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As the crowd was pressing in on Jesus to hear God’s word,
He was standing by Lake Gennesaret.
He saw two boats at the edge of the lake;
the fishermen had left them and were washing their nets.
He got into one of the boats, which belonged to Simon,
and asked him to put out a little from the land.
Then He sat down and was teaching the crowds from the boat.
When He had finished speaking, He said to Simon,
“Put out into deep water and let down your nets for a catch.”…
When they did this, they caught a great number of fish…
Then they brought the boats to land, left everything,
and followed Him.
Luke 5:1-11
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The Voice We Hear
Wise words are like deep waters.
Proverbs 18:4 nlt

My kids looked forward to every Tuesday for no other reason than I
had promised on those nights not to cook. On Tuesdays their father
drove straight from work to a nearby university to pursue his graduate studies in Christian apologetics. So while my husband investigated the deep things of God, I put a frozen pizza in the oven and
watched American Idol on TV with our children.
I admit I found the televised singing contest partly amusing.
Some of the auditions were indeed humorous, if not absurd. But I
also found it unsettling how so many Americans delighted in laughing at people who couldn’t sing well. All of the sudden we were no
longer spectators; we were judges—chomping on pepperoni while
pointing at a screen. “She goes flat on the low notes.” “He can belt
it, but he does that weird thing with his bangs.” On and on we’d go.
Still, the popular show was giving its audience something worth
coming back for, something more than a few laughs and a remote
chance at stardom. The singing contest was actually offering, in part,
two essential elements in life: beauty and truth. We loved it when
a contestant could really sing. The excitement of discovering a new,
beautiful voice compelled us. And whenever the third judge spoke,
9
Copyrighted material

10

Deeper Waters

we secretly appreciated his candor, even though his frankness oftentimes bordered rudeness. The winner gave us a voice of beauty; the
third judge gave us a voice of truth, albeit a jaded form of it.
Why else would so many millions tune in? We are drawn by a
voice of beauty. We are held by a voice of truth.
Not just in music, but in literature too.
Whenever I attend a large event for women,
We are drawn
I observe dozens, and sometimes hundreds,
by a voice of
of women waiting in line to have a few brief
beauty. We are
moments with their favorite author. There’s
held by a voice
of truth.
nothing wrong with this, of course. It’s natural to want to connect with the person whose
voice spoke to them in some way. It reveals a
basic human tendency we all share: Something inside us gravitates
toward voices of beauty and truth.
We’re influenced not only by the voices of popular singers and
writers, but also by the voices of parents, teachers, coaches, pastors,
neighbors, and even total strangers. For good or bad, voices influence us. And with the advent of the Internet, millions of voices contend for an audience every day. They vie for our attention. A few will
be heard above the noise—mostly the ones that resemble, at least to
some degree, an element of beauty and truth.
There’s only one problem. Not every beautiful voice bears reliable truth. Some voices are a distant echo of truth, an alloyed measure of the real thing. So we must discern what is true from what is
untrue, what is real from what is unreal. But how? What standard
can we use to determine reliable truth?
When I was in high school, I attended my church’s youth group.
One night the youth pastor asked for a volunteer to come to the
middle of the room. He held up a giant Snickers bar and told the
volunteer he could have it if he could find it. But there were two
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caveats: (1) The volunteer would be blindfolded, and (2) everyone
else in the room could only offer directions—such as turn around,
go left, go right, reach up, bend down. The youth pastor blindfolded the volunteer and hid the candy bar where everyone else in
the room could see. When he yelled “Go!” everyone began shouting. “Go left!” “Keep going!” “Reach up!” “Turn around!” But the
blindfolded guy just stood in the middle of the room, paralyzed.
With so much chaotic noise around him, he couldn’t discern which
voice to listen to.
The youth pastor quieted everyone down and asked the volunteer to choose one friend in the room to give him directions. With
only one voice giving him directions, he found the candy bar within
seconds. The youth pastor’s point was clear. Many voices will compete for our attention, but we’ll find our way when we choose to listen to the voice of a trusted Friend.
I have a dear friend whose son was born deaf. He couldn’t hear
his mama read storybooks to him. He couldn’t hear her sing over
him as he slept. He couldn’t hear her warn
him when he approached something dangerWe find our
ous. Shortly after his first birthday, he had
path in life once
surgery to receive cochlear implants. A few
we’re listening
weeks after the surgery my friend and her
to the voice that
matters
most.
husband drove their son to the audiologist. It
was Activation Day, the day they would turn
on their son’s new ears.
In the video of those first few moments, you can see his little
face look up in wonder the first time he hears the machine beeping.
When the audiologist claps her hands, he touches the devices next
to his ears. He’s making the connection. Then his father leans in and
speaks to him. For the first time he hears his father’s voice. The boy
turns his head and looks at his father, a smile lighting his sweet face.
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Most of us can’t recall the first moment we heard our parents’
voices. We were only babies. But I can distinctly recall the first time
I heard my Father’s voice. It wasn’t an audible voice, but it was as
real as the air I breathed.
God’s Word lay open before me. As I read the Bible, the words
seemed to come alive on the page. It was July 31, 1990. My Activation Day.1 From that day forward I chose my Father’s voice to be my
trusted guide—my soul’s compass.
Throughout history men and women have experienced their
own spiritual Activation Day—the day they first heard God speak
to them.Sometimes God speaks to us through our circumstances.
Sometimes He speaks to us through other people. Most of the time,
however, God speaks to us through His Word. This book is about
learning to hear God’s voice through His Word so we can discern
what is true from what is untrue. Because once we’ve heard the voice
of our Father—the voice of the One who designed us and created
a distinct purpose for us—we become like the blindfolded volunteer in my youth group who chose a friend to guide him. We find
our path in life once we’re listening to the voice that matters most.
In ancient times, before Jesus walked this earth, God spoke to
His people primarily through prophets and priests. In every generation God raised up voices to communicate timeless truths. These
voices called people back to truth, back to reality (and by “reality,”
I don’t mean anything we observe on reality TV). The book you’re
holding now follows the life of one such priest.
Ezra was an out-of-work priest because he lived in Babylon as an
exile. Since the temple back in Jerusalem had been destroyed, the
job of a temple priest had become obsolete. The people in exile had
to assimilate into their new culture and settle into a life far from their
homeland. Coming from a priestly family, Ezra was well-educated
and highly literate, so he procured a job somewhere in Babylonian
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government, serving as either a record keeper or some other official
position that required the rare literacy skills he possessed.
Through his work as a scribe, Ezra played a key role in preserving a post-exilic history of the Jewish people, but more importantly,
Ezra eventually led a caravan of exiles back to Jerusalem, where he
devoted his life to one message. He wanted everyone to heed the
voice of God through the pages of His Word. Ezra’s ministry of
the Word would permeate his life to such a degree he would also
organize the first order of Jewish scribes.  2 The Israelites had never
imagined the destruction of the temple possible, which is why they
scoffed at Jeremiah’s earlier warnings.  3 But once the temple was
destroyed and later rebuilt, Ezra knew they could never risk the
possible destruction of the scrolls. So Ezra trained other priests to
continue his work as a scribe, preserving God’s Word by making
meticulous copies of the scrolls.
Ezra was a Word Writer. And he invited others to join him in
writing the Word.
The book of Ezra says,
“Ezra had determined in his heart
to study the law of the Lord, obey it,
and teach its statutes and ordinances in Israel.”
—Ezra 7:10

In this verse we observe a sequence of four actionable steps,  4 and
each part of this book is devoted to one step:

Part One—Determining in Your Heart
Ezra determined in his heart to make
God’s voice his guide. We’ll follow Ezra
from Babylon to Jerusalem and explore the
obstacles that hindered the Israelites from

Ezra was a Word
Writer. And he
invited others
to join him in
writing the
Word.
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choosing God’s path. We’ll find their obstacles are not so different from ours. I share my own story of spiritual exile and the reasons I determined in my heart that God’s Word would be my soul’s
compass.

Part Two—To Study God’s Word
Ezra knew he needed to study the law of
the Lord to hear God’s voice, and he called
We’re on a
God’s people to do the same. This call still
journey, not of
sounds today. The ancient text of the Bible
perfection but
of progression,
poses some challenges, but in Part Two we’ll
to become more
explore some of the moves we can make to
like Christ.
help us overcome them.
Part Three—To Obey God’s Voice
Ezra purposed to obey what he read in Scripture. In the same
way, we want to move the precepts we find in God’s Word from
our minds through our hearts to our hands. The goal is never mere
accumulation of information, but rather spiritual transformation.
We’re on a journey, not of perfection but of progression, to become
more like Christ.
Part Four—To Teach God’s Precepts
Ezra yearned for God’s people to do the same, so he sought to
teach its statutes and ordinances. In the final chapters of this book,
we’ll dive deeper into “life after exile” and what it looks like to be
stewards of the call on our lives.
As this book traces Ezra’s journey from his exile in Babylon to his
home in Jerusalem, I also share my own story of “going home.” The
most common motif in all of literature is the theme of “going home.”
Because something inside us knows we were made for something
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more than what we’re experiencing here and now. Our souls long
for something beyond what we can see and touch and hear and
know. Apart from God, we’re in a spiritual exile of our own, and our
lives are a journey toward our true home. We’re eternal souls living
inside mortal bodies, and our physical world
sometimes blinds us—and deafens us—from
God’s Word
what is true versus what is untrue.
is the only
But you won’t find any churchy clichés
unchanging,
or perky platitudes here. Just an honest telleternal reality
we can look to.
ing of a hard journey—hard in the way one
wrestles with reconciling their theology with
their reality.
In a world constantly spinning and a culture constantly changing, we all need something unchanging to hold on to—something
steadfast to anchor our souls amidst the swirling turmoil around us
and within us. God’s Word is the only unchanging, eternal reality
we can look to. Like the North Star pointing the way home for sailors who have no other fixed point to rely on, God’s Word shows us
the way home.
We don’t have to be graduate students in seminary to be serious
students of the Bible either. God’s Word is just as much for the mom
serving pizza to her kids in a living room as it is for the pastor serving
on staff at a church. The Holy Spirit enables every believer, wherever
we are, to understand the uncompromised truth and uncontested
beauty of Scripture. When we hear God’s voice through the pages
of His Word, we find our true home in Him, and the brokenness
we experience in the deep waters of life is redeemed for a purpose
greater than we can imagine.
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Part One

Determining
in Your Heart
Ezra had determined   in his heart…
Ezra 7:10
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The Exile We Know
When they walk through the Valley of Weeping,
it will become a place of refreshing springs.
Psalm 84:6 nlt

California covers a vast territory. Mountains shrouded with evergreen. Beaches lined with sand. Forests impaled with redwood. At
the heart of it all, like a spine connecting various parts of a body, a
central valley stretches across a taut expanse of farmland. Here in
the valley my hometown is like an island on a sea of rice fields. Flat
terrain extends as far north and south as the eye permits. To the east
and west, mountain ranges function like the sides of a canoe, while
cement canals divide the land in between.
This is not the California everyone thinks of. Where men once
rushed to find nuggets of gold lying in streams. Where celebrities
have their names embossed in gold letters on sidewalks. Where a
bridge is named the Golden Gate Bridge and the state flower is the
golden poppy. Despite these iconic images, not everything here glitters with gold. The lesser-known heart of California is earthy and
agrarian, a land where cows graze and farmers raise—chickens and
pigs, bees and goats. This is where I’m from. A small, simple farming
town called Willows. A town duly named, I’m told, for the weeping
willows that sweep alongside the Sacramento River.
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I’m from a place known for its weeping. The irony is not lost on
me.

The chairs are all taken by adults, so I crouch in the corner of my
brother’s hospital room. Mom stands at the foot of his bed, her face
wet with her own pain. The nurse behind a paper mask shoves a plastic tube several feet long through a hole in my brother’s throat. His
face contorts in agony. They’ve strapped his arms to the metal rails
along the bed, but even with restraints it takes several nurses to hold
him down. Despite his broken body, he’s stronger than all of them.
When nobody’s watching, I back out of the room and move in
slow motion toward the window at the end of the hall. Pressing my
forehead against the pane, I feel the condensation as drops of water
form on the window, cold and damp. I envy the glass its ability to
cry. For some reason what I feel inside can’t make its way out, as
though my tears are dammed as my headache worsens.
A timid hand touches my shoulder and I turn to see a nurse. Not
from my brother’s room but from a station down the hall. With
nothing more than a soft look in her eye, she hands me a can of
Sprite and slips away. I’m surprised she noticed me. For weeks now
I’ve meandered through different parts of the hospital, wandering
aimlessly about, figuring out which floors do what. I’m convinced
I’m invisible.
At Grandma’s house I saw The Phantom of the Opera on TV as
a PBS special. As much as the show scared me, it mesmerized me.
The phantom crept through secret tunnels, invisible to the rest of
the world. That’s how I feel now. Invisible. I’m here, but few people
know, few people care. I slink down stairwells and edge past signs
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that say personnel only. If someone in scrubs asks me how I got
there, I feign innocence. Somehow I’ve gotten turned around, I
explain, and I’m lost. The hospital worker kindly points me in the
right direction then passes me by. Moments later I’m invisible again.
While roaming hospital floors, I discover a door with a placard
that says chapel. The room inside is smaller than my bedroom. It
looks like a miniature sanctuary, complete with three tiny pews. Several symbols stretch across one wall. A cross. A crucifix. The Star of
David. Plus a few others I don’t recognize. It’s
a smorgasbord of religion.
The chapel
Of all the symbols the crucifix draws my
becomes my
attention the most. I’ve never seen one so
sanctuary. My
close. The crosses at my church are bare, but
secret hiding
place.
this one shows Jesus in 3-D. I touch the nails
that perforate Jesus’s hands and feet, and I
think about the needles and tubes puncturing my brother’s body. Pierced. His body broken. His blood spilled.
The chapel becomes my sanctuary. My secret hiding place.
Whenever I need refuge from beeping machines and whispering
adults, I come here to get away. Sometimes I lie on a pew with my
knees dangling over the armrest and take a nap. Other times I finger through the pages of the huge Bible on the table at the front. But
every page is filled with thees and thous. None of it makes sense.
Several times I try reading a tattered copy of   The Secret Garden
from my backpack. My sixth-grade book report is overdue, but I’m
having a hard time concentrating because the opening pages are
depressing. The protagonist in the story, a young girl, hides in corners while the plague sweeps through her home and village. She’s
surrounded by death.
Death surrounds me too, so I never leave this odd sanctuary
without kneeling and praying the way I see grown-ups pray at
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church. I plead for God to end my brother’s suffering. I try to bargain with Him too, but I don’t have much to offer, just my bike and
pup tent. So I beg, Please, God, make his pain stop. Make him better
or take him home.
These, the only conceivable choices. But God doesn’t answer
either one of these prayers. My brother never makes it to heaven,
although I’m told his heart stopped on the operating table. But he
never gets better either. Instead, he’s sentenced for life, imprisoned
in a body that will never work right again.
Paralyzed.
Months later my brother Kendall comes home from the hospital. Our three-bedroom rental doesn’t accommodate a wheelchair,
and medical paraphernalia now fills every room. My two brothers
always shared a bedroom and I had my own room, but we understand the need to give Kendall as much privacy as possible. So we
move him into my bedroom.
Our house has a small laundry room in the back, except a twinsized mattress won’t fit in there, so Dad has some foam specially cut
to make a bed for me in the nook by the washer and dryer. Between
the wash cycle and spin cycle, I pull my copy of   The Secret Garden
from the small stack of books next to my makeshift bed. I failed
my book report the year before; I never finished it. But something
inside me wants to finish what I started before my brother’s car accident—before a dark, pervasive sorrow consumed every aspect of our
lives. I hated the book when I first tried to read it in the hospital, but
this time it gives me hope.
The doctors say there’s no hope of my brother ever walking again.
In my book the main character arrives at her uncle’s house and discovers a secret garden. Inside the secret garden her wheelchairbound cousin can walk. Even though I know the story is fiction, I
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just have to believe something out there can make my brother walk
again too. I have to find my own secret garden.
At first my hoped-for garden looks like possible surgeries or hopeful prayer meetings. My parents visit new doctors’ offices in search of
a cure. They call for prayer meetings at church and raise their hands
toward heaven for a miracle. Then one day I watch my dad lift his
20-year-old son out of his wheelchair. He places his firstborn in the
cab of his truck, and then folds the wheelchair and sets it in the back.
Dad drives my brother to a Billy Graham Crusade.  1 So I stay up late
because I want to celebrate with them when they return. I want to
see my brother jump out of Dad’s truck, shouting and praising God
the way people in the Bible did when Jesus healed them.
Hours pass as the swoosh of the washer and the hum of the dryer
woo me to sleep.
In the morning an eerie hush stifles the air. No one speaks. No
one looks at each other. We shuffle to our cereal bowls, feeling the
weight of this final blow. No surgery, no prayer meeting, and no
super-evangelist can restore this brokenness.
Faith is crucified and buried.
I can’t write
Hope dies.
a book about
And a permanent wheelchair ramp is
how lifebuilt to our front door.
changing the
Bible
is without
My parents shutter the doors of the small
also sharing
church they lead. Faith is exiled to the past,
my struggle
while our new lives take on a lifelessness
to believe
akin to my brother’s dead legs. The prison
everything the
Bible says.
of paralysis spreads to the heart. If we’re supposed to walk by faith, we’d settle just for
walking.
I give up on ever finding a magical garden.
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I can’t write a book about the Bible, telling you how life-changing
it is—no matter how true that truth is—without also sharing my
struggle to believe everything the Bible says. That God is good. That
He cares about our tears. That we can trust Him with our bodies and
our lives. I’ve especially struggled with verses like Jeremiah 29:11 that
talk about God’s plans to prosper us and not to harm us.
Tell that to my brother.
Tell that to the mom with stage 4 breast cancer.
Tell that to the child who’s just lost a mom or dad or both.
Nevertheless, Jeremiah 29:11 remains a favorite verse for many:
“‘I know the plans I have for you,’ declares
the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to
Jeremiah 29:11
harm you, plans to give you hope and a
is the perfect
future’” (niv).
Bible verse
This sounds like a great promise—plans
for a meme on
Instagram or
filled with hope and a future that looks
Facebook. But
bright. It sounds awfully close to the idewhat about
alized American Dream with its inherent
the rest of
promise of life, liberty, and the pursuit of
Jeremiah’s book?
happiness. No wonder we westerners love
Jeremiah 29:11 so much. It’s the perfect Bible
verse for a meme on Instagram or Facebook. But what about the rest
of Jeremiah’s book?
When we zoom in a little closer to see what is really happening in
the world of the Jews when Jeremiah prophesies those now-popular
words, we see a nation near extinction, a people condemned to
utter degradation. Starved. Murdered. Captured. Enslaved. Exiled.
If news cameras had been around, footage would have shown dead
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bodies, both large and small, lying in dirt streets with vultures preying on human flesh. The survivors were forced to march across a
desert, live in a foreign land, learn a new language, and serve the
very people who had killed their families and their entire way of life.
What about those plans to prosper them? And not to harm them?
What kind of hope and future could they possibly have in Babylon?
The horror the Hebrews experienced when the Babylonians
invaded Jerusalem was a holocaust before the Holocaust. And it’s
to these survivors Jeremiah speaks, “I know the plans I have for
you…” The “you” here is plural. Jeremiah isn’t speaking to an individual. He’s speaking to a community that has just experienced the
worst thing any community could possibly endure. God promises
to bring His people back to Jerusalem in 70 years. God promises to
restore their former way of life. And ultimately, God promises to
send a Savior—a King who will vanquish their enemy.
God makes good on His promise too. Decades later the Persians defeat the Babylonians, and a new king—a Mr. Cyrus of Persia—makes a royal decree. The Hebrews can go home, and the new
government in power will pay the cost to rebuild their temple in
Jerusalem.
Such a turn of events.
Around 50,000 Hebrews choose to make the 900-mile trek back
across the desert.  2 This was a scant portion of the Hebrew population living in Babylon at the time. The majority of the Hebrews had
assimilated into their new country, and they preferred to stay put.
Years pass. Another king takes over. And it’s here in Babylon we
find Ezra, a Levite in captivity. In Babylon, Aramaic is the language
of the day, but Ezra is fluent in Hebrew as well. His exceptional literacy skills garner him a prestigious post in Babylonian government.
He has access to legal documents, as well as the new king, Artaxerxes.
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But something stirs deep inside Ezra when he hears the news of the
rebuilt temple in Jerusalem. With the temple restored, his heritage
as a priest is also restored, so Ezra approaches the king and seeks permission to return to Jerusalem. The king not only agrees to let Ezra
go, but also grants him everything he requests.  3
With this second caravan, only 1500
Hebrews choose to return with Ezra. Again,
The Hebrews in
the majority wish to remain in Babylon. I
Babylon lived
can’t judge them, though, for their desire
in literal exile,
to stay speaks to the condition of a soul
but their lives
exemplify the
in captivity. The longer we live in captivspiritual exile we
ity, the more accustomed we grow to it and
all experience
the harder it becomes to break free from
apart from God.
bondage and embrace true freedom. Maybe
some of them wanted to return to Jerusalem, but the four-month hike through a perilous desert seemed
too much to bear. Or maybe they’d simply grown comfortable
where they were. Assimilation, for many, was complete. Most of
the younger generation couldn’t even understand the Hebrew language anymore. Why risk the journey for an unknown land with
an unknown language?
The Hebrews in Babylon lived in literal exile, but their lives exemplify the spiritual exile we all experience apart from God. And everyone’s spiritual exile looks different. For some, spiritual exile may look
like rebellion against parental expectations and traditional norms.
For many, spiritual exile can look like hardworking folks simply
going about their daily lives, trying to earn a living, but doing so
with a dogged determination of self-reliance. For me, spiritual exile
looked more like bewildered confusion, feeling abandoned by God.
While other families still dressed in their Sunday best trotted off to
church in station wagons, my brother struggled with doorways too
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narrow for a wheelchair and wooden cabinets under sinks that prevented access for something as routine as brushing your teeth.
Thirty years later our lives remain split between the before and
after. Life before the car accident. And life after the car accident.
This same phenomenon reverberates throughout history and across
geography. Life before the cancer. Life after the cancer. Life before
9-11. Life after. Life before Hurricane Katrina. Life after.
The way lightning from heaven splits a tree to its core, calamity
separates time. Our lives become forever oriented to its strike, and
the brokenness in its wake leaves us reeling, not knowing how to
move forward. More often than not these experiences define our
being, shaping—or misshaping—our views about God and prayer
and faith and hope, rendering the broken
ever more broken. But when the deep waters
With a broken
of suffering threaten to take the very breath
body God
right out of us, the deeper waters of life with
restored
God speak hope into the impossible.
humanity’s
brokenness.
For years too long I believed a broken
body broke my family. I couldn’t fathom
how a broken body could be used to restore
wholeness and peace where strife had rent asunder the life-beating
soul of father and mother, brother and sister. Yet that is exactly what
happened when heaven opened and sent Light into the world, separating time between bc and ad. Thirty years upon this earth, Jesus
built with carpenter’s hands and helped with younger siblings. This
the before. Then the unthinkable.
Soldiers surrounded Him and stretched out His arms. They
nailed His hands and feet to splintered crossbeams while onlookers
stood nearby, hurling insults and mocking His name.
Jesus was crucified and buried.
Hope died.
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Then hope came back to life.
With a broken body God restored humanity’s brokenness. Now
the scarred hands of the One and Only hold the one and only promise of wholeness. And the King is extending an invitation—today,
right now, this very moment—for every spiritual exile to return
to his or her true home in Him, where a person’s core identity is
restored and divine purpose is fulfilled.
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