is in the law of the LorD,
and who meditates on his law day and night.
That person is like a tree planted by streams of water,
which yields its fruit in season
and whose leaf does not wither—

whatever they do prospers. (Ps. 1:1-3 N1V)

It’s not wrong, I had told them, to want to be favored,
fortunate, blessed. But it is wrong to expect the world to
deliver those things to us. Instead, our blessedness or happi-

ness comes from considering what God says about himself
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and this world. Meditating on this makes us strong, like
fruit-bearing trees planted by fresh streams.

When we’re rooted in God and in his Word, we’re
positioning ourselves for a blessed life, regardless of our cir-
cumstances. And what is it, exactly, that rooted trees “do”?
Nothing! They simply stay put, right where they are, their
deep roots soaking in all that’s needed for a good and fruit-
ful life.

“You and I just need to remain rooted in God,” I told
them. “None of us is planted here by chance. No matter what,
our assignment is to remain in him, to receive what we need
from him, to be still and trust him. He’s going to do the rest.”

The biggest problem with being a teacher is that some-
times you have to swallow your own lessons whole, like I
had to swallow that one. I absolutely believed it when I'd said
it to them. No doubt about it. How could I believe it any less
now, when it applied so specifically to me?

Before this last pregnancy, I’d started the practice of get-
ting up very early each morning and sitting quietly on the
sofa with my Bible and a cup of coffee, drinking in the words
[ knew I needed more than anything—even more than a few
minutes of extra sleep.

Honestly, this practice probably began less out of deep,
spiritual commitment than from a desperate desire not to
do bodily harm to my children before the day was done! My
record in keeping this appointment has not been perfect by
any means. [ miss plenty of mornings. But over time my kids
have gotten used to seeing me there, alone and quiet. I figure
if they ever ask, I’ll just say, “Mommy needs time with Jesus
or she will implode.” Because Mommy does!

13
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Now, waiting for Timothy’s arrival, I needed that time
more than ever. Because the challenges don’t stop coming,
even when you’ve done this life of faith thing for a long time.
They bombard you, like C. S. Lewis said, “the very moment
you wake up each morning. All your wishes and hopes for
the day rush at you like wild animals. And the first job each
morning consists simply in shoving them all back; in lis-
tening to that other voice, taking that other point of view,
letting that other larger, stronger, quieter life come flowing
in. And so on, all day.”!

I need that “stronger, quieter life” like I need air. I tend
to think of every hardship or challenge as a complication in
my “normal,” chilled-out state. But these things aren’t com-
plications, really. They’re just content. They’re normal life,
actually. We live in a world broken by sin. Bad things hap-
pen. They even happen to “good” people, and they always
will. But for those of us who follow Jesus, our challenges and
heartbreaks are not the last word. The world doesn’t offer
that. Only Jesus does.

Every dark place on the landscape of our lives is a place
where we can realistically hope to see God’s goodness and
glory break through. That’s just how he rolls.

In the past, Martin and I have both had a tendency to
see his disability as an inconvenience rather than as a tool in
God’s hand—a way for his glory to be displayed. But God
has kept on doing good things we could never have planned
or realized through this unique, unwanted circumstance.

We have more compassionate, empathetic children, I'm
sure, than we might have otherwise had. We’ve had to slow
down at times and take life at a less accelerated pace, and
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that has allowed us to see and enjoy things we might have
otherwise missed. We’ve had to rely on others to help us
through logistical challenges because Martin can’t drive. But
even that complicating circumstance has allowed us to build
true friendships and invest more in the lives of others here in
our Atlanta community. We’re not waiting to go somewhere
else now. We’re home.

I’m not really much of a why person. I've discovered that
knowing why a thing happens or doesn’t happen doesn’t
change much. But since the Monday afternoon of that ultra-
sound and the hard news about our baby boy, I’ve become
more focused than ever on what and who.

What do I know is true? I am extravagantly loved. And I
am not in control. Not even a little. Who is in control? God
is. He has my good in mind, and he is 100 percent ready to
display his glory in and through my weakness. My only job

is to trust him. To surrender.

Coyr—

When Martin and I told our kids about baby Timothy’s
face, we were a little apprehensive about how they’d take
the news. But we shouldn’t have been. The boys are young,
sure, but we anticipated at least a few questions.

“We need to tell you something about the new baby,” we
began. “His face is going to look different than other babies’
faces. He’s going to have a funny lip, and some people might
think it looks strange or scary. You might even think so too.”

They thought about this for a second. “Okay,” they said.
“Can we go play now?” And that, as they say, was that.

15
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Josie understood a little more; she did have a question.
“The crack in his lip, is it hurting him?”

I could have died with love for her when she asked that.
Her care for her baby brother was that sweet.

“No,” I said. “It doesn’t hurt him. It may make it hard
for him to eat, and he’ll have to have an operation to fix
it, but he won’t be hurt.” Then I went on, just to be sure
she understood: “His face is going to look really different
from other babies’ faces. Some people may not understand
or might look at him funny, but to us he’ll look normal.”

Then she looked me in the eye and said, “But we’re
gonna love him anyway because he’s family.”

Oh, yes, baby girl. Yes, we are.

Coyr—

The Sunday before Timothy’s scheduled arrival, our family
stopped for lunch at a little Mexican restaurant—one we’d
never been to before. We were one of three families there,
but the place was so small it seemed full. A woman who’d
been to Perimeter that same morning and heard our pastor’s
announcement that [ was giving birth the next day—as if it
wasn’t already obvious I was about to pop!—walked up to
me. She asked where I was having the baby, and when I told
her, she said she’d just become the head nurse for their labor
and delivery unit—I mean the head cheese over all of it. (You
just can’t make this stuff up. God knows everybody, right?)

She assured me she would be there the next day and
walk me through anything I might need help with (short of
having the baby, of course), and she totally did. That little
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“coincidence” was a well-timed and tender reminder that
God was already out ahead of me, paving the way and meet-
ing our family’s needs. It’s one thing to believe he has “angels”
at their post, ready to work on our behalf. It’s another thing
altogether to meet one over a plate of enchiladas.

As great as I felt about that little reminder of God’s
love and provision, the next morning did not exactly go as
planned. (Welcome to life in the Elvington household!)

Instead of waiting to go into labor, I'd scheduled an
induction, mostly so that we’d have childcare nailed down
for Josie, Ben, and Griffin. But when we arrived at the hos-
pital at our appointed time of 1:00 p.m. and were admitted
into a room, the room’s monitoring system wasn’t working
properly and didn’t get fixed until early evening. So the birth
we’d planned for that day didn’t actually happen until the
next morning.

When I'd been asked to confirm my birth plan, I kept
my wishes short, sweet, and very direct: “I’d like this baby
out of me, and I'd like to not feel it at all.” Well, at least one
of those two things happened. The epidural I got appar-
ently didn’t work, and let’s just say I got to feel an enormous
amount of the beauty of childbirth.

Then one more thing happened that I didn’t expect: when
Timothy was born, I looked down at my precious nine-pound,
eight-ounce son with his separated lip, and I saw a perfect,
angelic face. I mean, I thought he was just about the sweetest
thing I’d ever seen! Any anxiety I’d had about what I would
think or feel when I laid eyes on him disappeared in an instant.
Any worry over whether or not I would have trouble bonding
with him vanished. In that moment I just saw . . . perfection.
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Almost as soon as I held him for the first time he was
whisked away, while Martin and my parents looked on.
After a few seconds I heard my mom say, “Praise God!”

“His chart says cleft lip and cleft palate,” said the nurse,
“but there’s no break in his palate.” Everything beyond his
lip was intact and as it should be. The complications were
far less severe than what we’d been told to expect—a very
sweet surprise, indeed.

Even with that great news, we were still on an enormous
learning curve with Timothy. Feeding him was a challenge
from day one; even though he might be sucking, there was
no guarantee he was getting the milk he needed. The first
few days of his life he lost weight (thank goodness for those
healthy nine pounds and eight ounces he started with!) at a
rate that seemed a little alarming, at least to his mom. But
pretty quickly we met with a whole fantastic team of crani-
ofacial experts who would become like family over the next
few months. A surgeon, nurse, nutritionist, speech pathol-
ogist, and occupational therapist described what our son
would experience over the next several weeks, and we simply
tried to take it all in, moving forward a day at a time.

Through it all, we felt their support and the support of
our church and community. Meals appeared miraculously at
our door. Errands were run. The kids were bathed and fed,
even when my hands were full. The boys quickly invented
their own expression of solidarity with their new baby
brother: Timothy had a small piece of surgical tape he had
to wear over his lip, and for days Griffin and Ben found
tape and pressed it over their own top lips too. (Good grief.
What’s not great about being three?)
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Once again, our plans were upended for a different kind
of “normal”: the peaceful maternity leave I'd first imagined
instead became a crazy hopscotch of doctors’ appointments
and daily challenges with Timothy’s weight and feeding. But
when my plans are blown to pieces, I begin to see his plans
unfold, and he promises that they are good: “‘For I know
the plans I have for you,” declares the LorD, ‘plans to pros-
per you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a
future’” (Jer. 29:11 N1v).

Keep telling me, Lord. I’ll get it eventually. I promise.

Coyr—

[ understand that surrender may seem all but forced when the
obstacles we face are super-sized. (No doubt our little family
has experienced more than a few of those.) For instance,
you’d have to be crazy to believe you’re in charge of brain
tumors or infertility or a baby born with an obvious birth
defect. Most people would say those kinds of things—and
plenty more—are simply beyond our control.

But what about when the challenges seem more, I don’t
know, ordinary? Is complete, open-handed surrender still
the secret to a blessed life? Is it still the door that opens into
God’s presence, where the psalmist insisted there is “fullness
of joy” and “pleasures forever” (Ps. 16:11 NASB)?

I believe it is.

Not just in the losses but even in the victories, surrender
is the secret to a life of joy. Before I knew how true they were
(and believe me, I'm still learning!), I wrote and sang these

words:
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The sweetest sound, the highest praise,
Is the letting go of this life You gave.
Our greatest prayer, an act of faith,
Is an open hand; Lord have Your way . . .
Jesus, I surrender all—every victory and loss
Take it all, take it all, ’till all I have is open hands.?

Being a woman who is absolutely in control of her own
life is not a goal I need to aspire to. That kind of woman
might look appealing on TV—but I don’t believe that’s
possible. Not really. In my best moments, I want to sur-
render my life to the one who loves and cares for me. Who
knows and does what is best and brings himself glory in the
process. Because he deserves it.

And I’'m thinking you might want that too.

WHITE FLAG PRAYER #1

God, | give up. | surrender now my need for
control and ask you to begin a work in my life.

Amen.
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TWO

Dear God
el s Boe Co-oulers.
Love, e

mericans seem to be especially enthralled with gorgeous

historical dramas like The Crown and Victoria. Maybe
you’ve watched one and loved seeing the elaborate palaces
and incredible costumes. These shows portray young, beau-
tiful women with absolute power. Even most heads of state
bow to queens—no matter their age or experience. Guests
are expected to leave their presence walking backward. A
queen speaks, and important things happen. Prime ministers
and heads of state jump to do her bidding. Her every need
seems to be anticipated and met—by lots of attendants—
and fast!

We’re drawn to these shows and captivated by them, but
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we know that lifestyle is not realistic for any of us. Yet don’t
we kind of expect something similar to that with God?

Here’s what has to be one of the worst life plans ever
hatched: “I know I don’t get to be in charge, but maybe God
and I could co-reign. If we did, I’'m sure I could be a huge
help to him.”

I mean, why not do the two-rulers-for-the-price-of-
one thing? I would never insist on ruling alone. Of course
not! We could trade authority back and forth between us,
depending on who’s offering the better idea for my life at
the time. (Naturally, ’'m going to be the best judge of this.)
One day God might be 100 percent in charge, but the next
day it could just as easily be me. We could divide things
fifty-fifty or assign categories: You take health, God. I’ll
take finances.

It sounds pretty ridiculous when you say it out loud or see
it in print, but I’ll bet you’ve considered this reigning-with-
God arrangement more than once. I know I have. Here’s the
problem: crowns are made for one head, not two. Thrones
are designed as single seats, not love seats or sectional sofas.
The very word sovereign doesn’t suggest a committee—just
the opposite. So there can, by definition, be only one sover-
eign entity. Only one supreme authority. Only one being who
wields absolute, unlimited, boundless and full authority and
control. And that wouldn’t be me.

It’s one thing to momentarily resist God’s authority or
question his ways. Every one of us has done that at one time
or another. But if I really believe co-reigning with God over
my life is a viable life option, then I have seriously misunder-
stood him, not to mention overrated myself.
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Do you remember the movie Bruce Almighty? Bruce
Nolan, an obscure television reporter in Buffalo, New York,
blows his stack after a particularly frustrating day at work.
When he flies into a rage and gives God a piece of his mind,
God gives him a temporary taste of what it’s like to run
things. Bruce suddenly has all of God’s power but none of his
wisdom, so he makes some pretty dumb and selfish choices
with predictable consequences. It doesn’t take long for Bruce
to realize that being sovereign isn’t nearly as easy or as fun
as he imagined.

Bruce Almighty reminds me of something I’ve already
learned from experience: men and women make awful gods!
Unlike the one true God, we are weak, wisdom-limited,
vision-challenged, petty, proud, and easily fooled. We under-
estimate our flaws and overestimate our strengths, even on
our best days. That’s why we need him, and that’s why we
need to surrender control to him. Not just a little bit, either.
All of it, all the time.

Coyr—

If you come to my house, you will not see a throne room or a
throne-like piece of furniture anywhere. But there is a throne
in my heart. And there’s one in yours too. There is a seat of
power, influence, and control inside of me where decisions
are made and habits are established. Where questions of
right and wrong are weighed—and questions of better and
best are too. It’s a place where I entertain some thoughts and
dismiss others. Where my perceptions about myself and the

people around me are formed. And the question I have to
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answer not just once and for all but again and again every
day is, Who is sitting on the throne of my heart?

“Who sits on the throne of your heart?” isn’t the same
question as “Are you a Christian?” or “Who do you say is
Lord?” If you’ve trusted Jesus for the forgiveness of your sins,
then those are pretty easy to answer. “Who sits on the throne
of your heart?” is asking, “Whose voice do you believe and
whose commands do you follow, day in and day out?”

For me, the biggest challenge to this question is almost
always my own emotions. In other words, sometimes a gap
exists (and not always a small one!) between how I feel and
what God’s Word says is true. When I base my decisions,
words, actions, or beliefs on how I feel, I am on the throne.
When I base my decisions, words, actions, or beliefs on what
God says is true, then he is on the throne.

Please understand that I am not saying emotions are bad.
They’re not! In fact, they are good—the very essence of life.
God made us feeling people by design and not by accident.
He gave us our emotions, and they can really enrich our
lives when they’re owned, understood, and acted on in the
right way.

The Bible is full of stories with plenty of powerful emo-
tional punch—stories of hope and longing and sorrow and
joy. Throughout its pages we see real people who experience
the highs and lows of life in all its glory. And that’s not all.
In God’s Word we also see Jesus displaying emotions. He
was moved to tears by the death of his friend Lazarus. He
felt compassion for the masses who had nothing to eat, so
he fed them. He heard the cries of ten lepers who longed
for healing, and in his love and pity, he made them whole.
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He struggled in prayer on the night before his crucifixion
and pleaded with his Father for the cup of suffering to be
removed from him, if God would have it be so (John 11,
John 6, Luke 17, and Matt. 26:39).

The fully divine and fully human Son of God has felt
every feeling you and I can feel. But he was not ruled by any
of those feelings. Instead of being ruled by his emotions,
Jesus was ruled by the will of his Father. It shaped every step
of his journey. He said to those who were following him,
“For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will
but the will of him who sent me” (John 6:38 Esv).

That’s the touchstone of truth he returns to over and
over again.

When Jesus was tempted by Satan and felt tired, hungry,
and threatened, he didn’t let those very human emotions
dictate his responses. Instead, he did exactly what you and
I need to do: he relied on what God said was true—about
life, about his situation, about his Father, and about himself.

Do you remember the story?

After his baptism, Jesus retreated alone to the wilderness
for forty days and forty nights. Satan followed him there,
waiting for the right time to tempt him. Three times, he
suggested to Jesus things he might do to take care of his own
needs . . . to make himself feel better . . . to rule his own life.

Knowing Jesus had fasted, Satan appealed to his feel-
ings of hunger—and challenged his identity—in one single
dare: “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to
become loaves of bread” (Matt. 4:3 Esv). (Boy, that must
have sounded good!) Jesus had more than enough power to
do just that. But instead, he trusted what God said about his
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deepest hunger and about his role as the incarnate Son of
God: “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word
that comes from the mouth of God” (v. 4 Esv).

But Satan doesn’t quit—not even when he’s behind.

He tempted Jesus again, taking him to Jerusalem, to the
highest point of the temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he
said again, “throw yourself down, for it is written, ‘He will
command his angels concerning you,” and ‘On their hands
they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a

29

stone’” (v. 6 ESV).

Once more, Jesus resisted the temptation to do what he
could have easily done, revealing his identity as God’s Son
and showing Satan a thing or two in the process!

“‘Again it is written,” he said, ‘You shall not put the
Lord your God to the test’” (v. 7 ESv). (Are you seeing a
pattern here?)

For a third time, Satan challenged him, showing him all
the kingdoms of the world and their glory: “All these I will
give you, if you will fall down and worship me” (v. 9 Esv).
Hold on there. Was Jesus a king? He was. Did he deserve
a kingdom and glory? He did. Was that promise Satan’s to
deliver? It was not.

“Then Jesus said to him, ‘Be gone, Satan! For it is writ-
ten, “You shall worship the Lord your God and him only
shall you serve”’” (v. 10 Esv).

Jesus showed us what do when we are tempted to replace
God’s designs with our own desires. We don’t have to let
our emotions reign. We can rely instead on what God says
is true.

Instead of distorting our God-created affections and
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making mini-gods of them, we can stand on the rock-solid
reality of God and his Word. Our emotions may change
dozens of times in the course of a day. If you and I relied on
them as the basis for our decisions and actions, think how
unstable our lives would be!

What would happen if I let loneliness reign over all my
decisions?

What would happen if I let fear determine my activity
or inactivity?

What would happen if T let jealousy or unforgiveness
dictate my responses in all my relationships?

My life would be complete anarchy, that’s what! I would
have no peace. No security. No hope. No joy. And that, my
friend, is no way to live.

Co-reigning is futile and needless. We have a King. He
is good and loving and wise. We should rely on him—and
him only.

Coyr—

There’s another good reason I should stay off the throne and
leave the ruling of my life to God: I have a proven tendency
to mess things up. I have good intentions and even a few
really good ideas. But sometimes things can go sideways so
fast that I find myself questioning not only my actions but
also my worth as a child of God.

Not too long ago, I traveled to The Cove in Asheville,
North Carolina, to lead a conference with my good friend
Lisa Harper. The Cove is a fantastic retreat center run by the

Billy Graham Evangelistic Association and a place I always
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look forward to visiting. To do the retreat with Lisa was an
added blessing, and I looked forward to our time together.

My parents live just about an hour away from The Cove,
so I went up a day early with Josie and the boys, glad to
have the extended time for a visit. The morning after we
arrived, I sat downstairs in Mom and Dad’s den in my paja-
mas, enjoying a cup of coffee and some much-needed down
time. Josie, Ben, and Griffin were already out of bed and
playing, running up and down the stairs—but I suddenly
realized I hadn’t heard them in a while. About the time I
got up to go and check on them, the doorbell rang. When I
opened the door, I saw the boys in their pajamas, standing
with the next-door neighbor’s gardener, who explained that
he’d found them alone outside and thought he’d better bring
them home.

My sons were three, and they were playing unsupervised
near a busy street. I didn’t even know they’d left the house,
but somehow, they’d gotten outside. They could have easily
left the yard and run into the street or even wandered down
to the creek that ran behind the house.

I thanked this guardian angel with a Weed eater and
brought them back inside, but I was really shaken. I had let
my sons out of my sight, and although they were back home
and safe, in my mind’s eye I saw every awful thing that might
have happened to them but didn’t. For the rest of the day I
thanked God for their safety and the gardener’s kindness,
and I felt horrified that I had been relaxing on the sofa while
their little lives might have been in danger.

That night I fell asleep at The Cove still feeling anxious
and full of remorse. About 3:00 a.m., I woke up, and the
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Devil was having a field day with my emotions! The accuser
was accusing me, and I was buying every bit of what he was
selling.

What made you think that you could take care of these
boys¢ Why should you have been blessed with children? You
don’t even know when they’re in danger!

I laid there and wept over what had happened and
thought how a better, more “qualified” mother would have
noticed sooner that her children were missing, would have
already been out searching for them, calling their names.
Heck—a better mother would have them gathered at her
feet, telling them Bible stories or making crafts while a
homemade breakfast simmered on the stove. I felt sick in
my soul and completely unworthy—not just for motherhood
but for anything at all, including the weekend ahead.

One of the songs I'd already selected to play for this
retreat was “Good, Good Father” but the song on repeat in
my head that night sounded more like “Bad, Bad Mother.”
I heard it loud and clear: “You’re a bad, bad mother, that’s
who you are, that’s who you are . . .” By the time morning
came [ was in Lisa’s room, choking out the story and feeling
like the biggest loser-parent on the planet.

“I’m a failure and phony,” I told her through my tears.
“I’'m here trying to pretend I have it all together, but my kids
could have drowned in a creek yesterday! I don’t deserve
them, and I don’t deserve to be here!”

Lisa was wise enough to understand the very real spiritual
warfare I was experiencing, and she prayed for me. That’s
what good friends do. When she was done, she reminded me
that my children have a Father who will never, ever fail them
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and who sees them and looks after them even when I cannot.
That was the truth I needed to hear.

I have no illusions about being perfect; most days I'd
settle for just adequate. But being a mom has made me real-
ize how much I need Jesus. How much I need grace. And
how grateful I am that he is a good, good Father who loves
me beyond reason—even on my worst days. Why would I
ever imagine I’'m as qualified as he is to rule my life?

Coyr—

One more thing about competing with God for control: it’s
hardly ever a one-and-done deal. We’re never completely
surrendered—at least not for long. I’'ve heard it said that liv-
ing sacrifices have a way of crawling right off the altar, and
boy, do they ever. Even though I believe and agree that God
deserves and should have 100 percent authority and control
over my life, I sometimes take a little back.

It happens when, like my ancestor Eve, I imagine that
God does not have my very best in mind. That he may
be holding out on me, keeping things from me that are
good—things that I “deserve.” I let fear grab my heart and
decide that, since my life feels chaotic, God has no plan for
it. (And if he doesn’t, then I'd better create one, and fast,
right?) Or I feel ashamed of my sins and imagine that God
has thought twice about forgiving me and instead is waiting
to punish me. So I run from his presence—the only place
where there is “fullness of joy” and “pleasures forever”
(Ps. 16:11 NASB), resolving to do better next time—on my
own. Or I let my circumstances dictate my understanding
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of God, instead of allowing him to help me understand my
circumstances.

There are times, as we continue to hope for healing
for Martin’s illness, that I question whether God has dealt
bountifully with us. I struggle to say with the psalmist that
the lines have fallen for us in “pleasant places,” that we have
a “delightful inheritance” (Ps. 16:6 N1v). Some days don’t
seem so pleasant at all, and I don’t want to agree that the
lines have fallen anywhere; I want them to move. If he really
is good and really does love us, won’t God just heal my hus-
band and make his disability go away?

On a good day, I can rely on God’s Word and my past
experience of his faithfulness to help me surrender my will
to his. On a good day, I can say, “This is how I feel, God—
but what you say in your Word is true.” But let’s face it: not
every day is a good day.

So when the battle for control begins again—and it
will—what do I do?

e [ acknowledge the struggle. (Denying it doesn’t help. I
know. I’ve tried.)

e [ confess my strong desire to be in charge, and I name
my fear of not being in charge.

e | admit that my emotions do not always tell me the
truth about my circumstances or about my God.

e Isearch God’s Word for truth and keep it always before
me. [ read it. I pray it. I sing it. [ write it on my hand
with a ballpoint pen if I need to. I have it ready.

e | remind myself of God’s faithfulness to his children
throughout history and of his faithfulness to me.
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Then I do the next thing I would do if I were surrendered
to God on this day, in this situation, at this moment. Because
the smallest act of trusting obedience can serve to remind
me of the one who loves me, who sees me, who has my back,
and who’s already gone out ahead of me to make a way.

And finally, I relax.

Because I don’t need more of me on the throne.

I need more of him.

WHITE FLAG PRAYER #2

God, | don’t want to compete with you for con-
trol of my life. You know me—all my fears, impa-
tience, and, at times, even my unbelief. Holy
God, Creator of the universe, help me to daily

surrender to you as the Lord of my life.
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New Video Study for Your
Church or Small Group

If you've enjoyed this book, now you can go deeper with the companion
video Bible study!

In this five-session study, Laura Story helps you apply the principles
in I Give Up to your life. The study guide includes video notes, group
discussion questions, and personal study and reflection materials for
in-between sessions.
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SURRENDERED LIFE

g

AUTH (\
I_\l‘RA\ STO!

Study Guide DVD
9780310103882 9780310103875

Available now at your favorite bookstore,
or streaming video on StudyGateway.com.

Also available: Laura’s new album,
inspired by the secret of surrender.
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In When God Doesn’t Fix It, Laura Story helps us under-

stand we aren’t the only ones whose lives have taken unexpected

turns. She examines the brokenness of some of the heroes of

our faith and shows how, despite their flaws and flawed sto-

ries, God was able to use them in extraordinary ways.

God may not fix everything. In fact, although your situa-

tion might not ever change or get better, with Jesus you can.
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