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FOREWORD 

Tim Costello 

The Rev. Tim Costello is one of Australia’s most outspoken and 
revered social justice advocates. A Baptist minister, he has dedicated 
his life to championing the cause of the poor and marginalised. Tim 
has been named one of Australia’s National Living Treasures and 
was made an Officer of the Order of Australia (AO) in recognition 

of his distinguished service to humanity at large. 
 

. . .  

 

AS THE GREAT APOSTLE PAUL SAYS, we view the awe-

inspiring mysteries of life dimly through a dusty mirror. 

He chose his words well. In Greek, the word for ‘dimly’, 

sometimes rendered as ‘darkly’, is the root word enigma. Seeing 

through a glass darkly means that what we see is not the whole 

picture but a dim outline. 

Christianity can be wonderfully messy. It crosses the 

boundaries of race, class and politics. 

The perception problem with Christianity (and life itself) 

is that it is full of grey areas – and that frightens and threatens 

some people who like their faith packaged and tidy. 

Nic Mackay rightly tells us in this excellent book to get 

comfortable in the grey. He states that there is power in this 
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because the less we claim to ‘know’, the more we leave room for 

God to reveal the deeper truth of His ways. Nic understands 

this through the profound experience of losing a child. 

There are no simple answers to some of the great pressing 

questions. We learn to live with them, hopefully making our 

lives a worthy expression of leaning into the light. 

As long as we are alive, we are learning lessons. The idea 

of God's love coming with no strings attached seems to go 

against all instincts of human existence, but it is the core of 

Christianity. 

Christianity teaches that grace is often found in the midst 

of our confusion. 

Depending where we pay our spiritual dues – even atheists 

worship something – we will see life as a tragedy or a love story, 

or something in between. Our faith should give us an infinite 

horizon to view our lives here, so we can take pleasure in the 

real joys without perpetually crucifying ourselves because we 

aren't perfect. 

Jesus, bringing a mystery wrapped in love, offered concepts 

that require intelligence, compassion and imagination to fulfil 

God's promises. 

He was clear about what we should do. Love our 

neighbours as ourselves and let the Holy Spirit be a daily guide 

to living on this planet. Feed the poor, accept the outcasts, rely 

on God rather than money, beware of morality crusaders and 

fight for justice. 
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Jesus knew we would live in the midst of a riddle. His 

main legacy to his followers was a promise of inner peace in a 

storm. No magic formula, but an imperishable gift – the peace 

that passes all human understanding. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THE FACT THAT I’M WRITING A BOOK is unexpected.  

It’s not that I don’t like to write. I do. For much of my 

life, I’ve used words – written and spoken – to try to 

understand and impact the world around me. But I don’t really 

like to read.  

I used to.  

In primary school and even into high school, I was a 

voracious reader. I would devour entire series like John 

Marsden’s Tomorrow books (an Australian version of the 

Hunger Games … sort of). I pictured myself in the role of the 

characters – feeling what they felt, imagining what I would do 

in their situation.  

Would I be that bold? Would I dodge flying bullets without 
fear, run through blazing fire without hesitation, be the voice of 
strength when my friends were ready to surrender?  

I’m still not sure.  

I’ve never found myself in the midst of a war or known 

what it is to fear for my life. But I have fought battles and I 

know what it is to hold someone else’s life in my hands – and 

then let it go. 

That I’m writing a book about God is even more 

unexpected.  

For the first 20 years of my life I had absolutely no interest 

in God, despite being given every opportunity. In fact, I prided 
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myself on being agnostic and derided those who ‘gave in’ to the 

need for a higher power. 

Yet, here I am.  

Maybe it’s because I’ve been inspired by my wife who, in a 

matter of months, wrote one of the most powerful books I’ve 

ever encountered. Maybe it’s because I’ve been through the 

most challenging and defining season of my life, and I realise I 

have something to say – both for me and for others. 

Here’s the deal: I found God, lost my daughter, and got so 

depressed that I needed medication.  

I’m still taking it. In fact, this book is powered by pills … 

and coffee … and prayer. 

 

. . .  

 

Before we go any further, let me tell you a bit about myself. I’ll 

start with what I do.  

For want of a better term, I’m a global social entrepreneur. 

I know that sounds arrogant – or at least it does to the ears of 

an Australian who’s grown up in a culture that loves to cut 

down tall poppies – but it’s the best I can do. I’ve had the great 

blessing of helping to start and grow a number of organisations 

that seek to create positive social change on a local, national 

and international scale. Some have empowered young people to 

become caring and active global citizens; others have used the 

power of music to educate and challenge attitudes; others still 
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have used digital technology to campaign for social and political 

change. 

For many men, our identity is linked to our work and, 

more specifically, our success at work. It’s obviously not true of 

all men, but it’s definitely the case for me.  

In part, I’m okay with that. I believe my work matters – to 

me, to the world, to God. When I’m pulling long hours, 

operating outside my comfort zone, thinking about 

unconventional tactics I might employ to see justice “roll like a 

river”, I feel like I’m doing my bit to bring His Kingdom to 

earth as it is in heaven (Amos 5:24; Matthew 6:10).

1

 But I 

know that an identity built solely on career fails to recognise a 

massive part of what really matters in life. Seeking to change 

the world for the better may be what I do but it’s not who I 

am. 

So, who am I? 

I’m a husband to a truly remarkable human being, Dawn 

Faith. My darling wife is the definition of a strong black 

woman. She was born in South Africa during the height of 

apartheid and has defied every expectation and overcome every 

obstacle. The fact that I was willing to travel to the other side 

of the world, dress in six different types of animal skin, 

negotiate dowry for her hand in marriage, and then slaughter a 

goat in honour of her mother (albeit with some assistance) 

                                                   
1

 Unless otherwise specified, all references to scripture are taken from the 

New International Version (NIV) translation of the Bible. 
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brings new meaning to “putting a ring on it” – but it was worth 

it.

2

 

I’m a father to two children, one who is on this earth and 

one who isn’t. My firstborn was a precious daughter, Zinhle 

Grace. She brought more joy and more pain in her three 

months of life than I’d experienced in the first 30 years of mine. 

The second is my beautiful son, Lwandle Isaiah. He is fearless, 

stubborn, caring, stubborn, brilliant, and stubborn – then 

again, he’s four, so ‘stubborn’ is pretty much his job 

description. 

I’m also a son to two wonderful parents; a brother to my 

younger sister; and a loyal, if inconsistent, friend. 

 

. . .  

 

Now you know who I am, but I haven’t told you whose I am. 

I’m a child of God.  

When it comes to my identity, this is by far the most 

significant component but it’s also the hardest to acknowledge 

– not because I doubt its worth or His worth, but because I 

doubt my own.  

It’s fair to say I have some pretty significant insecurities, 

which can lead me to crave the affirmation of others and then 

                                                   
2

 Yes, I’m footnoting Beyoncé’s ‘Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It)’ from her 

2008 album I Am … Sasha Fierce. Some people live under rocks and might 

have missed one of the biggest pop songs of all time. That’s okay. God still 

loves you. 
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cringe when I receive it. It’s a lot like my son when he sees a 

puppy. He’s so overcome with excitement at the adorable ball 

of fur in front of him that he joyfully sprints towards it … then 

flees in terror as soon as it tries to lick him.  

I’m getting better at understanding, accepting and 

addressing my weaknesses but, like most things in life, it’s a 

journey. 

 

. . .  

 

In the pages that follow, I’ll share some of my story and the 

lessons I’ve learnt along the way.  

My story is not the truth, but I believe there is truth 

within it. The opinions are mine and some are controversial. 

You may not agree with them all, and that’s okay. I hope I’m 

big enough, and I know God is definitely big enough, to handle 

any disagreements we humans may have.  

This book is meant to be helpful. It’s intended to 

challenge, to encourage, to comfort, to empower. If it’s not 

helpful for you, please put it down. If you think it might speak 

to you, read on. 
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FAITH 
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. . .  

 

LORD, 

My prayer for this first section – and for the entire book – is 
that it may glorify You. 

Lord, I am sorry.  

I’m sorry for the years I rejected You before I knew You. I’m 
sorry for the times I’ve continued to reject You, even after coming to 
know You. In the pages that follow, I pray that I will write not with 
my own strength, wisdom, or insight, but with Yours. Forgive me, 
Father, for I already know there will be times when I will fail. 
Surround me with others who can show me where I have fallen short 
and help me hear the whisper of Your voice.  

Father, I plead for your grace and mercy, not only for my sins 
but for those of the global Christian family to which I belong. Lord, 
You made us to be Your beautiful bride, but too often we have 
broken our sacred vows. In our arrogance, in our self-righteousness, 
in our humanity, we have spat in Your face and in the faces of Your 
children. Save us from ourselves, Lord. Humble us. Make us kneel 
before you, so all those hurt and broken by our sin can see You for 
who You really are: the definition of love. 

Lord, I am hopeful. 

I know what You can do with the power of words. Please do it 
with those that follow. I can see those who are bigger sceptics than I 
once was, confounded into giving You another chance. I can see those 
of other faiths reaffirmed in their knowledge of You and Your love 
for them. 



 

 
9 

I see Christians returning in their spirit to the place they first 
met you. I see them laying down their lives afresh, picking up their 
cross with courage and conviction, and taking their true place in the 
body of Christ. 

Lord, I am grateful.  

I’m grateful that You would give me the opportunity and the 
ability to write this book. I’m grateful that You would deposit such a 
clear vision in my spirit and light a fire of passion to see it come to 
pass. I’m grateful that You would use me as a vessel for the words 
You seek to speak to Your people.  

Thank you for giving me a sharp mind, and for helping me 
embrace it. Thank you for giving me a soft heart, and allowing me 
to use it. Thank you for giving me great strength, and reminding me 
it comes from You. Thank you for giving me Your Spirit, so I may 
know You for myself. 

Lord, this is for You. 
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1 

Indiana Jones & the invisible bridge 

BELIEF IN GOD is a relatively new part of my life, but its 

roots go back to before I was born. 

My paternal grandfather was a Methodist minister and, by 

all accounts, a true man of God. I wish I’d heard him preach. 

He died when I was five years old, but I still have vivid 

memories of our time together, including trips to the local 

newsagent to buy comics – a purchase my parents never 

allowed! My grandma was the very model of a minister’s wife, 

right down to the lemon slice she baked for members of the 

congregation to have with tea and coffee after Sunday service. 

She devoted herself to the church for more than 50 years, even 

after my grandfather’s death.  

On my mother’s side, both my grandparents were life-long 

members of the church and I have vague memories of lining up 
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to shake the pastor’s hand at the end of a service I attended 

with them. 

I can’t recall ever having a deep spiritual conversation with 

any of my grandparents, but the faith of all four of them 

ensured that I knew about God from an early age, even if I 

didn’t know Him myself. 

The long delay between my birth and my personal 

introduction to Jesus can be explained by a number of factors, 

but my immediate family played a role. Despite the heritage on 

both sides, neither of my parents were practicing Christians. 

My dad was raised in various parts of Victoria, Australia. He 

had the typical pastor’s kid experience, where he seemingly 

spent every day and night at some church-related event. As a 

result, as soon as he was old enough to leave home, he also left 

the church. My mum grew up in Belfast, Northern Ireland, 

where Christianity was used as the justification for a decades-

long conflict between Catholics and Protestants – the scars 

from which are still visible today. Not exactly the best 

advertisement for God. 

As a family, we sometimes attended church on significant 

occasions like Easter and Christmas, but more for the sake of 

tradition than any real desire for spiritual connection. Faith was 

absent from my day-to-day life. I remember, when I was still 

young, filling out a form that asked about religion. I went to 

my dad genuinely confused about what I should write. He 

suggested that, if our family was anything, it was “probably 

Christian”. 
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Despite my parents’ apparent disconnection from faith, 

they sent me to a Baptist school, and I’m very pleased they did. 

The Christian ethos flowed into many aspects of school life and 

the 13 years I spent there, from Prep to Grade 12, had a huge 

influence on the man I am today. I don’t remember any 

particularly powerful encounters with God during my school 

years. I think it was because the often-ritualised nature of 

religion – prayer and a Bible reading at the start of assembly, 

and a chapel service once a fortnight – can make it hard to 

imagine a relationship with this person called ‘God’.  Also, I 

thought the students who identified as Christians were pretty 

weird! 

But perhaps the biggest barrier to deeply considering the 

existence of God was inside my head.   

Even from a young age, I was smart (book smart, not 

necessarily street smart, as my wife likes to remind me). By the 

time I reached high school, I had moved beyond simply 

regurgitating information and had shifted into critical thinking 

– examining the world around me, trying to understand how it 

worked, and how it could be changed. I got deeply involved in 

the (intellectual) sport of debating. I loved arguing, and I loved 

winning even more.  

But I always struggled when it came to engaging with my 

friends who were believers because the case for faith can’t be 

proved by logic alone. You can’t reason your way to God, or at 

least not all the way to Him. There is, at some point, a chasm 

to be crossed; a decision to believe regardless of evidence and 
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sometimes in spite of it. That’s why it’s called a ‘leap’ of faith.

3

 

Like Indiana Jones in The Last Crusade, we each need to take 

that first step off the edge of the cliff. And, at that time in my 

life, I couldn’t do it. I didn’t believe in the invisible bridge that 

would catch my fall. 

Instead, I directed my energy into critiquing the Church. 

Though my motivation was less than pure, it did teach me my 

first lesson in faith – and, importantly, it’s a lesson that still 

holds true. 

 

Lesson #1: The Church gets things wrong 

The significance of Jesus isn’t solely that He’s the Son of 

God, but that He is “the way, the truth and the life” (John 

14:6, emphasis added).  When we become Christians, we 

inherit that truth; we become “co-heirs with Christ” 

(Romans 8:17). But there’s a difference between inheriting 

something and truly appreciating the magnitude and 

complexity of that inheritance.  

Too often as Christians, the combination of our 

spiritual zeal and our discomfort with uncertainty leads us 

to create a set of biblical truths to live by and expect 

others to live by. The problem with this isn’t just that the 

practice of keeping a checklist of right and wrong 

resembles exactly what Christ came to confound, it’s that, 

                                                   
3

 The phrase is commonly attributed to Søren Kierkegaard from his book 

Concluding Unscientific Postscript (published in 1846), though he technically 

referred to it as a leap to faith. 
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in our humanity, we can never be 100% certain of what is 

right or wrong. 

I have a confession to make: I love the TV series The 
West Wing. Like, I LOVE it! There are seven seasons in 

all, and I’ve watched the whole thing at least three times. 

Yes, I could have done other things with my time, but the 

series taught me a lot about life and the satanic nature of 

US politics. (I’m only partly joking.) Anyway, in the 

episode called Faith-Based Initiative, there’s a beautiful line 

when one of the characters is asked if he believes the Bible 

to be literally true. He responds: “Yes, sir. But I don't 

think either of us is smart enough to understand it.”

4

 

Yes, Christ is the truth – the complete truth – but 

our understanding of Him will always be incomplete until 

we see him face-to-face. As the Apostle Paul says: “For we 

know in part and we prophesy in part, but when 
completeness comes, what is in part disappears” (1 

Corinthians 13:9-10, emphasis added). 

 Unfortunately, we Christians have a long track 

record of speaking and acting with great certainty on a 

range of controversial issues. Paul alludes to this just two 

verses later: “For now we see only a reflection as in a 

mirror” (1 Corinthians 13:12). And the most dangerous 

thing about a mirror is that it gives the illusion of accuracy 

when, in fact, the image we see is an inversion of reality. 

                                                   
4

 Whitford, B. (writer), & Misiano, C. (director) (2005). ‘Faith-Based 

Initiative’, The West Wing, Season 6, Episode 10. NBC. 
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The Christian Church has often found itself on the 

wrong side of history. Christians used a selective reading of 

the Bible to institute, uphold and defend slavery for 

hundreds of years. That same selective reading was used to 

rail against interracial marriage and the suggestion that 

women could make their way out of the kitchen and into 

positions of leadership.  

Thankfully, it was also Christians who championed 

change in these areas. William Wilberforce fought 

tirelessly for the eradication of slavery in the UK. Martin 

Luther King Jr still stands as the embodiment of racial 

equality and harmony. Mother Theresa showed that a 

diminutive, quietly spoken woman can be an unstoppable 

force for change. 

But this doesn’t alter the fact that Christians of all 

stripes have at times made grave mistakes. Our desire to do 

God’s work has resulted in exactly the opposite: we have 

made people’s lives miserable, we have failed to do His 

good works on Earth, we have given our Creator a bad 

name. We need to admit this and repent of it, whether we 

were directly involved or not, because it forms part of our 

Christian heritage. More than that, we need to at least 

entertain the fact that if we have been wrong in the past, 

then we could be wrong now, and we’ll likely be wrong 

again in the future.  

To an extent, that’s okay. It’s part of being human to 

get things wrong and, Christian or not, we’re still human. 

What’s not okay is to be so sure of our own self-rightness 

that we become self-righteous. Self-righteousness fuels a 
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version of Christianity that is all about us; that looks 

inward when we should be looking outward; that 

prioritises personal morality over societal justice.  

We accept billions of people living in extreme 

poverty, so long as no one is having sex before marriage.  

We allow the turning away of refugees fleeing war 

and persecution, so long as gay people can’t get married.  

We ignore the destruction of the planet that God 

entrusted to us as stewards, so long as the tax deductions 

afforded to churches aren’t rescinded. 

And self-righteousness doesn’t just cause us to turn 

our back on the world; it can cause us to turn our scrutiny 

on fellow Christians whose beliefs and practices aren’t 

exactly like ours. The Church should be working in 

harmony as “the body of Christ” (1 Corinthians 12:27). 

Instead, we divide ourselves into denominations and deride 

the differences that could be our greatest strength. When 

former Catholics ‘convert’ to Pentecostalism, Pentecostals 

celebrate their salvation, as if they weren’t really Christians 

before. When Pentecostals raise their hands and start 

speaking in tongues, Catholics shake their heads and reach 

for the nearest set of rosary beads. 

In Jesus’ name, we need to stop. 

We need to stop yelling at each other and at the 

world. We need to stop claiming that we have all the 

answers when we know there’s only One who does. We 

need to stop trying so hard to be good Christians and 

remember, instead, that we are all sinners. And that’s why 
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we need Christ – every one of us, every day, from now 

until eternity. 



 

 

2 

Planting an acorn 

AS A NON-CHRISTIAN, the faults of the Church – and the 

inability of Christians to admit to them – played a significant 

role in my refusal to cross the line of faith. Though, in truth, it 

was also a convenient excuse. By the time I graduated from 

high school I had gladly adopted the title ‘agnostic’. I wasn’t 

arrogant enough to suggest there was no such thing as a higher 

power, but I was arrogant enough to think I didn’t need to find 

out about it for myself! 

I did try to be accepting of and respectful towards 

Christians, despite my misgivings about the Church. And, 

when a friend asked me to help start a Christian, youth-run 

organisation to help end extreme poverty, I agreed with little 

hesitation. I didn’t change my agnostic mindset; instead, I took 

on the role of resident non-Christian.  
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Oaktree, as we decided to call the organisation, is now 

Australia’s largest youth movement, with over 250,000 

members. It has used the power of education to radically 

change the lives of young people in developing countries, and it 

has had an equally powerful impact on young people in 

Australia, many of who come from wealthy backgrounds by 

global standards. 

Before Oaktree, I was on track to become a lawyer, 

motivated by the misguided notion that the law is about justice. 

(Again, I’m only partly joking.) By the time I graduated from 

university with my law degree, I had little interest in practicing 

law and far more interest in working directly towards creating 

positive social change. This personal transformation was almost 

solely due to my experience at Oaktree. When you’re exposed 

to the extent of global need, confronted by your relative 

privilege, and convicted by the potential to be an agent of 

change – even as a naive 20-something-year-old – it’s very hard 

to keep walking the same path. 

Oaktree not only changed my career trajectory, it changed 

my perception of Christians.  

I was suddenly surrounded by young people who loved 

God and who took His love for the poor so seriously that they 

were willing to volunteer up to 40 hours of their time every 

week. There was no hypocrisy or hollow talk, just a desire to be 

His hands and feet in the world. I also worked closely with 

Christians who welcomed the involvement of people of 

different faiths or no faith. By the time I ‘retired’ from Oaktree 

after five years (we set a cut-off age of 26 to ensure it was 

actually youth-run), there were more non-Christians involved 
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than Christians. That’s still the case today. Rather than 

threatening the leadership team or diluting the Christian 

foundations of the organisation, the willingness to embrace all 

of God’s people has increased the breadth and depth of 

Oaktree’s impact and, in my opinion, made the world look a 

little more like the Kingdom. 

My time with Oaktree helped me realise I needed a 

profound change in direction, but that didn’t mean I had the 

courage to rip up the map altogether. Instead, I deferred the 

job I’d been offered at a commercial law firm and took a year off 

to explore my options.  

The first step involved three months in London, during 

which time I worked as a waiter in an Italian chain restaurant 

and drank too much beer. From London, I flew to South 

Africa with dreams of using music to change the world.  

I’d always been a fan of music. From a young age, I played 

all manner of instruments from clarinet to piano to saxophone. 

As I got older, I began singing and joined the cast of several 

school musicals. I also developed a love for pop music. I was 

that kid (and I’m showing my age here) who sat by the radio on 

a Saturday night recording the Top 40 onto cassette tape, 

pausing for ads, so the playback would go seamlessly from one 

song to the next. One of my favourite artists was British R&B 

singer, Craig David. I was such a fan that I was inspired to 

perform somewhat embarrassing renditions of his hits during 

school assemblies. Given that I attended a Baptist school, the 

lyrics “you know we’ll be getting some / getting jiggy just for 

fun” probably weren’t the most appropriate.  
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I had first travelled to South Africa with Oaktree in 2005. 

(This was when I first met my future wife, Dawn, but more on 

that later.) One of the most impactful parts of the trip was an 

encounter with a gospel choir in a rural area of the KwaZulu-

Natal province. I’ll forever remember the night we walked into 

a dilapidated community hall, seemingly in the middle of 

nowhere, for a concert that had been organised to welcome us 

wide-eyed Aussies do-gooders to the region. The power was 

out – a pretty regular occurrence in South Africa at the time – 

so the only light came from candles. When the choir took to 

the stage and began to sing, I was transfixed. I’d never heard 

nor felt anything like it.  

It was the Holy Spirit.  

I wasn’t the only one taken by the choir and, as a result, a 

group of us recorded two albums with them over two years – 

the latter at the studio in Durban used by Ladysmith Black 

Mambazo, the legendary South African vocal group who 

collaborated with Paul Simon on his world-famous album, 

Graceland. By this stage, I’d discovered my mad skillz as a 

rapper and I had the privilege of recording on the same 

microphone used by Mambazo’s lead singer Joseph Tshabalala.  

The musical experiences I had during my initial trips to 

South Africa were some of the best of my life. I wanted more 

and I felt I could only get this by going back. At the time, I 

couldn’t explain why. I now believe it was God calling me to 

Him. 

 

. . .  
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After my short stay in London, I headed to South Africa for 

what was the third time. The months that followed were a 

game-changer in my journey to Jesus, for three reasons. 

First, the distance from home allowed me, perhaps for the 

first time, to engage with spirituality free from the judgment 

(whether real or perceived) of my immediate family and close 

friends, most of whom were either agnostic or atheist. It’s 

incredible how much we can allow the opinions of others to 

influence what we say, do, or even think. It’s not necessarily a 

bad thing, but it’s important to ask ourselves some hard 

questions about whether we really share the beliefs of those 

around us. 

Second, I was struck by the way Christianity was practiced 

and perceived in South Africa. It was a more normalised part of 

the culture – unlike Australia, where Christians who spoke out 

in the mainstream were often regarded as hippy, fanatical, or 

both. Even more significant for me was the way South African 

Christians regarded themselves and each other. Where I came 

from, if you admitted to being a Christian, the next question 

was “Which denomination?” When I asked this in South Africa, 

people looked at me blankly, like they’d never heard the 

concept of denominations. Efforts to distinguish and 

differentiate are virtually non-existent – every Christian in 

South Africa is part of the body of Christ. 

Third, and perhaps most importantly, there was a girl.   

I first met my now-wife, Dawn, in 2005 at the very end of 

my trip with Oaktree – though I’d prefer to forget that 
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particular interaction because I apparently acted like what 

Australians colloquially call a ‘wanker’. Essentially, I was less 

than charming. In my defence, I was nursing a broken heart 

after the end of a long-distance relationship with a lovely 

American girl, and I was more than a little upset to be 

somehow buying lunch for six people I barely knew while the 

rest of my Aussie colleagues had flown home on an earlier 

flight.  

When I reached out to Dawn via email from London in 

2007, asking for advice on the South African music industry, 

she was surprised to say the least. Even more surprising was 

that I sent the message to an old address and, on the very same 

day, Dawn, bored at work, decided to check it for the first time 

in two years. Talk about divine intervention – God even uses 

abandoned Hotmail accounts to fulfil His purpose! 

I’d like to say that during my next encounter with Dawn I 

was the perfect gentleman and she couldn’t resist me. But the 

truth is we spent almost all of our time together arguing. We 

disagreed about everything, which was my version of heaven on 

earth. Dawn was unlike anyone I’d met. Yes, there were the 

obvious racial and cultural differences, but the biggest 

difference for me was her faith. She owned it without 

reservation, she lived it beyond a Sunday service, and, rather 

than shackling her to a set of laws, it empowered her to be her 

true self. This was a version of Christianity I’d never 

experienced and, for the first time, I genuinely wanted to know 

more. 

Long story short, I flew home to Melbourne, turned down 

the job at the law firm, relocated to Johannesburg, began a 
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relationship with a black woman in a nation still recovering 

from decades of white minority rule, and started a new non-

profit organisation (with said woman) on money given to me by 

my parents, who were concerned I might otherwise starve to 

death.  

Also, for the first time in my life, I started going to 

church. 
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3 

The happy-clappy crew 

THERE I WAS, surrounded by thousands of other worshippers 

at a Sunday church service in the wealthy northern suburbs of 

Johannesburg. To my shock, I was enjoying myself. Even more 

shocking was that it was a Pentecostal church – or that’s what 

Australians would have called it. It was exactly the sort of 

church I had walked out of a few years earlier. Like, actually 

walked out. Walked out while the service was still going.  

But this time, something was different. Like my previous 

Pentecostal church experience, people were clapping and raising 

their hands, greeting each other with broad smiles, and happily 

dropping cash into buckets for something called a ‘tithe’. 

The difference was me.  

For the first time, I was actually willing to listen deeply 

before jumping to criticism and, when I did listen, I connected 

with what I heard. The pastor was engaging, relevant, and 
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funny (I didn’t think Christians were allowed to be funny). It 

also helped that he was an expatriate Australian with some 

traces of his original accent. And the music was excellent, even 

if the genre wasn’t exactly my cup of tea. 

Pretty soon, I became a regular attendee. I even looked 

forward to Sunday mornings. When I initiated a conversation 

with Dawn about which of the two services we’d attend, it was 

clear something significant was happening. 

My time at the church taught me two crucial lessons in 

my journey to faith. 

 

Lesson #2: The Church gets things right 

Despite everything I said in Lesson #1 – which I stand by 

– there’s no denying that the Church has done a lot of 

good and continues to do so.  

Much of the non-profit sector, which I’ve spent half 

my life working in, originated with people of faith (many 

of them Christian) who chose to do what they could to 

serve others. They didn’t always do it well, and sometimes 

they did it very badly, but they were often the only ones 

willing to try. The Church continues to lead the way in 

responding to the needs of those in local communities – 

the poor, the homeless, the survivors of domestic violence 

– and, in countries like Australia, the Catholic church 

forms a key part of both the health and education sectors. 

My own experience has largely been in the 

Pentecostal church. It’s easy to deride, and the media, in 
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particular, rarely misses an opportunity. The rock music 

led by 30-year-old, tattooed virgins; the pastors who 

preach that God wants everyone to be rich; the often 

intolerant attitudes towards homosexuality. Oh, and the 

speaking in tongues because, let’s be honest, that’s pretty 

weird. Indeed, the Pentecostal church is something of a 

contradiction. It’s culturally progressive (hence the rock 

music and tattoos) but morally conservative (hence the 

opposition to homosexuality and the emphasis on sexual 

purity).  

Despite all this, Pentecostalism has a lot going for it. 

It uses the latest in media, technology and the creative arts 

to engage younger generations. It challenges traditional 

concepts of church, from the physical building to the 

pastor’s willingness to wear something other than a suit. It 

helps break some of the stereotypes that stop people 

walking through church doors in the first place. It expects 

and pursues a standard of excellence in the belief that we 

should bring God our very best, not just our well-

intentioned, but poorly-organised, works. It offers a 

practical application of ancient principles, helping people 

see why the Bible is still relevant and how it applies to 

their daily lives. It strives to create a genuine sense of 

community and connection between congregational 

members, even in so-called ‘mega churches’, which attract 

thousands and sometimes tens of thousands every week. 

And it’s not afraid to advocate for what it believes to 

be right, regardless of what the broader society may think. 

There can be problems with this, as I’ve noted in Lesson 
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#1, and sometimes I fundamentally disagree with the 

church’s position. But I’ve also found myself deeply 

challenged on issues like pre-marital sex and I’ve come to 

see the divine wisdom in abstinence, even if it jars with 

popular culture. I now wish I’d had the spiritual awareness 

and the physical discipline to wait until I was married 

before having sex, whereas I once used this teaching as one 

of the reasons I would never become a Christian. 

You can say what you like about the Pentecostal 

church, but without it I don’t think I’d have become a 

Christian. It succeeded in turning my former notions of 

spirituality on their head, and helped me see that someone 

like me could be a believer in God.  

And isn’t that exactly what Christ Himself came to earth 
to do? 
 

. . .  

 

Lesson #3: Religion and faith are poles apart 

One notion that needed some serious upending was my 

view that becoming a Christian meant becoming religious. 

Indeed, the world often talks about Christianity as a 

religion, and I believe it’s one of the things that keeps 

people from God. Because very few of us want to join a 

religion.  

Religion implies rules, dogma, judgement.  

Faith on the other hand is about belief, relationship, 

spirituality.  
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The whole point of Jesus coming to earth was to lead 

us back to faith, not into religion. In fact, he saved some 

of his most scathing comments for the Pharisees, the 

religious leaders of the time, referring to them as “vipers” 

and “blind fools”, who were “full of filth” (Matthew 23:33, 

17, 27). 

As Christians, we need to work hard to not become 

modern day Pharisees – more concerned about how we 

appear to the world than how we act when no one is 

looking; so caught up with ticking all the boxes that we 

forget the one box that actually matters: knowing God. 

To clarify, I’m not suggesting that the principles of 

the Christian faith aren’t important. Exactly the opposite; 

they matter enormously. Christ Himself made clear that 

He came not to abolish the Law but to fulfil it (Matthew 

5:17).  

But He also came to make sure we know the most 

important of all the commandments (loving God and 

loving others), to purchase forgiveness for our failures, to 

directly connect us with the Father so we can better 

understand His will, and to leave us with the Holy 

Counsellor who can help us navigate daily the journey of 

life.  

When we choose religious adherence over faithful 

obedience, we put back on the chains of our own sin and 

squander the very freedom that Christ died to give us. 

Once this distinction between religion and faith was 

revealed to me, it changed forever how I saw the leap I had 
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previously been unwilling to take. And it helped me 

understand why I came to care so little for the law during 

my studies, even though I appreciated its worth. Law is 

governed by rules that largely exist to the exclusion of 

love. Faith is governed by love that exists as a foundation 

for rules. 



 

 

4 

While no one’s looking 

I SHIFTED UNCOMFORTABLY IN MY SEAT. It was that 

time again: the altar call. 

For those unfamiliar with the practice, it’s an opportunity 

given at the end of most Pentecostal church services for anyone 

present to commit (or recommit) their life to Jesus and receive 

salvation. The standard preamble from the pastor includes a 

request to bow your head and close your eyes. This is followed 

by lines like “we don’t want to embarrass anyone”, “while no 

one’s looking around” and “don’t worry about the person beside 

you”.  

Then, anyone who wants to respond is asked to raise their 

hand in an auditorium filled with thousands of people they’ve 

never met. If you do raise your hand, you discover that, in fact, 

some members of the church team were looking and they will 

shortly approach you with a free Bible. They’ll do so in full view 
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of the person beside you, who is likely a close friend or family 

member who’s been not-so-secretly praying for your salvation 

for years, and who you were instructed barely three minutes ago 

not to worry about. 

After about six months of attending church in South 

Africa, I knew the whole altar call drill. I also knew that I 

wouldn’t be raising my hand unless I was comfortable to do so 

in full view of everyone, including the person beside me. But 

one weekend, the words in the pastor’s invitation were slightly 

different. He asked not only if anyone wanted to “invite Jesus 

into their life” but also if there was anyone who “just wanted to 

find out more”. Now, I’d been listening closely to the sermons 

and had begun to see the good things about the Church, and 

the difference between religion and faith. And I did want to 

find out more.  

So, I raised my hand. 

Well, you can only imagine the way Dawn (aka the person 

sitting beside me) responded when the member of the church 

team who clearly wasn’t included in the request to close her 

eyes and bow her head came up to me at the end of the service. 

We hadn’t even made it back to our car before Dawn was 

calling her mother to share the good news – the prayers of the 

Sibisi/Mthembu/Mlotshwa clan had been answered! 

Meanwhile, I was a bit surprised by her enthusiasm, because in 

my head I’d only agreed to ‘find out more’.  

This wasn’t something I chose to clarify with Dawn. In 

retrospect, that was probably (and, by ‘probably’, I mean 

absolutely, most definitely, without a doubt) a mistake. Almost 
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a year later, during a particularly heated theological 

conversation, I blurted out: “I’m still not sure I even believe in 
God!” Let’s just say that Dawn was more than a little surprised 

but, with great restraint, she managed to withhold her full 

emotions and remember that my journey to Jesus was my own. 

My real decision to become a Christian only happened 

after we relocated to Melbourne and started attending one of 

the oldest Pentecostal churches in the country. This time, the 

words of the invitation were very clear and they followed a 

sermon by a guest pastor on the subject of fear. The sentence 

that spoke loudest to me was: “If the only thing holding you 

back from accepting Christ is fear, that’s not a good enough 

reason.” 

As if it had a mind of its own, my right hand was suddenly 

raised high in the air and, at that point, there was no use 

denying or qualifying my commitment: I was all in. 

I’ll never forget the feeling of the Holy Spirit washing over 

me that day. It stayed for hours. A mix of great excitement and 

great peace. I had finally come home and my Father was 

waiting with open arms. 

 

Lesson #4: When God says He’ll wait, He means 
it 

I find it profoundly humbling that God waited for me. For 

over 26 years, He waited for me. Never wavering, never 

giving up. No matter what I said or did, no matter how far 

I strayed, God waited for me. If I was Him, I wouldn’t 
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have waited for me, which is why it’s a good thing I’m not 

Him. 

The well-known parable of the prodigal son (Luke 

15:11-32) is a beautiful depiction of God’s willingness to 

wait for His sons and daughters to return home. But, if 

you’ll indulge me, I’d like to offer a modern equivalent 

involving coffee because, well, I’m from Melbourne and 

drinking coffee is pretty much all we do there. 

So, imagine you’ve been invited out for coffee…  

You’ve never actually met the person you’re going to 

see, but everyone who has speaks about them with the 

greatest affection. Still, you’re a little sceptical. Can they 
really be as good as people say? Plus, you’ve got a lot on. You 

don’t really have time today. 

To make things more complicated, you didn’t start 

getting ready in time, and now you’re running horribly 

late. You send a message apologising. They reply 

immediately that it’s no problem and you should take your 

time.  

Twenty minutes later, you’re stuck in horrible traffic 

and still not there. This time you call to apologise. Again 

they seem unfazed and urge you not to stress.  

Another 20 minutes go by and you finally arrive. It’s 

now too embarrassing to call, so you just turn up to the 

cafe, hoping they’ve decided to leave.  

But they haven’t. They’re still there. Sitting 

unassumingly in the back corner, eyes fixed on the door, 
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waiting for the first sight of your face. They look nothing 

like you expected and yet you know immediately that it’s 

them. Not only are they not upset, they’re overjoyed to see 

you. They stand and throw their arms around you like 

they’ve known you all your life, and you let them do it 

because, in a strange way, it feels like they have.  

When you finally sit down, you see your favourite 

coffee, right there on the table in front of you. Not only is 

it perfectly made, it’s perfectly hot. Like you arrived at 

exactly the right time. 
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5 

The battlefield of the mind 

THE DECISION TO BECOME A CHRISTIAN was my first 

true act of faith – I’d taken the leap and God had caught me. 

But I didn’t stop asking questions. The only difference was that 

I now felt guilty for doing so. As if any doubts I had about 

Christianity were a sign of weakness. As if I needed to check 

my mind at the door in order to be a true follower of Jesus. 

Despite beating myself up about this, the questions kept 

coming. Finally, rather than trying to ignore them, I went 

searching for answers. 

 

Lesson #5: Doubt is faith in action 

Christian apologetics is “the defence of the Christian faith 

on intellectual grounds by trained theologians and 
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philosophers”.

5

 When I first heard about it, I was shocked. 

I felt like saying: “You mean there are people who offer 
reason-based arguments for believing in God? And they’re still 
considered Christian?” 

Despite my aversion to reading, I tracked down a 

copy of The Case for Faith, a book by Lee Strobel, in 

which he uses his skills as a legal journalist to grill 

prominent Christian apologists on tough questions.

 6

 The 

kind of questions I’m pretty sure every believer asks at 

some point in their journey but which few of us are 

willing to admit. The Case for Faith played a huge role in 

nurturing and sharpening my belief in God, but one line 

stood out from all others:  

Doubt is not the opposite of faith. 

This really challenged me, because I thought being a 

person of faith meant the absence of doubt. Even the Bible 

seemed to confirm this. James counsels us to “ask in faith, 

with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of 

the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind” (James 1:6). 

Jesus Himself says if we “have faith and do not doubt” we 

can move mountains (Matthew 21:21).  

When I read “do not doubt”, I interpreted it as: don’t 

think, don’t question, don’t criticise. But Strobel’s book 

                                                   
5

 Cross, F. L., & Livingstone, E. A. (2005). The Oxford dictionary of the 
Christian Church. Oxford University Press. 

6

 Strobel, L. (2000). The case for faith: A journalist investigates the toughest 
objections to Christianity. Zondervan. 
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made me reflect on whether I’d misunderstood the whole 

concept of doubt. So I went back to the Bible and I found 

another verse; one on which the entire Christian faith is 

built:  

Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your mind (Matthew 22:37).  

According to Jesus, this is the most important of all 

the commandments, alongside loving our neighbour as 

ourselves. God wants us to love Him not just with our 

heart and soul, but also our mind.  

At this point, my penchant for questioning went into 

overdrive: Could it be that the thoughts, questions and even 
doubts that occupied my mind were a good thing? Could 
engaging with these be part of the way I learned how to love 
God with all my mind? Could they be what helped refine and 
mature my faith? 

As you can probably guess, my answer to all these was 

“Yes”. Here’s why … 

Being a Christian is about submission. Giving up our 

own will in exchange for His will. Leaning “not on your 

own understanding” (Proverbs 3:5) but instead recognising 

that He is the only one who sees the full picture. 

But it’s not about accepting everything we’re told, 

particularly when it comes from someone other than God 

Himself. That’s not Christ-like faith, that’s blind faith. 

That’s how people end up in cults, taking their own lives 
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at the instruction of a charismatic leader – because they’ve 

been told “don’t doubt, just have faith”. 

Being a Christian is also not about getting so 

comfortable in our salvation that we stop appreciating the 

wonder of God. That’s not Christ-like faith, that’s self-

righteous faith. We’re called to “die daily” (1 Corinthians 

15:31) and doubt can help us achieve that. The notion 

that the Creator of the Universe cares enough about us 

humans to send His Son to earth to die for us is, quite 

frankly, ridiculous. We should doubt it. Because then, 

when we remind ourselves that it’s true, we’ll grasp how 

incredible His love for us really is. 

Nor is being a Christian about avoiding learning new 

lessons for fear that they might challenge our previous 

understanding. That’s not Christ-like faith, that’s stale 

faith. That’s how people end up coming to church, week 

after week, year after year, without ever really growing in 

their relationship with God. We’re called to ask, seek and 

knock, and that doesn’t stop once we are saved. As the 

New Living Translation puts it, we need to “keep on 

asking … keep on seeking … keep on knocking” (Matthew 

7:7). And I would add, keep on doubting. 

We need to remember, however, that just as we are 

called to love God with all our mind, so too we are called 

to love Him with all our heart. As such, when we enter 

the realm of doubt and begin asking questions, we should 

check our heart and make sure our intentions are pure. 

We can come with our scepticism, criticism, even anger – 

God can handle it – but we need to know our ultimate 
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objective. Are we really seeking answers or just trying to prove 
ourselves right? If we don’t get the answer we’re looking for – 
or any answer at all – will we once again humble ourselves and 
say, as Jesus did, “not my will, but Yours” (Luke 22:42)?  

Jesus tells us we must “become like little children” 

(Matthew 18:3), and we often interpret this as an 

instruction to reclaim our innocence and willingness to 

trust. I think that’s part of it, but my four-year-old son is 

teaching me that being childlike is also about something 

else: questioning … everything … all the time! His two 

most frequently used words are “Why, Daddy?” It’s 

annoying, but it’s also beautiful. That insatiable curiosity, 

that irrepressible desire – to discover, to challenge, to 

understand – is what will help him mature into a man his 

mother and I can be proud of. Why should developing 
spiritual maturity be any different? 

Whenever I’ve come to God with a bunch of 

questions and a childlike heart, the result has always 

brought me closer to Him. And that’s why, for me, doubt 

isn’t the opposite of faith – it’s faith in action. 
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6 

Seeing with new eyes 

I’D EMBRACED THE FREEDOM – and responsibility – to 

question my own faith. My next step of growth was to re-

examine the faith of those I’d judged so harshly. It started in 

my church community in Melbourne and continued as I spent 

time connecting with those in other Christian churches and in 

non-Christian places of worship. 

 

Lesson #6: ‘Hypocrite’ is just another word for 
‘human’ 

Hypocrisy. It happens in business, where people talk about 

how principled they are, then abandon those principles as 

soon as it becomes too hard. It happens in politics, where 

candidates promise the stars and then conveniently forget 

those promises once elected. And it happens in the 

Church. 
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Priests who seek to protect at-risk children, then 

sexually abuse them. Pastors who preach the importance of 

generous giving, then use that giving to buy themselves a 

private jet. Ordinary Christians who publicly shame non-

believers for their sins, then steal, lie and cheat behind 

closed doors. 

This hypocrisy was one of the things that kept me 

from God. I felt like I knew more non-Christians who 

behaved like Jesus than I did Christians. As Mahatma 

Gandhi put it: “I love your Christ but not your 

Christians.” 

But I’ve learnt that ‘hypocrite’ is just another word 

for ‘human’.  

We all say things, then do the opposite. Most of us 

do it every day. It may not be public and it may not seem 

serious, but it’s still hypocrisy. We tell our wives we love 

them, then look a little too long at the next attractive 

woman who walks by. We post on social media about the 

need to stop modern slavery, then continue to buy 

products that are the direct result of child labour. We 

decry the corruption that is eating away at our societies, 

then slip a few notes to a police officer to avoid a speeding 

fine. 

This sort of thing should stop when we become a 

Christian, but unfortunately it doesn’t. Why? Because 

although we are saved – reborn in the image of Christ – 

we’re still human. The Bible tells us that Jesus died for us 

while we were still sinners (Romans 5:8) and this is as 
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much the case today as it was 2,000 years ago. He died not 

just for our past and present sins but for all our inevitable 

future sins as well. And thank God He did! 

The Church, by extension, is a collection of humans. 

All of us imperfect. All of us trying to be better. All of us 

seeking forgiveness when we fail. As people of faith, the 

world often holds us to a higher standard, and so they 

should. Once you know the truth – not only of Jesus’ 

saving grace, but also of what it means to live a Christ-like 

life – you can no longer claim ignorance. But that doesn’t 

mean we won’t stumble and even fall. And this applies as 

much to the leaders and elders within the Church as it 

does the person who first responded to an altar call last 

Sunday.  

Yes, we should grow in our faith and this should 

come with a reduced tendency toward hypocrisy. But, 

while living on earth, we can never be more than human, 

and perhaps that’s a good thing. It keeps us humble, it 

keeps us reliant on God’s mercy, it reminds us that no one 

is better than anyone else – Christian or not. 

 

. . .  

 

Lesson #7: Faith is not the easy road 

Looking from the outside in, I confused Christianity’s leap 

of faith with a crutch of dependency. Perhaps because I’d 

heard so many testimonies of people who had found God 

when they were at their lowest point. I saw faith as a sign 
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of weakness – a cop out for those who couldn’t handle the 

challenges of life on their own. And that wasn’t me. I 

came from a good family, had received a good education, 

and had good prospects ahead of me. Why on earth did I 
need God?  

It was only after I eventually said “Yes” to Jesus that I 

realised faith is anything but a cop out. 

True, it offers a comfort, shield and refuge from all 

the darkness of this world (Psalm 119:114). True, it comes 

with love, joy and peace (Galatians 5:22). True, it removes 

even the sting of death (1 Corinthians 15:55). 

But faith also brings adversity. I spoke earlier of the 

higher standard to which we are held – and should hold 

ourselves – when we become Christians, but it’s more than 

that. 

Being a Christian brings persecution, if not from 

authorities or the surrounding culture, then from those 

who claim to love us the most (Matthew 5:11). Being a 

Christian calls us to God-directed purpose, often ahead of 

and sometimes to the detriment of profit (in all its forms).  

Being a Christian calls us to fight that most basic human 

desire to look out for ourselves and, instead, to focus on 

how we can be of service to others; to recognise that while 

the initial transformation of faith takes place on the inside, 

it should necessarily permeate to the outside.  

Faith in God is demanding, uncertain, scary, even 

dangerous. And yet, it is also the ultimate source of 

freedom and fulfilment. That’s why many Christians seem 
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so happy, even when they are putting everyone else ahead 

of themselves or battling great adversity.  

Faith isn’t the easy road; it’s like running the 

gauntlet.  Thankfully it also comes with the strength to 

endure the pain and a God who is waiting to embrace us 

on the other side. 

 

. . .  

 

Lesson #8: God lives in mosques too 

Not long after my initial decision to follow Christ, I 

travelled to Malaysia, a largely Islamic country, with my 

wife. In the capital, Kuala Lumpur, songs of prayer ring 

out from the mosques five times a day, covering the city 

like a wave. 

Now, we did what all good tourists do after arriving 

in a new place: we booked a hop-on-hop-off bus tour. 

One of the final stops on the tour was the National 

Mosque and, despite being entirely at peace with my 

decision to become a Christian, I was eager to see behind 

the veil of the world’s second-largest religion.  

We hopped off and went in. 

The initial introduction was, perhaps predictably, 

confronting. Dawn was asked to put on a long robe to 

cover her head and any exposed skin. As a man, I was 

allowed to enter in shorts and t-shirt. Once inside, we 

went together down a long walkway. With no outer wall, 

the afternoon sun streamed in, bathing the many 
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worshippers in light as they knelt in prayer beside rows of 

towering pillars. When it came time to enter the holy 

sections of the mosque, where services are held, we were 

ushered into separate areas for men and women. 

The first thing I remember was being blown away by 

the beauty of the building itself – particularly the 

intricately decorated dome, so clearly inspired by and 

crafted in adoration of a higher power: Allah (meaning 

‘God’). But what came next was even more remarkable. I 

suddenly felt overwhelmed by the warmth, peace, and joy 

of the Spirit. Not just a spirit, The Spirit. The Holy Spirit. 

The same One I felt fall upon me when worshipping at my 

home church. The same One I felt convicting me when I 

prayed for wisdom and insight.  

God – my God – was there in the mosque. 

After leaving, I reconnected with Dawn and was even 

more surprised to hear that her experience was similar to 

mine. Here was a far more mature Christian than me, the 

woman who had helped bring me to God in the first place, 

and she too had felt His Spirit in this most unexpected of 

places. 

Let me stop right here before any of my fellow 

Christians reach for their pitchforks and holy water.  

I’m not saying that all faith traditions are the same. 

The differences in the way men and women were treated 

during our time at the mosque made that clear (though, 

until recently, the Christian Church hasn’t exactly been 

the biggest champion of women’s rights). 
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I’m not saying that Jesus is just one of many ways to 

God. For me, I genuinely believe that I would never have 

known God or come into a relationship with Him without 

the sacrifice of His Son. 

What I am saying is that God doesn’t draw the same 

lines we humans do, and that He has the power and 

authority to be as present in a mosque as He is in a church 

if that’s what’s needed to achieve His will in our lives and 

in the world. 

I am saying that we Christians have much more in 

common with our Muslim brothers and sisters – and, for 

that matter, our Jewish, Hindu, Sikh, and Buddhist 

brothers and sisters – than we might like to admit.  

I am saying that we need to examine our own 

prejudice if the words “Allahu Akbar” (“God is the 

greatest”), when spoken by a brown-skinned man with a 

beard, cause us to clutch our loved ones in fear, while the 

words “God is good” when spoken by the clean-shaven 

American pastor, Joel Osteen, cause us to clutch our Bible 

and raise a hearty “Amen” … particularly given the brown-

skinned man with the beard bears a closer physical 

resemblance to Jesus than Pastor Joel ever will.

7

 

  

                                                   
7

 Joel Osteen is an American pastor, televangelist and author. He leads 

Lakewood Church in Houston, Texas, with a weekly congregation of over 

50,000 people, and is widely regarded as one of the most influential religious 

leaders in the world. 
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7 

Love thy neighbour 

I’LL NEVER FORGET a senior pastor referring to my 

previous job with Avaaz, the world’s largest civic movement, as 

a “niche area”.

8

 I felt like saying: “Sure, if by ‘niche’ you mean 
working with a community of people more than twice the size of 
Australia’s population!” 

Equally, an Avaaz colleague wondered how I could be 

comfortable working for an organisation that opposed the 

Ugandan government’s attempt to criminalise homosexuality – 

he assumed that oft-quoted Biblical passages, interpreted as 

condemning homosexuality, meant that all Christians would 

support a law carrying the death penalty for gay people. 

                                                   
8

 Avaaz, meaning 'voice' or 'song' in many languages, is a 56-million-person 

global movement that works to ensure the views and values of the world's 

people shape global decision-making (www.avaaz.org). 



FAITH, DEATH & PILLS 

  54 

My journey to Jesus and my relationship with God has 

been paralleled by my work in the area of social justice. Perhaps 

that’s why I see the latter as a key expression of the former.  

I recognise that not everyone – Christian and non-

Christian – shares this perspective. However, in my opinion, 

the reason the Church and Christians often don’t look like 

Jesus is because we’ve undermined, diminished, or simply 

forgotten the importance of ‘doing good’. More specifically, I 

fear we’ve fundamentally misunderstood the Great 

Commandment and the call to love our neighbour.  

 

Lesson #9: The way we love others is the way we 
love God 

When a Pharisee asked Jesus: “Teacher, which is the 

greatest commandment in the Law?” (Matthew 22:36), He 

responded: “Love the Lord your God will all your heart 

and with all your soul and with all your mind.” Then He 

continued: “And the second is like it: ‘Love your 

neighbour as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang 

on these two commandments” (Matthew 22: 36-40). 

I used to subscribe to the view that the Great 

Commandment is actually two commandments: love God 

and love others. But, since developing a deeper 

understanding of God’s character, I’ve come to see that it’s 

two different expressions of the same commandment.  

We’ve all been created in the image of God. All of us – 

men, women, black, white, Christian, Muslim. So the 
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reason we are called to love our neighbour, is because our 

love of neighbour – our love of others – is our love of God.  

Jesus paints a picture of God’s ultimate judgement in 

Matthew 25: 31-46. We’re told that every time we help 

feed the hungry, shelter the homeless or care for the sick, 

we also feed, shelter and care for God. “I’m telling the 

solemn truth: Whenever you did one of these things to 

someone overlooked or ignored, that was me – you did it 

to me” (Matthew 25:40). 

But it works the other way around, too. When we 

turn our back on those in need, when we judge others 

without even meeting them, when we speak hatefully of 

our ‘enemies’, we do these things to God.  

This is seriously challenging, because the nature of 

humanity is that we are all broken in some way. There will 

inevitably be times when we fall short of the call to love 

our neighbour. But that’s where the power and beauty of 

grace steps in. Even when we fail to love others, and 

therefore to love Him, He still love us – unconditionally.  

What’s striking in Matthew 25, as in so much of 

scripture, is that our love of neighbour is most evident in 

our treatment of those who are marginalised.  This might 

be our literal neighbour, like the woman next door being 

abused by her partner; our local community, including the 

homeless man we pass every day on the way to work; our 

first nations peoples dealing with the trauma of lands and 

culture stolen from them; our neighbours across the seas, 

whose countries are drowning due to the effects of climate 
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change; our brothers and sisters in faith, both Christian 

and Muslim, fleeing war and persecution; and even our 

enemies who are sowing the seeds of hate, fear, and 

divison.  

We are called to love them all. 

And so, the Great Commandment is far more than 

simply fearing God and ‘being nice’ to others. It’s a call to 

justice – the type of justice that makes earth look more 

like heaven. It’s a call to action – in ways that may push us 

well beyond our comfort zone. It’s a call to humanity – to 

truly see others as ourselves. 

 

. . .  

 

Not long after I became a Christian, my wife bought me a 

Bible. More specifically, she bought me The Poverty and Justice 
Bible, jointly produced by the Bible Society and World Vision. 

In it, every single verse that references poverty and justice is 

highlighted in vivid orange. As I turned the pages, reading the 

scriptures in a new way, it reinforced the belief that my work 

and faith could operate in harmony. But it also challenged my 

conception of what that should look like in practice. 

 

Lesson #10: Charity is like ice for a broken leg 

Charity.  
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It’s one of the things we Christians are known for – 

homeless shelters, soup kitchens, refuges for battered 

women.  

Charity is a good thing.  

It’s particularly good when it comes from the right 

place – a heart of compassion and generosity. There are 

millions of people around the world who would have 

frozen, starved or been beaten to death were it not for the 

charity of Christian churches, organisations and 

individuals. Maybe that’s also why the world is so willing 

to accept, and even applaud, Christian charity. 

But there is a limit to charity.  

Charity, in its popular meaning of providing relief to 

the needy, is a surface-level response to a much deeper 

problem. It helps treat the symptoms, but not the root 

causes. It’s like ice for a broken leg: it might offer 

temporary relief from the pain, but it will never reset the 

bones so they can properly heal.  

Moreover, it can be a bad thing.  

Charity can mask the real problem by making it 

appear like the situation isn’t that serious. It can prevent 

genuine understanding, by enabling what is often arms-

length, tokenistic action. It can further entrench the 

inequality between the giver – who decides what and how 

much they give, then feels warm and fuzzy inside – and 

the recipient – who is supposed to smile and be grateful, 

even if the gift does little to change their circumstances. 

Charity can also create a cycle of dependency, where the 
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incentive for those in need to be part of the solution is 

removed because they know they’ll receive assistance 

regardless of what they do or don’t do. 

Perhaps most concerning, charity can blind us to our 

own brokenness, by framing issues in purely economic 

terms. The truth is that many of the people who have the 

fewest possessions and live in the harshest circumstances 

are the happiest, most fulfilled, most generous you’ll ever 

meet. Meanwhile, many of those who lack nothing 

material, have a crippling spiritual poverty that no new car 

and no guilt-driven donation can fix. 

Justice is something different.  

Justice seeks to resolve the issues facing our 

communities and our world at their root causes: poverty, 

conflict, environmental destruction, ignorance, greed. 

Justice often requires change at a systemic or institutional 

level in order to improve the lives of entire populations of 

people.  

Justice is at the centre of God’s heart.  

How do we know? Because He tells us in His word, 

time and time again. Over two thousand times to be exact. 

That’s how many references the Bible makes to poverty 

and justice. As the introduction to The Poverty and Justice 
Bible puts it:  

A concern for the poor and an emphasis on fair and just 
behaviour flows through the Bible like a river. It underpins the 
laws of the Old Testament and resounds through the words of 
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the prophets; it forms a core part of all that Jesus did and 
shapes the activities of those who followed him.9 

When we go beyond charity and begin to pursue 

justice, it changes us, not just those we are seeking to 

‘help’. Justice comes from a true heart for those in need, 

not guilt for having more. Justice take steps to put 

everyone on the same level and create sustainable solutions 

that help people help themselves. Justice recognises that 

we all have things to learn from each other, and that the 

only way we will overcome the challenges of our time is by 

coming together. 

So why do we Christians so often run towards charity 
and away from justice?  

Because justice is hard. It means engaging with a 

world that is more intricate in its interconnectedness than 

we can imagine, yet also more shattered in its brokenness 

than we want to believe.  

Justice is messy. Changing the world takes time, it 

happens unevenly, and for some it means things may get 

worse before they get better.  

And the pursuit of justice draws the judgement of 

others. As the Brazilian archbishop Dom Hélder Câmara 

once said: “When I gave food to the poor, they called me a 

saint. When I asked why the poor had no food, they called 

me a communist.”  

                                                   
9

 Butler, S., Spriggs, D., Page, N., & Page, C. (2008). The poverty and justice 
Bible: Contemporary English Version. Bible Society. 
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But none of this is a good enough reason for 

inaction. God has given us a mission: we are called to be 

the salt of the earth and the light of the world (Matthew 

5:13-16). 

There is, of course, a tension between our agency and 

God’s sovereignty. We know that we live in a broken 

world and that it will never be made fully right until His 

return. We know that true and complete justice lies with 

Him alone and we will only witness it in the life beyond 

this one. Nonetheless, we are called to do all we can in the 

present to help bring the Kingdom to earth as it is in 

heaven. To see the suffering of others and not look away. 

To feel their pain and not disconnect. To sacrifice our 

comfort and set aside our pride. To do our best to be a 

faithful presence, even when our presence appears unable 

to change the current circumstances. 

It’s not easy. It can be really hard. But we must do it 

anyway. Because He has already done much more than 

that for us. 

 



 

 

8 

Jesus Christ & Donald Trump 

IF JUSTICE IS AT THE CENTRE OF GOD’S HEART, and 

if we are part of His plan to help bring that justice to earth as it 

is in heaven, then at times we may need to suit up and step 

onto the battlefield of politics. Yet, many Christians hold what 

I believe is a mistaken view that faith and politics don’t mix … 

unless it directly serves our interests. 

This view manifests in two extreme approaches. 

At one end of the spectrum, some churches and Christians 

behave as though the moment we accept Christ we enter an 

alternative universe.  

The popular and well-intentioned catch cry that we are “in 

the world but not of the world” can quickly become a 

justification for separation from reality. To be fair, there is 

truth to this. When we are elevated out of our spiritual poverty 

and the scales of blindness fall from our eyes, we become aware 
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of the spiritual realm, both divine and demonic. Once this 

realm is revealed, we understand that some battles can only be 

fought with spiritual weapons, like prayer and fasting. 

However, living in the world also means recognising that 

the natural realm doesn’t cease to exist when we are saved. It 

means understanding the power of politics to impact the lives 

of believers and non-believers alike. It means accepting that 

sometimes we are called to do more than pray and fast. We are 

called to use our vote to elevate men and women of character 

into positions of power; to use our voice to speak out about 

issues of injustice when those around us fall silent; to stand 

behind and walk beside those who are persecuted; and even to 

agitate, both privately and publicly, for change. 

In my experience, those who speak most passionately 

about the need for separation of faith and politics are often 

motivated by fear. Fear of fully engaging with the suffering and 

evil we see in the world. Fear of the impact on our reputation 

as Christians or the reputation of the Church if we take a stand 

on important and controversial issues. Fear that our 

involvement may, in fact, make things worse. But fear of 

anything other than God Himself is a poor motivator. 

At the other end of the spectrum, some churches and 

Christians happily dive headlong into the murky waters of 

political lobbying, but do so with a narrow and often self-

serving agenda.  

We rally all of the weapons in our arsenal, both spiritual 

and natural, to fight for the issues that ‘really’ matter: banning 

abortion, stopping gay marriage, protecting religious freedom.  
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Then we seek out self-professed Christian candidates who will 

pledge their support for this agenda, even if their ‘fruits’ may be 

the antithesis of what it means to be Christ-like (Matthew 

7:16). 

Though this approach to political engagement is the 

opposite of the first, it shares a common thread of fear: fear of 

losing our rights and freedoms; fear of welcoming the stranger, 

particularly when that stranger believes something different 

from us. Ironically, the fear often comes from those living in 

countries with the greatest religious freedom, and in which 

Christianity is the dominant religion. 

 

Lesson #11: Faith and politics can mix 

Both the approaches outlined above can have deeply 

negative implications for our faith. In our efforts to 

protect ourselves and our rights, we end up tarnishing not 

only our own reputation but God’s, too. Christians are 

seen as self-righteous, disconnected and judgmental. God 

is seen as an angry father who is almost entirely concerned 

with issues of personal morality and who actively seeks to 

curtail personal rights. Then we wonder why our un-

churched friends and family reject our invitations to attend 

Sunday service and struggle to believe our claims that 

“God is love” (1 John 4:8). 

Faith and politics can mix – they just rarely do so in 

the right way.  

So, how do we change this? 
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First, we reject the spirit of fear, whether for our 

reputation or our legal freedoms, and remember that God 

has instead given us a spirit of power, love and a sound 

mind (2 Timothy 1:7). Second, we remember that the 

Great Commandment is about loving our neighbour, and 

that attempts to protect our interests, respond to our 

insecurities, or reinforce our prejudices are unlikely to 

fulfil this commandment. Finally, and most importantly, 

we follow the example of Jesus Himself. 

Jesus was highly political.  

This statement may upset some believers, particularly 

those who adhere to Jesus’ apparent insistence on 

separating faith and politics – “give to Caesar what is 

Caesar’s, and give to God what is God’s” (Mark 12:17). 

True, Christ saw a clear and critical distinction between 

the two, but that doesn’t mean He was apolitical.  

Jesus spoke extensively about factors that dominate 

modern-day politics – factors like power and authority. 

Those seeking to become great rulers, he said, should first 

become servants, even slaves (Luke 22:26-27), and no one 

should be placed on a pedestal if that results in them 

usurping God’s authority (Matthew 23:8-10). Jesus also 

addressed a wide range of social and political issues, 

including caring for the poor and welcoming the foreigner 

(Luke 14:12-14, Matthew 25:35). 

More than being political, Jesus was subversive. In 

articulating the upside-down nature of God’s Kingdom, 

He turned much conventional wisdom on its head: we 
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should love our enemies (Matthew 5:44); we should be 

wary of wealth (Matthew 6:24); we should favour those 

whom society has rejected (Mark 2:16-17). As modern-day 

Christians, therefore, we can debate how we should engage 

with politics, but not whether we should – at least, not 

based on the claim that Jesus was unconcerned by political 

issues. 

Jesus was passionately non-partisan.  

The values He upheld and lived out were all over the 

map of political ideology. His insistence on sexual 

restraint, honesty, and the importance of family would 

have had conservatives shouting “Amen”. His call to 

justice, harmony, and mercy are the makings of a 

progressive’s fantasy world. He wasn’t a Democrat or a 

Republican. If anything, He was a revolutionary.  

Jesus was not a citizen of this world but of heaven 

itself, and this is true for each of us when we choose to 

follow Him (Philippians 3:20). It is this heavenly 

citizenship, rather than any political persuasion, that 

guided Jesus’ thinking on the issues of the day, and it 

should be the same for us Christians. 

Rather than subscribing to political labels (or 

allowing others to ascribe them to us), we should elevate 

our identity in Christ above all else. It’s not about being 

left-wing or right-wing, but rather Christ-centred. A 

Christian approach to politics is more than calling 

ourselves ‘Christian’ or supporting others who do. No one 

person or party can hope to fully represent a Christian 
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policy platform, and some who claim a Christian identity 

will do anything but.  

US President Donald Trump regularly professes his 

Christian faith, and his ability to attract millions of 

Evangelical voters was critical to his 2016 election win. 

The fact that he sometimes struggles when citing scripture 

doesn’t, in itself, undermine the authenticity of his 

personal relationship with God. Nor does his past marital 

infidelity expose anything other than the extent of human 

imperfection.  

However, even his most ardent supporters can surely 

acknowledge that the @realDonaldTrump Twitter feed 

isn’t the best example of turning the other cheek in 

response to criticism (Matthew 5:39), and that his 

administration’s migrant separation policy, which resulted 

in children being held in cages, fell short of Christ’s 

example of how to treat those to whom “the kingdom of 

heaven belongs” (Matthew 19:14). 

Jesus was above earthly politics.  

God’s Kingdom sits higher than all other kingdoms 

and it always will. Jesus made this clear to the rulers of the 

day when He was hauled before Pilate: “My kingdom is 

not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to 

prevent my arrest by the Jewish leaders” (John 18:36). Yes, 

we are told throughout scripture to honour and respect 

our leaders, and this applies not only in politics but all 

areas of life (Romans 13:1). However, Jesus never 

submitted His authority to another leader and neither 
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should we if it conflicts with what it means to be a child 

of God.   

That doesn’t mean we should necessarily overthrow 

or rebel against our governments, but, at the very least, we 

should be willing to peacefully oppose their agendas. 

Imagine if the entire South African church had stood 

against the policy of apartheid, when the government 

sought to divide and discriminate on the basis of race, and 

had instead stood on God’s Word that all people are made 

in His image. Perhaps Nelson Mandela would have spent a 

lot less time in prison and a lot more time as President. 
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9 

In water, in fire, in love 

GOD MAY HAVE GIVEN ME A BLEEDING HEART, but I 

do recognise that the Church can and should exist for purposes 

beyond the pursuit of justice. Jesus’ final instructions, recorded 

in the gospel of Matthew, are some of the most quoted words 

in scripture: “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, 

baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 

the Holy Spirit.” This text, often referred to as The Great 

Commission (though that term does not appear in the Bible), is 

a critical part of the work of the Church. True transformation 

requires more than a change in systems and policies, but rather 

a change in hearts and minds – and, ultimately, in hearts and 

minds dedicated to Jesus. 

I wouldn’t be who I am today without the many people 

who responded to Jesus’ commission and sought to make a 

disciple of me. And some of my most significant moments as a 
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new Christian came through baptism, first in water and then in 

the Spirit. 

My decision to be baptised in water was a simple one.  

I knew the significance of being submerged in water – like 

Jesus Himself, who was baptised in the River Jordan by John 

the Baptist (Matthew 3:13-16) – and rising again as a symbol of 

being reborn in Christ. My home church offered regular 

baptism opportunities using a heated pool that was built into 

the stage and, honestly, who hasn’t secretly dreamed of taking a 

bath in front of an auditorium full of people while the whole 

event is projected onto three massive screens in real time?!  

What I had underestimated was the personal significance 

of the public declaration of my faith. I’d shared parts of my 

spiritual conversion with family and friends, but somehow 

telling the story in front of my church congregation made it 

more real. I still have the notes I made in preparation for my 

public testimony: 

It wasn’t that my life was bad before Christ, but my 
decision to follow Him has given me a stronger sense of 
who I am, including my past and future. It’s been really 
hard, finding the discipline and faith to believe in and 
walk with God, but I’ve seen too much and experienced 
too much not to believe. I know the only way I can realise 
my purpose and really make a difference in the world is 
with God by my side. 

The other thing I’d underestimated was the actual 

experience of being baptised. As I emerged from the water, I 
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had an overwhelming sense of the Holy Spirit washing over me. 

I started shivering, even though I wasn’t cold, and the shivering 

intensified as one of the youth pastors prayed for me. I’ll never 

forget his final words: “The Holy Spirit is all over you, brother.” If 
ever I needed confirmation of my faith, this was it. It gave me 

some idea of what it must have been like for Jesus Himself 

when He emerged from the waters of the Jordan – the heavens 

opened, and God’s Spirit came to rest on Him like a dove 

(Matthew 3:16). 

Being baptised in fire – also known as the Baptism of the 

Holy Spirit – was another thing altogether.  

I’d always struggled with the more ‘extreme’ aspects of the 

Pentecostal church, and speaking in tongues was at the top of 

the list. Hearing people speak a foreign language that not even 

they understand can be downright scary. But then I got to 

know those people and many of them were perfectly lovely and 

seemingly sane. I also spent time reading about the day of 

Pentecost and listening to pastors preach about the beautiful 

power of the Holy Spirit. And I asked myself some hard 

questions: Who was I to limit God’s power because I was 
uncomfortable with the notion of the supernatural? How could I 
logically believe in a God who created the heavens and the earth, yet 
doubt that He could enable people on earth to speak in a heavenly 
language?  

I stepped out in faith again, this time bit by bit. The first 

time someone prayed for me to receive the baptism of the 

Spirit, nothing much happened. The next time, I felt what I 

can only describe as a current of electricity coursing through my 

entire body, to the point where it made the tips of my fingers 
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tingle like they were on fire. My tongue began to move in a way 

it never had before and some tentative bursts of sound began to 

emerge from my mouth. The third time, the electric current 

returned and, this time, the words flowed. I didn’t understand 

what they meant – and when I speak in the Spirit now, I still 

don’t – but I understood the sentiment behind them.  

For those who’ve never experienced it, the best way I can 

describe it is that speaking in tongues is what happens when 

your native language is no longer enough to express the joy, 

passion, conviction, and love that comes with knowing God. 

Something similar happens in the natural world when we find 

ourselves in a particularly emotional situation and all we can say 

is “I’m lost for words”.  

The only difference, when we’re lost for words in the 

spiritual realm, is that there are other words we can use to 

express how we feel. And despite all the fear and hype, it can be 

a beautiful thing. Heaven often feels a long way away, and the 

gift of speaking in a heavenly tongue can help bring it a little 

bit closer. 

Despite all of these experiences, I’m still wary of calls from 

church leaders for Christians to convert our ‘unsaved’ friends 

and family – at least when it’s presented like the only thing that 

matters. As the wonderful Nicky Gumbel puts it as part of his 

commentary for the Bible In One Year: “The kingdom of God is 
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not just about the conversion of individuals – important 

thought that is – but about the transformation of society.”

10

 

 

Lesson #12: Our mission is more than The 
Commission 

When Christians elevate the ‘winning of souls’ above all 

else, we make our entire mission about The Commission. 

In doing so, we diminish the importance of Jesus’ call to 

love others as ourselves.  

I believe there’s a reason The Great Commandment 

(Matthew 22:36-40) comes before The Great Commission 

(Matthew 28:16-20): it’s really hard to convert someone if 

you don’t first love them. And by that, I mean Christ-like 

love; divine love; agape love; unconditional, undeserved, 

unmerited love.

11

 In other words, the same love He has 

shown us. But when our agenda is more about conversion 

than compassion, our love suffers and so do others. 

In too much of the Church, we ‘love’ members of the 

LGBTQ community in order to convert them to an 

orthodox version of Christian living. Then, when they 

don’t convert in the way or in the time that we think they 

                                                   
10

 Nicky Gumbel is an English Anglican priest, creator of the Bible In One 
Year devotion, and pioneer of the global Alpha course. For more, see: 

www.bibleinoneyear.org / www.alpha.org 

11

 There are four types of ‘love’ mentioned in the Bible – eros, storge, philia 

and agape. Agape is the highest form. It refers to ultimate, self-sacrifice love – 

the type Jesus demonstrated on the cross. It’s used in passages like John 3:16: 

‘For God so loved (agapao) the world…’ 



FAITH, DEATH & PILLS 

  74 

should, we become the ones who convert – to hateful, 

intolerant language, the tone of which is the antithesis of 

Christ. Perhaps we should take a cue from Jesus and spend 

as much time railing against homosexuality as He did 

during his three years of ministry: none whatsoever. 

Meanwhile, some Christians seek to show ‘love’ for 

those fleeing war and persecution, so long as they’ve 

already converted to Christianity. The US government’s 

migration policies (which I alluded to in Chapter 8) may 

well have been inspired by the country of my birth: 

Australia. Even when public pressure has forced a more 

compassionate approach in the Land Down Under, it has 

often come with the condition from key politicians that 

any refugees allowed into the country be Christian. But 

confining our love to our fellow Christians goes against 

the very nature of Jesus’ sacrificial ministry and 

undermines the entire purpose of His crucifixion. He died 

for all of us, not just those who already believed in Him. 

Another problem with elevating The Great 

Commission above all else is that it has convinced sections 

of the Church that anything other than proselytising is a 

distraction. I believe this is a fallacy, and a dangerous one.  

The act of conversion might be how we become 
Christian, but it’s loving others through acts of justice, 

compassion and mercy that is at the core of being 
Christian. Ironically, a myopic focus on bringing people to 

God can actually drive them away. When I was a non-

believer, I could smell a proselytising Christian a mile off, 

and I wanted nothing to do with them. Rather, it was 
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when Christians looked like Jesus – serving the poor, 

sheltering the homeless, showing kindness without agenda 

– that I sat up and paid attention.  

Not only does a reputation for Bible bashing keep 

some people away from church, it can cause those already 

inside to leave. According to research, swathes of young 

Christians are walking away from their faith.

12

 I’m 

convinced that part of the reason is that, after being 

converted, the main call to action for these globally-

minded, socially-conscious young people is to go and 

convert others – as if their faith has little to offer the 

broken world in which they live. The most powerful 

evidence of young people ‘on fire’ for God isn’t in the 

number of un-churched friends they invite to a Sunday 

service; it’s in a generation whose faith inspires and 

empowers them to change the world in Jesus’ name. 

Finally, even if we hold to the conviction that The 

Great Commission should be the core focus of any church 

or believer, we can’t divorce this from the imperative to 

love others. The call to go and make disciples is only the 

first part of Jesus’ instruction; the second is 

“teaching them to obey everything I have commanded 

you” (Matthew 28:20).  

And which of those commands is the greatest? Love God 

… and love others. 
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 See, for example: Kinnaman, D. (2011). You Lost Me: Why Young 
Christians Are Leaving Church ... and Rethinking Faith. Baker Books. 
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Coffee: the ultimate sacrifice 

ONE OF MY FORMATIVE EXPERIENCES as a new 

Christian was the practice of fasting. Prior to joining a church, 

my only exposure to fasting came from taking part in World 

Vision’s 40 Hour Famine. That involved some discomfort, to be 

sure, but the two days without food was offset by the 

knowledge that I was raising money for a good cause (and I got 

to eat a shed load of barley sugars, which were the one 

exception to the whole not eating thing).  

When my church announced the first in an annual season 

of prayer and fasting that would run for 21 days, I doubted 

there would be enough barley sugar in the world to get me 

through! Thankfully, it became clear that, although we were 

following the spiritual and biblical principle of fasting, each 

person would choose what they gave up. 

In the first year, I chose coffee.  
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This might seem like a cop out, but for me it was – and 

still is – a symbol of all that is good and right in the world. I 

learnt a lot about myself during that period and a lot about 

God. I learnt how dependent I was on my morning latte, 

despite previously swearing that I could give up any time I 

wanted. I learnt that kicking a reliance on food or drink can 

involve some pain (the headaches on day three made it pretty 

hard to function). I learnt that setting aside even small amounts 

of time can bring us closer to God – whenever I thought about 

coffee or experienced a withdrawal symptom, I would say a 

short prayer or remind myself why I was fasting. And I learnt 

that, if the voice of God really does come in the “gentle 

whisper”, sometimes the only way we can hear it is to silence 

the stressful, busy, caffeine-fuelled noise of everyday life and 

just be still in His presence (1 Kings 19:12). 

In the years that followed, I added new items to my list for 

the fast: alcohol, meat, television, social media. To make things 

more challenging, the fast always seemed to coincide with 

special trips, where free food and great wine were enjoyed by 

everyone around me. In one of the years I fasted from TV, the 

Olympics fell during the exact timing of the fast. I got to watch 

the opening ceremony but none of the competition. Still, the 

benefits of each fast far outweighed the pain, which I think is 

true of any sacrifice we make with a pure heart and our eyes on 

the Lord. 

Two other fasts remain clear in my memory and I think 

they always will.  

In 2011, the Horn of Africa (specifically, Somalia, Ethiopia 

and Kenya) was hit by the worst drought in 60 years, resulting 
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in mass famine that threatened the lives of almost ten million 

people. As tends to be the case when disaster strikes a 

developing country, the rest of the world reacted slowly and 

inadequately. Our church began its fast just as the full 

seriousness of the situation became apparent. One night, while 

watching a news story about the famine and the huge lack of 

financial aid, I felt a clear prompting to respond. I prayed about 

it and the small whisper I heard from God was simple: “Get it 
done.” 

The next day, I set up meetings with each member of the 

senior leadership team at my church and implored them to give 

our congregation the opportunity to donate. I also escalated my 

fast. For 72 hours, I drank water only while I waited on the 

church to decide – a small sacrifice compared with the millions 

of African men, women and children who were hiking 

hundreds of kilometres across the desert in search of food and 

safety. Just over a week later, our church added its support to 

an existing appeal and raised over AUD$25,000 in one day.  

To be clear, I’m not the hero of this story – God is. All I 

did was play the supporting role He cast me in. I listened for 

His voice, then I did what He told me. 

In 2012, I started the annual fast without much idea of 

what I was giving up or why. On the first night, I asked God 

for guidance, and felt an undeniable instruction to read the 

book of Daniel. And there, only 12 verses in to the first 

chapter, was a reference to a ten-day fast. After further 

research, I discovered that the ‘Daniel Fast’ is well known and is 

one of the most intense partial fasts you can do (no meat, no 

dairy, no sugars, no fats, no processed foods, and no beverages 
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except water). Naturally, I thought: “Sure, God, let’s do this. I 
mean, how hard can it be?” 

It was hard. Like, really hard.  

The come down from the sugar elimination happened 

around five days in and I was just about ready to admit myself 

to hospital! On the other hand, not only was there a deep sense 

of God’s peace, it was the most physically healthy I’d felt in 

years. 

But my biggest lesson came at the ‘end’ of the fast.  The 

Daniel Fast comes in two forms – one goes for ten days, the 

other for 21 days (Daniel 10:2-3). The church fast was for 21 

days, but I felt God had led me to the ten-day version of the 

Daniel Fast. So, there I was on day ten, not sure what to do. 

Do I stop the Daniel Fast knowing the rest of the church is 
continuing their fast? Or, do I extend the Daniel Fast until the end 
of the church fast?  

I know it may not seem like a big deal, but in that 

moment it was. I felt the weight of self-imposed expectation 

and judgement. So I retreated to an empty room and asked God 

for an answer. What He revealed to me was this: He’d asked me 

to fast for ten days and that mattered more than the 21 days set 

aside by my church. It’s not that there wasn’t benefit in being 

part of a communal fast – in fact, I continued to fast some food 

and drink for the remaining days – but the point of any fast is 

to get closer to God, and He’d already helped me do that. 

I felt like I’d come full circle. So much of my faith journey 

had been shaped by a love-hate relationship with the Church. 
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Now I was being reminded that, no matter what people or 

institutions might say or do, God sits above it all. 

 

Lesson #13: God is more than the Church 

My realisation that God is more than Church may appear 

blindingly obvious. As the Bible tells us: ‘”In the 

beginning God created the heavens and the earth” 

(Genesis 1:1). No mention of Church. In fact, no mention 

of humans – we came six days or 13.8 billion years later, 

depending on how literally you interpret the book of 

Genesis. Either way, God was first. Moreover, the entire 

Old Testament, which comprises nearly two thirds of the 

Bible, came before the establishment of the Christian 

Church. 

That said, the Church is a critical component of 

God’s master plan. Jesus Himself said: “I will build my 

church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” 

(Matthew 16:18). The local church is where we create 

community in the true sense of the word. It’s where we 

build relationships that offer support and accountability in 

the different seasons of our lives. It’s where we can disciple 

and be discipled “as iron sharpens iron” (Proverbs 27:17), 

so we all grow in our understanding of and intimacy with 

God. It’s where we learn how to truly love others and, 

therefore, how to love God.  

I believe it’s hard to be a Christian if we’re not part of 

a local church. That said, we’re not Christian because we 
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attend church. Nor is church the only place in which God 

resides or operates. 

The confusion comes when we regard the things we 

do in, with and for the Church as being the fundamental 

expression of our faith, because it can lead us to think that 

God and Church are one and the same thing. This 

misunderstanding is perpetrated, even if unintentionally, 

when our leaders conflate being a good Christian with 

being a good church attendee – i.e. someone who comes 

every Sunday, belongs to a small group, volunteers on one 

of the church teams, tithes regularly, and takes part in 

corporate prayer and fasting. This type of thinking is a 

return to the religion from which Christ came to set us 

free, and it’s something we need to guard against.  

In our humanity, we will always look for the certainty 

that comes with a series of boxes to tick: a way to know if 

we’ve passed or failed. But God demands both more and 

less of us than that, which is why being a Christian is both 

harder and easier than attending church. No matter how 

many services we go to, hours we volunteer, dollars we 

give or meals we fast, we’ll never be pure enough to earn 

God’s favour. Yet, by Christ’s blood we are washed “white 

as snow” (Isaiah 1:18) and made righteous. We don’t get 

what we deserve, and we do get what we don’t deserve. Put 

another way, God offers His abundant mercy and His 

amazing grace. 

Declaring that God is more than the Church is, I 

believe, one of the best things we can do, not only for our 

own faith, but also for the faith of fellow believers and for 
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non-believers. When we stuff up – as we inevitably will – 

our sin is not automatically projected onto God. Instead, 

we recognise the critical distinction between God and His 

people: one is divine, the other is human.  

We also guard our hearts and minds against 

unthinkingly receiving everything that is said from those 

within the Church. God is, was and always will be above 

the Church and it’s His opinion that ultimately matters. It 

matters more than the opinion of our pastor, more than 

that of our small group leader, more than that of our 

Christian brothers or sisters. 

This isn’t a call to rebellion against the local church 

or those who act as a spiritual covering over our lives. 

Rather, it’s a call to obedience. To the Alpha and Omega. 

The Beginning and the End. To Him who came before 

any individual or institution, and whose Kingdom will 

reign for eternity.  

That’s the One in whom our faith is found. 
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. . .  

 

CONGRATULATIONS: 

You’ve made it through Part 1.  

You may not agree with some of what I said; I respect that. 
Just because I’ve presented a series of opinions and conclusions, 
doesn’t necessarily make them correct, or complete. 

Indeed, my journey to faith in Jesus is only the beginning – a 
helpful introduction, but far from the full story. There was one 
critical lesson I was yet to learn:  

When life gets hard, faith gets real… 
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DEATH 
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. . .  

 

THIS NEXT SECTION WILL PROBABLY BE HARD to 
read. God knows it was hard to write.  

Death is hard. I know this because my daughter died. 

Sure, I could say she ‘passed away’ or ‘went to be with the 
Lord’, but euphemisms won’t change the fact that she’s gone and I 
won’t see her again this side of heaven.  

The thing that makes death even harder is that most people 
don’t want to talk about. Many of us have experienced the death of 
a loved one and many of us have had it challenge the way we see the 
world and the all-powerful God who created it. Yet, we often choose 
silence over sharing. 

Silence can be helpful, even necessary … for a season. 
Ultimately, though, I think it does more harm than good. 

Speaking for myself, I’m done with silence. 

Something I’ve learnt over the six years since my daughter’s 
death is that loss is loss. So while my experience may seem different 
from yours, I believe there will be striking similarities. As you read, I 
pray you’ll find these points of connection. 

But this section isn’t only about death. It’s also about life. 

Sometimes the prospect of death is the only thing that can make 
us appreciate the fullness of life. 

Life is fragile.  

Life is painful.  

Life is beautiful. 



FAITH, DEATH & PILLS 

  90 

  



 

 

11 

Happy New Year 

FIREWORKS. CHAMPAGNE. HUGGING. KISSING.  

Then, the DJ dropped the beat and everyone partied like it 

was 1999.

13

  

It was actually 2012, and as the clock struck midnight on 

31 December, it was announcing not only the start of a new 

year but also the start of the hardest season of my life.  

The hard season really began three months earlier, when 

we found out my wife, Dawn, was pregnant with our first child. 

My wife is exceptional in many regards, but when it comes to 

pregnancy, she is like the many women whose experience isn’t 

like the movies and who, at some point, find themselves 

                                                   
13

 Prince’s song, 1999, includes the classic lyrics: “So tonight I'm gonna party 

like it's 1999.” If you’ve never seen the music video, do yourself a favour. The 

hairstyle alone is a work of art! 
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wishing they’d never considered having a baby. Then again, 

bringing life into the world is a big deal. After creating humans, 

even God took a day off (Genesis 2:2). 

Dawn’s first trimester involved a mix of nausea, cravings 

and extreme exhaustion, often all three at once. We were only 

starting to enjoy the ‘honeymoon’ of the second trimester when 

we decided to spend New Year’s Eve at a friend’s farm. 

My wife hates camping. The only reason she agreed to 

spend the night in a tent was because I filled it with pillows and 

a queen size inflatable mattress. To use an Australian 

expression, it was more like ‘glamping’ than camping.  

When we arrived at the farm in the late afternoon, Dawn 

was already struggling. The next day was even worse. My wife 

has a high pain tolerance – hence her decision to marry me – so 

when she complained of severe aches and pains, I knew to take 

it seriously. We jumped in the car, rushed back to the city, and 

headed to our local hospital. Little did we know it would 

become our second home in the months ahead. 

 

. . .  

 

A hospital emergency department is a strange place.  

It’s easy to spot the first-timers, as we were that night, by 

the fluster in which they arrive. You quickly learn, however, 

that the concept of an ‘emergency’ means something different 

to the triage nurse who calmly takes down your details like 

she’s seen it all before. She has. 
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As I sat in the waiting area, trying to covertly assess the 

condition of the other pregnant women around us, I felt for the 

first time the almost uncontrollable urge of a parent to put my 

child’s interests ahead of all others, even if those others really 

were in greater need. I can only imagine what it’s like for 

millions of people in developing countries, where medical staff 

and resources are nowhere near what they should be, and the 

decisions of the triage nurse could literally be the difference 

between life and death.  

Thankfully, our wait was short, and we were soon ushered 

to our own room – and, by ‘room’, I mean a cubicle in a row of 

cubicles, each separated by a curtain. After a series of tests that 

made me grateful to be a man, we learnt that Dawn’s fibroids, 

(benign tumours that can grow on the uterus), were 

degenerating. The result is some pretty serious pain, but rarely 

any real danger to mother or child. 

We were prescribed a bunch of painkillers, most of which 

said: “NOT SUITABLE FOR PREGNANT WOMEN” on the 

box, and told to go home. 

 

. . .  

 

Dawn took the pills, and things got better. For a few hours.  

By the next night, the pain had returned and it was worse 

than before. So, back to emergency we went.  

And again the night after that. 

Each time we were given the same diagnosis and even 

stronger painkillers.  
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Something in my spirit told me the doctors were missing 

the real issue, but when the moment came to challenge them, I 

said nothing. I was scared. Scared of being the ‘difficult’ 

husband who questions the expertise of the medical team. 

Scared of wasting people’s time and using expensive resources, 

just to hear the words “We told you it was the fibroids”. Perhaps 

even scared to discover the actual problem was more serious 

than anyone thought. To this day, it remains my one regret 

and, if not for the revelation of God’s ultimate control over all 

circumstances, it could have haunted me forever. 

I was at least bold enough to book my wife an 

appointment with our wonderful general practitioner the 

following day. The GP took one look at Dawn and sent us 

straight back to the hospital, this time on doctor’s orders. It 

was like the priority queue when boarding an airplane: no long 

waits, no tests, just a quick examination and an admission to a 

private room with a double bed.  

It felt like God was really looking out for us. After ten 

days of extreme pain, four trips to emergency, and 12 pills a 

day, we could finally exhale.  

Or so we thought… 

 

. . .  

 

The next morning we made our way to an appointment 

with a sonographer. We were nervous, but also excited. Dawn 

had just passed 19 weeks gestation, meaning the scan would tell 

us if we were having a boy or a girl.  
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The sonographer talked us through everything she was 

doing as we watched the grainy images of our child on a 

computer screen. Everything looked good: ten fingers, ten toes, 

no markers of abnormality. The fibroids were present but not 

degenerating, as all the emergency doctors had hypothesised. 

Suddenly, the sonographer stopped talking. 

After a long pause and further examination, she told us 

Dawn’s cervix had already begun to shorten – something that 

should only happen in the final weeks of pregnancy.

14

 She told 

Dawn to immediately lie flat on her back, then phoned through 

to the senior doctor and asked that someone come urgently to 

take my wife back to her room. 

She was so focused on Dawn that she initially forgot to 

tell us the one piece of information we’d come to hear.  

We were having a baby girl. 
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 For those not paying attention in high school biology, the cervix is the 

canal that sits above the vagina, connecting it to the uterus, and through 

which the baby passes in a natural birth. 
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12 

The new normal 

BACK IN THE HOSPITAL ROOM, things got real. The 

doctors explained the dangers of premature birth. Babies born 

earlier than 24 weeks have almost no chance of survival, and 

Dawn hadn’t even reached 20 weeks. The best-case scenario was 

for her to stay in hospital on strict bed rest for as long as 

possible. “With any luck, you’ll be here for another 16 weeks,” 

the doctor said. 

Sixteen weeks.  

Otherwise known as four months.  

Otherwise known as a whole lot of episodes of Grey’s 
Anatomy, which is probably not the best thing to watch while 

you’re in hospital.  

To make matters worse, I couldn’t exactly hang out every 

day to keep Dawn company. Somebody had to keep our home 
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running. Plus, I was working as a consultant, which meant no 

fixed income and no sick leave. 

We fell into the only routine possible given the 

circumstances. I woke up each morning at 6am and was at the 

hospital by 7am. During morning rounds we got an update on 

Dawn’s condition and were able to ask a limited number of 

questions before the doctors hurried on to the next patient. My 

role was to prioritise which question to ask first and, 

sometimes, not to let the doctors leave until they’d answered 

every one. Following that, I’d head to the office, trying my best 

to focus despite my own emotional turmoil and the desire to 

constantly check in on Dawn by phone.  

By 5pm, I was on my way back to the hospital for some 

time with my wife and any visitors. Then, I’d help Dawn fill in 

her food order for the following day – trying my best to get her 

excited about a menu that repeated every five days – and, by 

8pm (the close of visiting hours), I was gone. After arriving 

home, there was just enough time to eat, reply to messages 

from friends and family, clean the house, and go to bed so I 

could be up in the morning to do it all again. 

It was a strange season in our lives, to say the least. Dawn 

and I have never embraced stereotypical gender roles, but the 

time in hospital forced us to cross some lines that weren’t 

always comfortable. Among other things, I had to collect 

Dawn’s dirty underwear, take it home to wash, and bring it 

back clean the next day. I also had to help her to and from the 

toilet, and stand by while a series of male doctors took turns to 

look at her vagina. 
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We did try to maintain some sense of normality, 

particularly when it came to the tiny life growing in Dawn’s 

womb. Each day, we read from a pregnancy book that detailed 

the development of a ‘regular’ baby. But in truth, I struggled to 

connect with my daughter throughout the time Dawn was in 

hospital. There were several reasons for this. Partly it was that I 

never seemed to be close by to touch Dawn’s stomach during 

the moments when our baby girl kicked. Partly it was that, as a 

man, I think it’s hard to truly appreciate the wonder of 

pregnancy until you see the physical evidence of the child. And 

partly it was that, alongside reading the standard pregnancy 

book together, Dawn and I were separately doing our own 

reading online. We were quickly becoming experts in the 

likelihood of preterm birth and the severe consequences of that 

for our daughter’s wellbeing. 

 

Lesson #14: Sometimes all you can do is hold on 

I’ve often reflected on the state of my faith during Dawn’s 

time in hospital and wished that I’d been more resolute. 

But I’m not sure if that’s fair on me or God.  

I don’t remember reading my Bible every day, though 

I wasn’t very disciplined about doing that even before 

Dawn fell pregnant. However, I do remember that I would 

never leave the hospital at night without praying for Dawn 

and our baby. I do remember the people God divinely 

brought into our lives. People like the remarkable Rev. 

Gary Heard and his equally remarkable wife, Evelyn, who 

had been through an eerily similar experience some 15 
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years earlier. Gary sent regular texts with scriptures of 

encouragement. I held onto them for strength and spoke 

them out in expectation over our situation.  

And I do remember that, even when it looked bad, 

we never lost hope and always believed that God could 

make a way. 

In a season like the one we were navigating, that may 

be the most anyone can expect of themselves – to hold on, 

and to know that you’re being held by Someone who can 

handle much more than you can. 2 Corinthians 4:8 

captures this better than any words I can muster: “We are 

hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but 

not in despair.” And why? Because the power of Jesus not 

only surrounds us, it lives within us. 

I do wish, however, that I’d been more vulnerable 

with myself and with God about just how much I was 

struggling. Perhaps if I’d been reading more of the Word, 

I would have come across the writing of the Apostle Paul 

just a little later in his letter to the Corinthians: “That is 

why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, 

in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I 

am weak, then I am strong” (2 Corinthians 12:10). 

Sometimes, it’s only in our weakness that we can fully 

appreciate His strength and see it manifest itself in our 

lives.  

As humans, and perhaps especially as men, the 

default setting is to try to tough it out, to push through, 

to grit our teeth and bear it. I’m not suggesting this is all 
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bad, or that we should instead fall apart at the first sign of 

difficulty in our lives. But I am saying that if I’d spent a 

little more time acknowledging and even ‘delighting’ in my 

weakness, then I would have made more room for God’s 

strength – to help me do what I could and to willingly 

handover all that I couldn’t. 
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13 

Choosing life 

THE ROUTINE THAT DAWN AND I DEVELOPED 

worked well on the days when things were stable, but as time 

went on those days became few and far between. As anyone 

who’s been in a similar situation knows, the moment one thing 

goes wrong it can begin a cascading effect that is nearly 

impossible to stop.  

When we were first admitted to hospital, the doctors 

helped us prepare to be there until Dawn reached 36 weeks 

gestation (almost full term). Once we discovered the real issue 

of the shortening cervix, we were told 32 weeks would be a 

good result. A week later, after another scan revealed that a 

course of medication hadn’t worked and the cervix had 

shortened even further, we were advised that the only hope of 

even making it to 30 weeks was to have an emergency stitch to 

sew the cervix back together.  
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The operation to insert the stitch was a success, but it 

introduced a new problem: Dawn now had a foreign object 

inside her, pressed right up against the sac of fluid surrounding 

our child. The stitch was highly susceptible to infection, which 

could spread to the baby with serious consequences. Days later, 

our worst fears appeared to be coming true. Dawn developed all 

the symptoms we’d be warned about. The doctors immediately 

put her on antibiotics to stop any infection before it spread 

further, but that, too, introduced a problem: the antibiotics 

masked the symptoms of the infection, which made it hard to 

know if they had actually worked.  

We’d just crossed the 23-week mark, meaning our baby 

was literally on the cusp of life. We were told it could be a 

matter of days until Dawn gave birth and, at that point, every 

day was crucial. A day could be the difference between our 

daughter’s lungs developing enough that she would eventually 

breathe on her own, or being so fragile that she would never 

breathe at all. 

And so, finally, we were given ‘the document’.  

We’d heard rumours that it existed: an information sheet 

on what it means for a child to be born extremely prematurely. 

How likely it is they will survive the process of birth; how likely 

they are to be born with immediate issues such as blood clots 

on the brain; how long they could stay in intensive care; the 

likelihood of ever going home; the likelihood of long-term 

intellectual or physical disabilities. 
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Put another way, it was a bunch of statistics that were 

supposed to guide our decision about whether to resuscitate our 

child and give her a chance at life … or let her die. 

We already knew there was no way our 23-week-old baby 

would be able to breathe for herself. Immediately after birth, 

she would need assistance from doctors. If this treatment was 

successful, she would then be placed on a mechanical ventilator. 

What we didn’t know was just how slim her chances were of 

coming home completely unscathed, and how serious the 

lifelong challenges of a disability like cerebral palsy can be. 

In that moment, reading over the information and praying 

for clarity about what to do, I learnt something unexpected. 

 

Lesson #15: You can be pro-life and pro-choice 

I’d always been a strong advocate of a woman’s (and man’s) 

right to choose. I knew that women fell pregnant in a 

range of circumstances and I could understand why people 

chose to have an abortion. Even if I didn’t always agree 

with others’ decisions, I tried my utmost not to judge. In 

fact, I thought I’d probably make the same call in some 

cases. 

The decision regarding our daughter may not have 

looked like a normal abortion situation, but that’s 

essentially what it was. We were being asked if we wanted 

to deny resuscitation. Yes, we would have been ‘letting’ 

our daughter die, rather than ‘actively’ killing her, but at 

the end of the day she’d still be dead.  
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If anyone would have been justified in choosing to 

end the life of their baby, then surely it was us. The 

statistics were scary. Really scary. And yet, as I read the 

information detailing the prospects for a preterm baby, I 

didn’t see fear. I saw hope. I didn’t see the burden of 

possible disability. I saw, perhaps for the first time, just 

how precious life is. 

Ninety-five out of every 100 babies born at 23 weeks 

either die or have some form of ongoing disability … but 

five don’t! Why couldn’t my daughter be one of those five? 
How could I not give her the chance to at least try? Even if she 
did emerge with some ongoing issues, would that make me love 
her any less? Who was I to put the personal challenge that 
would come from parenting a child with disabilities ahead of 
the blessing she could be to others because of who she was, not 
what she could or couldn’t do? 

Everyone told us it would be a hard decision to make.  

It should have been.  

It wasn’t.  

In fact, it was perfectly clear for both me and Dawn. 

We chose to resuscitate. We chose to give our daughter 

every chance to live.  

Now, before anyone rushes to praise us for our bold 

commitment to Christian values, I want to clarify 

something, because a lot is said about the issue of abortion 

and a lot of judgement is thrown at those who choose that 

path. 
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Here’s the truth: until you’re in that situation 

yourself, until you’re holding the life of your child in your 

hands, until you have to decide not only for them for but 

you, you really don’t know. You can never know for sure 

how you’ll feel, what you’ll think, what God will say if you 

ask Him, and what you’ll ultimately do.  

When Dawn and I were there, we chose life.  

Three months later, we chose death.  

More on that soon. 

  



FAITH, DEATH & PILLS 

  108 

  



 

 

14 

The real dangers of fried chicken  

IT WAS A FRIDAY when we made the decision to resuscitate 

our daughter, but that didn’t mean Dawn was to give birth 

immediately. In fact, it was in everyone’s best interests that we 

delay as long as possible to give our baby’s lungs extra time to 

develop. Most of the doctors didn’t think we’d make it through 

the weekend. We did. And come Monday, everything was 

actually looking good. Our hope began to rise. Maybe the whole 
decision about life or death was just a test of our faith. Maybe we 
really could hold on until 30 weeks. 

Tuesday came and there was still no sign of the infection 

having returned. I went to visit Dawn after work and she was in 

good spirits – so much so that she sent me home to make a 

Skype call for work. Come to think of it, she probably sent me 

home because she’d secretly arranged with my best mate to 

smuggle in some KFC for her dinner, and she knew how much 
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I disapproved of the Colonel’s secret herbs and spices. Not that 

I blame my friend. It’s taken me years to learn how to come 

between Dawn and her chicken without losing a limb. 

I got home, set up my laptop, and started the Skype call. 

Ten minutes in, my phone rang. It was Dawn. The doctors had 

just done another blood test and the infection was back with 

full force. They were preparing to take her downstairs where 

they would induce delivery and, within hours, she would give 

birth.  

Obviously, I blame the KFC. 

I ended the call, jumped in the car, and sped back to the 

hospital, arriving just as Dawn was being wheeled to the 

delivery suite. We met the midwife who would be guiding us 

through the whole process – a Scottish woman, whose no-

nonsense demeanour made me feel we were in good hands. All 

around us there was a flurry of activity: machines being set up 

and turned on, drugs being administered. Then suddenly, it all 

went quiet and we were alone. 

As we looked around the room, we saw why there had 

been so much work for the medical team to do. Not only were 

they setting up for Dawn, they were preparing a separate area 

for our baby. Directly across from us was an incubator, a 

mechanical ventilator, a mini operating table, and a range of 

surgical equipment. All of this, together with the team of 

neonatal physicians, affectionately known as ‘baby doctors’, 

would determine if our daughter’s first night on earth would be 

her last. 
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I busied myself making the room feel as nice as possible – 

music, flowers, photos from home. I even lit a scented candle, 

until the midwife returned and advised that probably wasn’t a 

great idea given the number of oxygen machines surrounding 

us.  

And then we waited.  

At 10pm, when the first batch of drugs were administered, 

I was ready to go. Like the coach of a champion boxer, I 

imagined myself in my wife’s corner, massaging her shoulders 

and offering words of encouragement. At 1:30am, when the 

drugs to induce delivery finally kicked in, I was ready for a nap. 

The hours wore on and the contractions became more 

frequent. Dawn had opted for an epidural, but there was only 

one anaesthetist on call. Twice he came to give the injection 

only to be pulled away to attend emergency caesareans for other 

women. Dawn was clearly in a lot of pain and I sensed this was 

my moment to step up and be the hero. 

I took my wife’s hand and together we breathed through a 

contraction, just like I’d seen in the movies. We waited for the 

next one, and breathed again. This time, we weren’t perfectly in 

sync and I deduced that it was because her breathing wasn’t as 

long and steady as it could have been. So, in the spirit of open 

and honest feedback, I told her: “Darling, I don’t think you’re 
doing the whole breathing thing quite right.” The look on her face 

made it clear that my coaching efforts had fallen short of the 

mark. I’ve since been reminded of this on multiple occasions, as 

Dawn has delighted in telling even random strangers about how 

‘helpful’ her husband was during the birthing process. 
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As if sent by God, the anaesthetist returned to save me 

from myself. But, as he prepared to insert the needle, Dawn let 

out a scream I’ll never forget. The baby was coming. It was too 

late for an epidural. The lead doctor was called back to the 

room, along with the neonatal team. He told us that while 

Dawn’s vital signs were looking good, the baby’s heart rate was 

very high – likely a symptom of the infection Dawn had been 

fighting. Our daughter needed to come out in the calmest and 

fastest way possible. 

Dawn was an absolute trooper. She followed the doctor’s 

instructions to the letter – pushing when she was told, resting 

when she was told – and in just a few minutes our daughter was 

ready to emerge. With the final push, she literally flew into the 

hands of the doctor, who was clearly a champion wicketkeeper 

in his spare time. He passed our little girl over to the neonatal 

team to begin their work and, once again, the room went from 

a flurry of activity to complete silence.  

The time we spent waiting for the doctors to tell us if they 

had been successful in getting our baby to breathe couldn’t have 

been more than a couple of minutes, but every second felt like 

an hour. I held Dawn’s hand and together we prayed that God 

would give our child the same chance at life that we had. Then, 

one of the neonatal doctors came over and casually informed us 

that they were going to take our baby up to the NICU (the 

neonatal intensive care unit).  

“So, she’s breathing?” I remember asking.  

“Yes,” she replied, like that should have been obvious. 
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They brought our precious little girl over for the quickest 

of kisses with her mother, before returning her to the incubator 

and heading for the door. I followed, in a state that was equal 

parts elation and exhaustion. It was only when we arrived in the 

NICU that I had a chance to properly look at my daughter.  

She was so tiny. 588 grams to be exact.  

I’d seen images of premature babies as part of our research, 

but it was still quite confronting. Her arms were so skinny that 

I was later able to slide my wedding ring all the way up to her 

shoulder. She seemed red in colour, which I learnt was from 

the blood vessels that could be seen through her wafer-thin 

skin. Much of her face was obscured by the tube from the 

ventilator, which ran down her throat and was crudely attached 

to her cheeks and chin by surgical tape. 

I was called aside by the senior NICU doctor who provided 

an update and made sure I was aware of the situation. Our 

daughter was in a stable but serious condition; the machines 

were breathing for her; the next 72 hours were critical as they 

would reveal what sort of battle was to come. I heard what the 

doctor was saying and I understood why she was saying it, but 

despite the gravity of the circumstances, one thing stood out 

above all else: I was a father, and my daughter was alive. 

We named her Zinhle – Zulu for ‘beautiful one’. Of 

course, our Australian friends and family insisted on creating a 

nickname and, before long, she was known as ‘Zizi’. 
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Lesson #16: There’s no such thing as a normal 
pregnancy 

We all know how pregnancy is depicted in the movies: a 

joyous ride from beginning to end. But those of us who 

have actually experienced it understand the reality can be 

very different. 

Maybe it’s just as well we’re not better informed. 

Maybe if people knew what they were signing up for, 

they’d never get pregnant in the first place. Or maybe 

they’d just be more prepared for what lies ahead. 

What struck me most about the conversations that 

followed our daughter’s birth were how many others had 

experienced something similar. All these people that we 

thought we knew suddenly began sharing their stories – 

they were born early, they gave birth early, they were on 

bed rest for weeks to avoid an early delivery, their wife had 

complications and almost died giving birth. 

I know, of course, why people keep this to 

themselves. Talking about it is hard. Talking about it 

means reliving a traumatic experience we’d rather forget. 

So we find excuses for our silence: “I’m sparing others the 
fear of something bad happening to them. They’ll probably have 
a normal pregnancy”. 

But there’s no such thing as a ‘normal’ pregnancy, 

and experiences like the one Dawn and I had with our 

daughter are not unique. About 15 million babies are born 

prematurely every year – more than one in every ten births 

– and one million of these babies will die, even though 
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most could be saved with basic medical interventions. In 

fact, prematurity is now the leading cause of death in 

children under the age of five.

15

 What was unique about 

our story were the resources and support we received. Had 

my wife given birth in a country like India, Nigeria or 

Pakistan, our daughter may not have taken her first 

breath.  

Silence is not helping.  

It doesn’t help deal with the trauma many of us have 

endured. It doesn’t help prepare parents for the challenges 

of coping with a pregnancy that goes wrong. It doesn’t 

empower women to take simple steps to prevent 

complications, or encourage men to be actively involved in 

childbirth, or push governments to allocate critical 

resources to healthcare and education.  

All it does is maintain ignorance. All it does is fuel 

the stigma and the cultural taboos that prevent and delay 

treatment. All it does is allow those with the power to 

create change to pretend it’s too hard.  

Silence hides the truth and leads to the deaths of 

hundreds of thousands of babies – each and every year. 

Jesus had something to say about keeping things in 

the dark: “everything hidden is meant to be revealed, and 

everything concealed is meant to be brought to light” 

(Mark 4:22). It’s only when God’s light illuminates the 
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darkness that healing can begin; it’s only when things are 

revealed that change can occur.  



 

 

15 

Bunnies, lions & Jesus 

FROM THE MOMENT DAWN WAS ADMITTED to 

hospital, we were explicit about our faith when speaking with 

the medical teams. Apparently, word of this got around. By the 

time the Medical Director of the Neonatal Services, Dr Carl 

Kuschel, came to see us on the day of our daughter’s birth, he’d 

been warned of what to expect.  

Carl is a devout agnostic and he did his best to balance our 

hope with the realities of our daughter’s situation. Yes, she was 

breathing (with assistance); yes, her ‘numbers’ (heart rate, 

oxygen levels, blood pressure) were looking good; yes, she may 

even improve over the coming hours and days. But we should 

be careful not to get swept up in any honeymoon period. Her 

condition was critical and the odds were against us.  

One reason we shared so openly about our faith was so 

those we came into contact with knew who we were and the 
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foundation for our decision-making. But the main reason we 

did it was for us. We didn’t want to allow our present reality to 

shape the way we saw our child and limit how we interacted 

with her. We wanted to start parenting, right away. 

To say this approach created challenges for the medical 

staff is an understatement.  

Five hours after Zizi was born, and still feeling the effects 

of the drugs she’d been given, Dawn demanded that I take her 

downstairs in a wheelchair to see her daughter. Two hours after 

that, one of the senior pastors from our church arrived, and we 

asked that she be allowed to anoint our daughter with oil and 

pray over her. Another two hours later, Dawn made her first 

formal request to hold her child. This was refused given how 

fragile Zizi was, but Dawn was encouraged to ask again in the 

coming days.  

Clearly, they’d never met my wife, because that’s exactly 

what she did. The very next day.  

And the day after that.  

And the day after that.  

And the day after that.  

Eventually, on day five, the medical staff relented. I think 

largely to shut Dawn up!  

For most parents, the act of holding their child is simple, 

instinctive, and happens moments after birth. Not so with a 

premature baby. It took four nurses to transport Zizi a distance 

of two metres from her incubator to her mother’s chest: one to 

monitor the machines and ensure her numbers were stable; one 
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to hold the tube of the ventilator in place so it didn’t 

accidentally come out; and two to lift our daughter while 

stepping over, under and around the cords connected to various 

parts of her body.  

Meanwhile, I watched. Partly, I was amused by what 

looked like a re-enactment of a heist movie, where the thieves 

bend and twist to avoid touching the security laser beams en 

route to the prized jewels. Partly, I was terrified because I knew 

one wrong move would mean our daughter would stop 

receiving oxygen, flatline, and need to be manually resuscitated.  

My fear was well founded. Less than two weeks later, 

while attempting a similar manoeuvre, the tube helping Zizi 

breathe came loose. I stood by as my child turned blue and 

nurses pushed an emergency button that I hadn’t even realised 

was there. I stood by as doctors ran into the room and 

surrounded my wife and daughter until I could no longer see 

them. I stood by because there was absolutely nothing I could 

do, other than pray. It was the most debilitating and terrifying 

experience of my life.  

But, back to day five… 

After some fancy footwork and several precarious 

moments, Zizi made it safely into her mother’s arms. Dawn’s 

reaction was priceless – overwhelmed with the joy of finally 

holding her child, yet completely calm for the sake of our 

daughter and everyone else in the room. The nurses brought 

blankets to help replicate the heat Zizi had been receiving in 

the incubator, and created a pouch for her on her mother’s 

chest: hence why it’s called a ‘kangaroo cuddle’. 
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This was just the start of our attempts to push the 

boundaries of normal NICU practice. The kangaroo cuddles 

became a daily routine and largely happened without incident. 

Dawn also began singing lullabies to our little girl – in both 

English and Zulu – to calm her and help her sleep. 

And, on day 11, I started reading aloud. 

 

Lesson #17: There really is power in the tongue 

So many objects in the NICU are symbolic of the 

experience itself. It can be sterile, like the hand sanitiser 

we had to apply every time we entered, the smell of which 

lingered for hours. It can be dehumanising, like the 

machines that seemingly reduced Zizi’s existence to a 

series of digits. It can be disconnecting, like the incubator 

that physically separated us from our baby.   

But when I read to my girl, all of that disappeared.  

I would pull up a chair next to her incubator, slide 

open the flap on the side, and direct my voice through the 

hole so she could hear me clearly. For as long as I read, it 

was just me and my daughter and the characters in the 

books. It was the highlight of my day. 

Zizi’s first book was The Bunny of Bluebell Hill, a story 

about a little rabbit who gets sick of her burrow and goes 

searching for a new home. Soon after leaving, she realises 

that the only place that’s perfect for her is – you guessed it 

– the burrow. I quickly realised that picture books weren’t 

going to be sufficient, mainly because they last about five 
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minutes and can only be read so many times in succession 

without driving the reader crazy. So, I branched out. First, 

came short stories, then a children’s version of the Bible, 

then C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, The Witch and the Wardrobe, 
and then his entire Chronicles of Narnia. 

There were lots of things that most fathers do that I 

couldn’t because my daughter was stuck in a hospital with 

machines keeping her alive. But this I could do: I could 

read to her. I could tell her stories of silly bunnies and 

brave lions. I could tell her about a God who loved her so 

much that He sent His Son to earth, and that He would 

stay right there with her even when her mummy and 

daddy went home to sleep. I could help her get to know 

her father’s voice and give her something to listen to other 

than the sound of the ventilator pushing air in and out of 

her lungs. 

All the actions that Dawn and I took – the cuddles, 

the singing, the reading – were themselves steps of faith. 

When I went to buy a new book, I did so in the belief that 

my daughter would be alive long enough for me to finish 

it. And our faith shaped our reality. Not only did it help 

us parent our child under the most challenging of 

circumstances, it had a real and measurable impact.  

When Dawn held our baby girl, Zizi’s oxygen 

saturation improved; when Dawn sang, Zizi’s heart rate 

stabilised; when I read a story, Zizi’s breathing slowed. 

Pretty soon, just the sound of our voices as we entered the 

room was enough to turn her numbers from erratic to 

stable in a matter of seconds.  
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Our daughter knew her parents had arrived, and we 

were there to take care of her. 



 

 

16 

When breathing is dying 

THE EXPERIENCE OF HAVING A CHILD IN HOSPITAL 

is often referred to as a rollercoaster ride. It’s a clichéd but apt 

analogy. Early on, it felt like our little girl was unstoppable; a 

warrior princess determined to overcome all odds. Then, with 

no warning, she had acute kidney failure. No one could tell us 

why it happened or where it came from, just that if it wasn’t 

addressed it could result in death. Two days later, everything 

was back on track. Again, no one could tell us why. 

But for all the ups and downs, there was one constant: our 

daughter’s lungs. 

We knew when Zizi was born that her lungs would be one 

of the biggest hurdles. The lungs are the last major organ to 

develop and, at 23 weeks gestation, they’ve barely begun to 

sprout alveoli – the tiny sacs that take in and release air. These 

air sacs can continue to grow after birth, but it’s pretty hard 
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when the lungs are being artificially inflated and deflated every 

few seconds. In fact, it’s just as likely the lungs will get 

inflamed and develop scar tissue, which makes it even harder 

for the alveoli to form. 

Win-lose scenario #1: The ventilator was the only reason our 
daughter’s lungs were even functioning, yet it was also damaging her 
lungs with every pump, making it less likely that she’d ever breath 
without mechanical support.  

To help address this situation, the doctors advised that we 

give steroids, which are a common treatment for premature 

babies with lung issues. The steroids counteract the negative 

effects of ventilation by reducing swelling and giving the lungs 

time to heal and grow. But, as with the ventilator, there’s a 

trade-off. When given in large doses and over more than a few 

days, steroids can have serious consequences, including long-

term brain damage.  

Win-lose scenario #2: The steroids were the best chance we had 
to get our daughter off the ventilator, but give too much and it could 
have permanent implications for her motor control, language and 
behaviour. 

The decision to give the first round of steroids was easy, 

particularly because it was only a small amount over a few days. 

There was some improvement in Zizi’s breathing, but nothing 

that indicated she was any less reliant on the ventilator.  

A couple of weeks later, we gave a second round – this 

time slightly more and over more days. Again, there was some 

improvement, but not as much as we all had hoped. At this 

point, we entered risky territory. As I said, steroids come with 
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potentially serious consequences, and the more you use them, 

the more likely it is that those consequences become reality.  

Zizi’s medical team advised that a third round was needed 

– an even higher dose over even more days – but this was it.  

The final shot.  

Before consenting, we were handed the latest research to 

review. The good news: there was no evidence that prolonged 

steroid use makes extremely premature infants more susceptible 

to brain damage. The bad news: there are so many risk factors 

facing babies born at less than 28 weeks that it’s almost 

impossible to tell what exactly has led to the negative outcomes 

for those who experience them. 

The complexities of our daughter’s care became real all 

over again. The decision about the third round of steroids was 

made harder because Dawn and I were at opposite ends of the 

spectrum: she was so positive and resolute that the doctors 

were concerned that she didn’t grasp the seriousness of the 

situation; I was so measured and uncertain that I started to 

doubt my own spiritual fortitude. 

Then, in the midst of the turmoil, one of the senior 

pastors from our church called. My conversation with her 

illuminated a truth I will never forget. 

 

Lesson #18: Faith and science are not enemies 

I have great respect for science and for those who research 

and practice it. I think that’s partly what inspired me to 

study psychology at university, though some people – 
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including my friend, Will (more on him in Chapter 18) – 

never missed the chance to give me a hard time about it. 

“Nic, you know psychology’s not a real science,” he’d say. 

“That’s why the lectures are held in the Humanities Building.” 

But when I came to faith in God and experienced the 

spiritual realm, I began to question the accuracy and 

importance of science. This skepticism could easily have 

been fuelled by stories of miraculous healing and a 

narrative within some faith communities that often derides 

medicine. In my local church, however, both of the senior 

pastors, David and Sally Doery, had previously worked as 

nurses, and their decision to enter ministry wasn’t driven 

by a rejection of modern healthcare.  

When Pastor Sally called me, I listened deeply to 

what she had to say.  

As I did, it occurred to me for the first time that 

science is perhaps the ultimate spiritual pursuit, albeit one 

often practiced by atheists. At its core, science seeks to 

unlock truths about the universe and, in so doing, it offers 

a glimpse of the miraculous nature of God Himself. It’s no 

wonder that many scientists come to faith through their 

work. When the indescribably beautiful, overwhelmingly 

complex, and intricately connected nature of our planet 

and all its species becomes apparent – and when you 

consider that science and its related disciplines have only 

scraped the surface of all there is to discover – then the 

existence of a higher power, who intelligently designed 

everything, becomes a compelling conclusion. 
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But science offers more than just evidence for the 

existence of God. If God created the heavens and the 

earth, then He created not only the spiritual realm but 

also the natural realm.  And if He created all people, then 

that means all people – not only the pastors and prophets 

with the spiritual power and faith to heal, but also a 

special group of humans known as ‘doctors’ and ‘nurses’. 

To them, he bestowed great curiosity and intellect. To 

them, he gave the power to perform miraculous works: to 

prevent death and enhance life. 

Put another way, God created the world with all of its 

scientific laws. Then he gave people the ability to discover 

at least some of those laws and use their knowledge as the 

basis of modern medicine. And much of the practice of 

medicine reflects the very essence of God’s character – He 

tends to the parts of us that are wounded or broken 

(Psalm 147:3); He sits by our bedside, even in our darkest 

hour (Psalm 23:4); He fights for us and gives us reason to 

fight for ourselves (2 Chronicles 32:8).  

In a real way then, God is science, and if He wants to 

use science to heal, that’s exactly what He’ll do. 

Equally, science does not, and never can, tell the 

whole story. Science offers proof for the things we can see, 

but not for the things we can’t – only faith can do that. 

And, just as God is science, He is also supernatural. When 

medicine runs out, God doesn’t. When science can no 

longer offer hope, faith can. 
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That doesn’t mean faith and science are mutually 

exclusive; or worse, that they are enemies. Rather, they’re 

two sides of the same coin.  

By the end of my conversation with Sally, I realised 

that Dawn and I were the two sides of that coin when it 

came to our daughter’s care. It was Dawn’s job to bring 

unshakeable faith, no matter what the circumstances; it 

was mine to respect the science and recognise its power 

and limitations. Somehow, with these two elements 

combined, God gave us the ability to reach decisions that 

were both guided by science and filled with faith. Without 

one or the other, we would have been lost. 



 

 

17 

John 9:3 

FROM THE MOMENT OF ZINHLE’S BIRTH, God’s 

presence was palpable.  

He was with our little girl during the long days and the 

lonely nights in the intensive care unit. He was with Dawn and 

me, guiding us to complete clarity no matter how hard the 

decisions we faced. And he was with me, when I stood up at my 

30

th

 birthday and declared to friends and family that we would 

“bring our daughter home, happy and healthy”. Part of me 

spoke the words because I believed them; the other part spoke 

so I would believe them. As with anything spoken in faith – 

even faith the size of a mustard seed – it has the power to be 

prophetic (Matthew 17:20). 

That’s not to say there weren’t dark times, because there 

were.  

Lots of them.  
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Like the day Zizi’s doctors came to tell us about her poor 

response to the second round of steroids and that, if things 

didn’t improve in the next two days, we would need to seriously 

consider turning off life support. Dawn and I escaped to a 

private room and collapsed into each other’s arms – sobbing, 

praying, promising to do anything, to sacrifice anything, if only 

God would save our child. 

But even when things got hard, all it took was for us to 

stop, breathe and lift our eyes from the circumstances in front 

of us. Whenever we did, God found ways to remind us He was 

right there. 

 

Lesson #19: God’s light shines brightest in the 
dark 

When I first spent time with people living in poverty, I 

was struck by two things: first, how genuinely happy they 

appeared to be and, second, how often they spoke about 

God. As someone from a Western secular society in which 

everyone is obsessed with the pursuit of happiness but few 

ever seem to find it, this was quite confronting. I was both 

jealous of their contentment and condescending of their 

faith: “Well, of course you’d believe in God if that’s all you 
have.” 

Despite my bitter tone, there was truth in my words. 

When the basic necessities of life are stripped away – food, 

shelter, clean water – the only thing left is to look beyond 

the physical. In such moments, God’s presence becomes 

easier to recognise.  
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It’s a similar thing with sickness.  

When something as critical as our health is taken 

away, it can be disorientating and terrifying – like an 

unexpected power cut that leaves us in pitch darkness. But 

then someone lights a candle and three powerful things 

happen… 

First, our attention is drawn to the light. In fact, it 

can initially be so bright that we have to squint until our 

eyes adjust.  

Second, we can’t help but follow the light, because 

we know it’s the only thing that will help us find our way 

to safety.  

And third, we stop caring about seeing anything 

other than the area illuminated by the candle; just enough 

to guide our next few steps.  

I don’t think God is necessarily any more present 

with the poor or the sick, though He certainly has a heart 

for those in need (Luke 6:20-21; James 2:5). However, I 

do think it’s easier to appreciate God’s light when the 

circumstances of life leave us in the dark. It’s easier to 

recognise it, to trust it, to follow it. 

God doesn’t wait for things to get bad before He 

shows up with a candle; it’s been burning since the 

beginning of time (Psalm 136). But when the artificial 

lights of the world are removed – the things we rely on, 

even if we don’t realise it – we suddenly see what’s right 

there in front of us. 
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No one prays for poverty or sickness, but perhaps we 

are right to be jealous of what those circumstances can 

bring. Because the challenge of having everything we want 

is that we lose sight of the one thing we truly need. The 

one light that really matters. 

 

. . .  

 

One of the ways God lights our path is through His Word, 

which is how I found my guiding scripture for the season my 

daughter was on earth. 

Late one evening, I was sitting by Zizi’s incubator, reading 

to her. We were making our way through the Children’s Bible 

– some of the content of which, I’m embarrassed to say, was as 

new to me as it was my daughter. We came to the story of 

Jesus healing a blind man: 

Jesus and his disciples saw a blind beggar. He had been 
blind since he was born. The disciples asked Jesus, 
“Teacher, did this man sin? Or did his parents? Is that 
why he is blind?” “No one sinned,” said Jesus. “This 
happened so that God’s work could be shown in his life.” 
(John 9:1-3) 

Suddenly, Dawn interrupted.  

“Stop!” she said. “That’s a word for us.”  

Now, like any wise husband, I try to listen to my wife, 

particularly when it comes to spiritual matters. So, even though 
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I wasn’t sure why this story was so important, I stopped reading 

and, soon after, we went home. 

Later that night, just before bed, I was feeling particularly 

drained. I knew I needed to read my Bible, but I could barely 

find the energy. So, I prayed to God and asked Him to make it 

easy for me. To show me exactly what He wanted me to hear in 

that moment.  

I unlocked my phone, opened the Bible app, and there it 

was. John 9:3. The same verse I’d read to my daughter just 

hours before:  

“Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but 
this happened so that the works of God might be displayed 
in his life”. 

“That’s a coincidence,” I thought to myself. More so 

because it wasn’t even the last thing I’d been reading. Instead, 

the app had somehow reset itself to a section of scripture I’d 

looked at more than a week earlier, but had skimmed over at 

the time. Apparently, God had been trying to communicate 

something to me for several days, but I hadn’t been listening. 

Intrigued, I went to my hard cover Bible to see if there 

was more to this verse than first appeared. It was a Study Bible, 

with a bunch of notes that seek to explain key scriptures or 

offer important context. Sure enough, not only did John 9:3 

come with a note, it had an entire section titled: Does God allow 
pain in order to display his power? 

As if that wasn’t enough, a couple of days later I was going 

through emails that I’d starred but not read. I came across one 
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from a close friend with the subject line ‘Great is His 

faithfulness’. I opened it to find the following: 

Dear Nic and Dawn, 

I read this tonight: John 9:3 “But this happened so that 
the work of God might be displayed in his life.” 

May it be an encouragement to you in the dark of night 
and amidst the beeps of the machines that you can keep 
reaching out boldly to God and claiming life and miracles 
for Zinhle because God is manifest – He is with you and 
her and His work is being displayed. 

 

Lesson #20: Sometimes bad things happen 

Part of the problem I had with God before I came to faith 

was the seemingly random nature of the pain people 

suffer, often when they least expect it. Now I was living 

the reality of that pain, it brought up a series of questions 

and all of them started with “Why?” 

Why was our daughter born so early? Why was she being 
made to fight for life at such a young age? Why were we even 
in this situation? 

In true God style, He didn’t answer any of my 

questions directly and He didn’t offer a simple cause-and-

effect explanation. Instead, through the words of John 9:3, 

He did something better. 
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God reminded me that the nature of living in a 

broken world is that bad things happen.  

He always intended for us to reside in Eden but, since 

the time of Adam and Eve, we’ve chosen – whether 

consciously or not – to live life outside the gates. 

Sometimes God allows things to happen as part of a 

broader plan, like He did in the story of Job. Sometimes 

we bring things on ourselves by misusing the free will He’s 

given us, as was the case with King David when he slept 

with Bathsheba and then later lost the son she bore (2 

Samuel 12:15-18). Sometimes there’s no clear reason, or, 

at least, not one that God is willing to reveal at the time. 

Pain is uncomfortable and undesirable. Even when we 

come to appreciate that it can ultimately take us to a 

better place, we rarely welcome it when it comes again. 

But in this life and this world, pain is the one thing we 

can be sure everyone will experience at some point. And 

there’s something strangely comforting about that. 

God reassured me that there was nothing we as 

parents had done wrong or that our darling girl had done 

wrong.  

As Christians, we like to think that we give each 

other and ourselves the benefit of the doubt, but often we 

don’t. Rather, when something goes wrong, we do the 

human thing and start pointing fingers. It was the same in 

Jesus’ day. The reason he chose to address the issue of the 

man born blind was to refute some of the false teachings 
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of the time, which had led people to believe that there 

could be no suffering without sin. 

I already had a conviction that Zizi’s early birth wasn’t 

some sort of punishment for our sin, but it’s crazy what 

the mind can do when you’re faced with a bunch of hard 

questions and no easy answers. God knew I needed 

affirmation and He provided it in the most definitive 

manner possible: through the words of His Son, who 

Himself suffered the most painful death despite living a 

sin-free life. In so doing, I was released from any blame or 

shame I may have put on myself or allowed others to put 

on me. 

Finally, God prepared me for what was to come, 

whatever that might be.  

If you read on in John 9, Jesus miraculously heals the 

blind man, but that wasn’t the verse God sent me. He 

wasn’t promising that He would heal my baby girl; nor 

was He forewarning me of her death. Rather, He was 

communicating that, no matter what was to come, His 

works would be displayed. As the Study Bible put it: 

God receives glory when he miraculously intervenes with his 
healing power. But he also receives glory when people endure 

their own suffering through the power of his grace.  

And that’s exactly what happened. 
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It takes a village 

THERE’S A FAMOUS AFRICAN PROVERB: It takes a 
village to raise a child. In other words, a child can only realise 

their true potential if the entire community plays a role.  This 

is a foreign concept in many Western societies where, as a new 

parent, it can feel like you’re all alone. But in modern-day 

South Africa, where I’m writing this, the idea is alive and well. 

In fact, just last weekend, we went away with Dawn’s family 

and every single person did something to care for someone 

else’s child. Even the children helped to care for each other, 

which was both beautiful and terrifying – particularly when my 

seven-year-old nephew, Siya, is the one doing the ‘caring’. 

From the moment Dawn was admitted to hospital at 19 

weeks gestation, our village showed up, and many of its 

members came from our local church.  
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Our worship pastor and leadership team visited Dawn 

while she was on bed rest, bringing gifts and offering company. 

After Zizi’s birth, the church added her healing to its list of 

daily prayers. On one occasion, the entire congregation was 

asked during a Sunday service to pray specifically for our family; 

on another, the hashtag #PrayForZizi was circulating on social 

media. And, when things got really serious, the senior pastors 

rushed to the hospital to sit with us and offer their comfort and 

counsel. In a church of over 5,000 people, that means 

something. 

The support from fellow believers went way beyond our 

church.  

In Chapter 12, I mentioned Gary and Evelyn Heard, whose 

child had been born, some 15 years earlier, at a similar age to 

Zizi. The Heards were pastors of another church in Melbourne, 

and Gary in particular became like a spiritual father during our 

season in hospital.  He lent me books written by parents of 

premature babies, so I had some idea what to expect. He sent 

me regular text messages with encouraging scriptures or words 

he felt God wanted me to hear. He visited me several times 

during working hours to take me for a coffee, and just talk and 

pray. More than anyone else, Gary and Ev knew the road we 

were walking. They weren’t shocked by Zizi’s appearance when 

she was born, but rather gushed about how beautiful she was. 

They didn’t get offended when we didn’t return their calls, but 

kept gently offering their care. 

And some of the most special support came in the most 

unexpected ways.  
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A friend of a friend was traveling in France with her family 

when she heard the news about Zizi’s early birth. From that day 

on, she said a prayer and lit a candle for our daughter in every 

church she visited, first in Paris at Notre-Dame Cathedral and 

later in the south of the country. Eventually, the candles 

formed a trail of light across the southern seaboard of France, 

reaching all the way to a church in Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer – 

the village where Mary Jacobi, Mary Salome, and possibly even 

Mary Magdalene are said to have fled from persecution after 

Jesus’ ascension. 

 

Lesson #21: In a crisis, the body of Christ works 
as one 

You can say what you like about the Church - God knows, 

I already have. There are times when it seemingly limps 

from one disaster to the next. But when it stands up and 

does what it should, there is no stronger force on the face 

of the earth. 

We got a glimpse of that during our time in hospital 

and it was truly remarkable.  

Every need was met, often before we even knew there 

was one. An endless supply of prayers and warm meals 

sustained us when we were physically, emotionally and 

spiritually exhausted. And, even though we were largely 

the recipients of people’s attention, our journey – and the 

belief, resolve, and determination we were able to 

demonstrate – helped encourage others in their faith and 

the various challenges they were facing.  
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There was nothing special about us or our actions. 

We were just playing our role as everybody else played 

theirs. 

Perhaps the best way I can describe it is that the 

borders that separate denominations, and even countries, 

disappeared. For the first time I sensed the reality of being 

part of a single body of believers (1 Corinthians 12:12-13).  

So I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised when my 

95-year-old grandmother told me, via phone, that there 

were people praying for Zizi in Belfast, Northern Ireland: 

“Really, Granny?” I asked. “That’s beautiful, but why would 
they do that?” 

“Oh”, she said, “I was telling one of the staff in my nursing 
home about my first great-grandchild, who was born very early 
and is in hospital in Australia. She went to the minister of her 
church and asked if they could pray for Zinhle. In fact, there’s 

a service tonight. They’re praying for her right now.”  

 

. . .  

 

Our village of support extended beyond the Church.  

Our respective families, spread between South Africa and 

Australia, went above and beyond. Dawn’s sister left her own 

child for two months to be with us both before and after Zizi’s 

birth. Dawn’s Mum travelled to Melbourne – only her second 

international trip – to stand with her daughter and sing in 

harmony next to Zizi’s incubator. My mum, dad and sister were 
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on call, day and night, to meet our need for a warm meal, an 

open ear or an encouraging word. 

And they did it in the most unexpected and unpredictable 

situation. Zizi was not only our first child, she was also the first 

granddaughter, first niece and first girl cousin on either side of 

the family. None of us imagined she would enter the world or 

our lives in the way that she did. We were in unchartered 

waters, doing our best to ride the waves and not crash into each 

other. 

The medical staff too were nothing short of incredible – 

particularly the nurses, who can be easily overlooked, in part 

because they’re always there.   

Save the occasional food or toilet break, there was a nurse 

by Zinhle’s bedside 24 hours a day for three months. Many of 

the nurses travelled for over an hour to arrive by 7am, work 

until 7pm, then pass the baton to the next nurse, who stayed 

through the night until 7am the following day.  Nurses like 

Karlea – the potty-mouthed, football fanatic, who lovingly 

chastised our daughter anytime she did an enormous poo, and 

who eventually became our confidante, our rock. 

These remarkable women surely have one of the hardest 

jobs in the world. They meet families at a traumatic time in 

their lives and connect at a depth normally reserved for our 

closest loved ones. They hold a tiny life in their hands, often 

spending more time caring for the babies than the parents 

themselves. Yet they have no say in the treatment that is given, 

and once the child leaves their care, they may never see the 

baby or parents again. 
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Then there were the doctors, who not only provided 

world-class treatment but did all they could to make us feel 

part of the team.  

They pushed every limit, made every allowance, and bent 

over backwards to help us parent in the way we wanted to. 

They maintained the utmost professionalism, for their own 

sake and ours, but that didn’t prevent them from being 

personally invested. Only later did we hear stories about 

members of the team, who lived in the same neighbourhood, 

spending their commute home talking about Zinhle’s case and 

what they could do better. Just because they’d left work didn’t 

mean they stopped caring. 

I spoke in Chapter 15 of Dr Carl Kuschel. As head of the 

NICU, Carl’s job comes with huge responsibilities – the type 

that can easily lead a person to focus on staff over patients, and 

put numbers ahead of lives. But he didn’t. Instead, on taking 

over as Zizi’s lead doctor, some ten weeks after her birth, he 

kept every appointment and showed up at every key moment. 

Though his schedule was packed, he had the patience and 

wisdom to wait for me to finish the chapter of the book I was 

reading to my daughter, before interrupting with an update on 

her condition. He recognised that care comes in many forms 

and he was only one piece of the puzzle. 

And finally, there were friends.  

Not everyone responds the same way when it comes to 

sickness. For some, it stirs a sense of shared humanity, and they 

respond with compassion and action. For others, it triggers fear 

or unresolved pain, and they retreat in self-preservation. Some 
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close friends found it impossible to know what to do, so they 

did nothing. Others tried their best and failed spectacularly, 

though I’m sure we’ve all been guilty of that at some point. 

Most, however, were remarkable, and even if they weren’t 

comfortable praying for us, they were more than willing to send 

‘good vibes’. 

None more so than Will (who I mentioned in Chapter 

16). He is one of my oldest and dearest friends. We first met 

through a Latin class we took together in high school and, 

later, we formed two-thirds of a champion debating team. As 

you can tell, we were the cool kids! Will is smart. So smart that 

it can cause problems. With all that IQ there’s sometimes not 

much room left for EQ. He used to have issues relating to 

people who he regarded as less intelligent than him, which was 

pretty much everyone. He still has an eccentric streak, and his 

intellect has only become sharper. He’s also is one of the most 

beautiful human beings you’ll ever meet. That’s why, soon after 

Zizi was born, Dawn and I asked him to be her godfather.  

Will isn’t a Christian. I think there are too many questions 

about the existence of God for which he hasn’t yet found 

satisfactory answers. We didn’t ask him because of his faith or 

lack thereof. We also didn’t ask him because of his medical 

knowledge (he’s now an anaesthetist). We asked him because of 

the deep care and sensitivity that we knew he would bring to 

our daughter’s life. He didn’t disappoint. I don’t know how 

many times he visited Zizi while we weren’t there. But I do 

know the depth of the pain he felt when she died. 
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Lesson #22: God can use Christians and non-
Christians alike 

When God looks down from heaven on the human race, I 

don’t believe He sees labels that read ‘Christian’ and ‘non-

Christian’. I think He sees His precious children made in 

His image – all seven and a half billion of us, no matter 

what we believe or don’t. 

That’s not to say our relationship with Him doesn’t 

matter. It does. When we submit our lives to God, we 

acknowledge that He knows more about us and this world 

than we ever will. And we give Him permission to direct 

us as He sees fit – not just to help fulfil His divine plan 

but to help fulfil our own unique purpose.  

Put simply, when we become Christian, we make it 

easier for God to use us. 

But one of the great things about God is that He’s 

not afraid of hard work. Instead, He relishes any 

opportunity to make His presence felt in our lives. And 

that often means using Christians and non-Christians 

alike. He’ll never force us to do anything – that’s not His 

style – but He’ll give us every chance to demonstrate His 

love to the world, whether we know Him or not. 

We see this principle throughout the Bible.  

One of the earliest examples is Pharaoh’s daughter. 

She was a ‘heathen’ (a non-believer) and the offspring of 

the man who enslaved God’s chosen people. Yet, she was 

used by God to be the saviour of the Israelites. Were it not 
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for her compassion, baby Moses may have drowned in the 

River Nile before he got the chance to lead his people out 

of Egypt. Instead, Pharaoh’s daughter embodied God’s 

grace and mercy, saving Moses and raising him as her own 

(Exodus 2:5-10). 

Furthermore, the nation of Israel wouldn’t have 

reached the Promised Land were it not for another 

heathen woman – a prostitute, no less – by the name of 

Rahab. She’d heard about God’s great works before 

Israelite spies turned up at her door seeking refuge, but 

when she agreed to hide them, she didn’t know God for 

herself – hence her statement in Joshua 2:11, “your God”, 

not “my God”. Nonetheless, God used her courageous 

actions to help His people triumph, and it was these same 

actions that ultimately brought her to faith. She is the first 

recorded gentile convert to faith in God, and she became a 

critical figure in the line that led to the Messiah Himself. 

Only five women are included in the genealogy of Jesus 

Christ (Matthew 1:1-16). Rahab is one of them.  

Examples of God using people from outside the 

recognised community of faith, in order to demonstrate 

his love, continue. The Good Samaritan, who gives us the 

ultimate vision of what it is to love our neighbour, came 

from a group of people who were reviled by all, including 

the Israelites. What’s more, his behaviour is explicitly 

contrasted with the actions of the priest who does nothing 

to assist the injured man (Luke 10:25-37). Even the 
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disciples helped take Jesus’ ministry to the world before 

they came to a real understanding of who He was.

16

 

I’m humbled to say I was used by God before I came 

to faith, and it was no different with the non-Christians 

who surrounded us while Zizi was in hospital. Whether 

they knew it or not, they were there to gently nudge us in 

the right direction and bring us back on track when we 

lost our way. They held our hands and helped us stand – 

literally and metaphorically. 

There were many who formed part of our journey, 

but individuals like Karlea, Carl and Will were set apart. 

They were there in the good times, they were there in the 

bad times, and they were there at the end. 

                                                   
16

 See Peter’s statement in Matthew 16:16, which leads Jesus to declare him 

the “rock” on which the church will be built (Matthew 16:18). 
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Whiplash 

THE DAY WE HAD DREADED arrived like a freight train. 

We went to our regular meeting with Dr Carl to find 

almost every doctor and nurse we’d met during our time in the 

NICU, along with the social worker and the psychologist, 

waiting for us. It was up to Carl to deliver the news: there was 

no way Zinhle would ever be able to breath for herself. She 

would require permanent, mechanical assistance, unable to leave 

the hospital.  

We’d reached the line we had promised each other and the 

medical team we would not cross. The treatments we’d pursued 

to that point had already put us at the outer edge of risk. To 

persevere would be to place our own need for Zizi’s survival 

ahead of her best interests. 

We were being asked to turn off our daughter’s life 

support. 
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I don’t know how long we sat in silence. I do remember 

looking around at the other people in the room, studying their 

faces to see if it was really true. The pained expressions looking 

back told me it was. 

What made the news even harder to accept was that it 

came just days after a major victory. 

Against all odds, the third round of steroids had succeeded 

in getting Zizi off the ventilator and onto a less severe form of 

assisted breathing. The moment the doctors removed the tube 

from our daughter’s airway for what we hoped was the last 

time, she let out a loud cry of protest. It was the first cry we’d 

ever heard her make. In fact, it was the first sound we’d ever 

heard her make. Certainly, she’d cried before, but the tube had 

prevented any noise from escaping. For almost three months, 

our daughter had been silent. I just hadn’t noticed because of 

the incessant beeping from the machines around her. 

The days that followed the ventilator’s removal were like a 

dream. We had been texting everyone to tell them the news; 

claiming victory over the ventilator and giving God praise. 

Then, as quickly as she improved, Zizi declined, and was put 

back on an even more intensive ventilator. 

Whiplash. 

As we left the meeting with Carl and the medical team, it 

was clear that science had run its course. The only thing left 

was faith. We rang our senior pastors and asked that they come 

to the hospital. They must have dropped everything, because 

they were there within minutes, offering advice that somehow 

struck a perfect balance between the practical and spiritual. 
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Lesson #23: When people get squeezed, the truth 
comes out 

It’s one thing to respect the senior leaders of your church 

because they’re in a position of authority; it’s another to 

see them in action under the toughest circumstances and 

realise that God really has put them in leadership for a 

reason. Before leaving the hospital, Pastor David looked 

straight at us and said: “You know, when people get squeezed, 
the truth comes out. And there’s no lack of faith in this room.”  

The words gave me the greatest sense of relief. We’d 

stayed the course. We’d passed the test. It was like God 

Himself saying: “Well done, good and faithful servant” 
(Matthew 25:23). All that was needed now was to practice 

the same kind of faith we had been exercising for the past 

three months. 

No more, no less. 

Looking back, Pastor David’s words also spoke to a 

deeper truth. You can tell the character of a person not by 

how they behave when everything is going well, but by 

how they respond when everything is falling apart. This is 

particularly true for people of faith. The individuals in the 

Bible that we hold up as the ultimate examples of what it 

is to be a follower of Christ endured tremendous trials, yet 

they never gave up on God. 

We revere Abraham because he was willing to make 

the ultimate sacrifice – the life of his own son – if it meant 

following God’s will (Genesis 22). We admire Joseph 
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because, after being sold into slavery by his own brothers, 

he served with diligence and humility until God raised him 

up to one of the highest positions in the land (Genesis 

37:18-36; 41:37-46). And we marvel at Paul because, while 

in prison chains with no reasonable prospect of release, he 

sang songs of worship to the Lord (Acts 16:25). 

I’m a long, long way from a perfect person. I’ve made 

some serious mistakes in my life and I will no doubt make 

many more. I’m in constant need of the mercy and 

forgiveness that comes from God alone. But I can honestly 

say that, at my core, I love God and I try my best to 

honour Him. I can say that because,  when I was squeezed, 

the truth came out, and the truth was good. 

 

. . .  

 

Lesson #24: God lets us wander, but always 
brings us back 

On Pastor David’s advice, we left the hospital to get some 

air. There were so many competing thoughts and feelings 

to work through and, for the first time since Dawn was 

admitted to hospital, neither of us had a clear sense of 

what we should do.  

I didn’t want us to be that couple who held on when 

they should have let go. I’d heard stories about babies kept 

on ventilation for months – surviving but not living, using 

resources that could have been devoted to other children – 

because their parents couldn’t bring themselves to do what 
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was necessary. Equally though, I didn’t want to be the 

person who ‘played God’ just because I was given the 

power to do so. I had the voices of conservative preachers 

in my head, proclaiming that God is the only one who can 

give life and take it away (Deuteronomy 32:39). 

And so, eventually, I suggested to Dawn that we 

make no decision at all. That we let God and nature take 

their course. That we not give any further treatment, 

including attempts to resuscitate in the now likely event 

that Zizi’s heart stopped beating, but we also not initiate 

the removal of life support.  

It was a clever compromise but, if I’m honest, it was 

also a cop-out. Thankfully, we paused before returning to 

the hospital to meet with Carl, and we said a prayer. It was 

the same one that Pastor Sally had prayed over us just a 

couple of hours earlier: that if we were choosing a 

different path to the one God wanted for us and our 

daughter, He would bring us back into line with His will. 

We sat down with Carl and told him about our 

‘decision’. He smiled, as if he’d been expecting it. Then, in 

the gentlest tone, he advised us to reconsider. By 

withholding the use of any extreme measures, we were all 

but guaranteeing that at some point Zizi’s major organs 

would begin to shut down and she would never recover. 

Equally though, by continuing life support, we would have 

no idea when that moment would come and the 

circumstances under which it would happen.  

She might be in pain, she might not.  
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We might be there, we might not.  

We might get to honour her life in the way she 

deserved and we desired. We might not. 

Carl asked us to think about whether that was what 

we really wanted. Dawn and I looked at each other and, 

without even talking, we knew this was God answering our 

prayer. He was bringing us back into line with His will, 

and He was using Carl to do it. Suddenly, the path became 

perfectly clear and any need for delay disappeared. We 

would go home to sleep, come back to spend some 

precious final hours with our child, and then turn off life 

support at 5pm the very next day. 



 

 

20 

Time to say goodbye 

IT’S HARD TO DESCRIBE what it feels like to know the 

exact date of a person’s death before it happens. We’re often 

told to make the most of our time with loved ones because we 

can’t be sure when it might be our last chance to see them. 

That wasn’t the case for Dawn and me. We knew for sure that 

16 May 2013 would be the last day our daughter spent on 

earth.  

Well, as it turned out, the second last… 

I had woken earlier than normal that morning. 

Unsurprisingly, I was having trouble sleeping. I took a walk to 

try to gather my thoughts, but returned feeling just as 

unsettled as when I left. I knew we were making the right 

decision, but that didn’t make it any easier. I also refused to 

give up on God coming through with a miracle at the last 

minute. 
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Dawn and I arrived at the hospital around 8am. The first 

thing I did was check Zizi’s numbers for any sign of 

improvement. They were the same as the day before, perhaps a 

little worse. Even so, I asked Carl if he stood by his opinion 

that Zizi would never breathe without ventilation. He said that 

he did. I thanked him and told him I’d ask two more times 

before the clock struck 5pm.  

We’d been allocated a private room for the day. Karlea was 

rostered as Zizi’s nurse. She helped us pack up the books, toys 

and pictures we’d accumulated on the ledge beside Zizi’s 

incubator. Then, slowly, we wheeled our girl towards the door. 

It was a significant moment: the first time our daughter had 

left that room in over 90 days. I’d dreamed about it many times, 

but in my dreams, we were leaving to take her home. 

Once in the private room, a hospital photographer came to 

take some final shots of our family of three. We made copies of 

Zizi’s footprints, cut a lock of her hair, and gave her her first 

proper bath – albeit in a hand basin. 

As the morning wore on, I busied myself with calls to 

those who had given us the closest support. They’d developed 

their own relationships with Zinhle and we wanted to give 

them a chance to come and say goodbye. With each 

conversation, I felt the mix of shock and sadness well up inside 

me. As I broke the news to others, it was like I was hearing it 

myself for the first time. 

Again, and again, and again. 
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Lesson #25: Miracles don’t always happen 

While we were waiting, I received a call from a friend at 

church. He knew all about our journey with Zinhle and 

had heard the latest news. He’d also updated his dad, who 

had the spiritual gift of healing. My friend told me that 

his father had prayed for many people on death’s door who 

were miraculously healed, and that he’d asked if he could 

come and pray for Zizi.  

I won’t lie, I had my doubts.  

The whole miraculous healing thing didn’t always sit 

comfortably with me, even as a Christian attending a 

Pentecostal church. Still, we’d spent the past three months 

praying for healing and here was a man who might be able 

to facilitate it. Plus, my friend’s father was called John, 

which seemed more than a little coincidental given the 

verse that had come to define my spiritual journey with 

Zinhle to that point. So, I spoke with Dawn and we 

agreed to let him come. 

He showed up, introduced himself, and said an 

understated but passionate prayer for our daughter to 

receive complete healing. He then turned to Dawn and 

told her that he sincerely believed the prayer would be 

answered. Meanwhile, I was called out of the room to 

review potential funeral directors and decide where we 

wanted our daughter’s body to be kept after she died.  

It was that type of day. 
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As 5pm arrived, I asked Carl – for what was now the 

third time – if there were any signs of improvement in 

Zinhle’s condition. There weren’t.  

So much for miraculous healing. 

 

. . .  

 

For all the anticipation, the act of turning off the ventilator was 

unremarkable. Karlea flicked a switch on the machine and Carl 

gently extracted the tube from Zinhle’s airway. That was it.  

More remarkable was the first family cuddle we had 

without negotiating all the medical equipment. 

Dawn and I sat side by side on a couch. Dawn cradled our 

daughter in her arms, while I stroked Zizi’s hair. Outside, it was 

getting dark and drops of rain had begun to cover the window, 

but inside everything felt warm and bright. 

Our daughter was very much at peace. Her breathing was 

shallow and steady. Though she was sleepy, every so often, she 

would open her eyes just a little and look up at us. Watching 

her, Dawn and I were transfixed. There were no tears. Rather, 

we’d resolved to take in every moment and enjoy it as best we 

could. 

We’d been told that, after turning off the machines, Zizi 

would breathe for 20-60 minutes before she died. But, as the 

hour mark drew near, she showed no signs of going anywhere. 

Some family members and close friends were waiting nearby so 

we called them back into the room to give them the gift of an 

unexpected cuddle. The expression on my mum’s face as she 
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first took Zinhle in her arms was precious. It was the look of a 

grandmother who thought she’d never hold her granddaughter 

while she was still breathing. 

An hour later, little had changed and Zizi was still stable. 

So, we did the only logical thing. We threw a party! We turned 

up the music, cracked open a box of gourmet cheese and 

crackers that had miraculously arrived, and started telling jokes. 

Eventually, I decided that if my daughter was intent on 

continuing to breathe, then the least I could do was fill her 

lungs with some fresh air. We rugged her up and went to the 

outdoor courtyard in which I’d spent many hours over the 

previous few months. For Zizi, it was another first: the first 

time she’d been outside. 

When we came back indoors, something in the 

atmosphere had changed, and everyone could sense it. I felt Zizi 

becoming heavier. The colour started to disappear from her 

skin. Her breathing became slower than it had been in the four 

hours since she’d come off the ventilator. There was complete 

silence in the room.  

And then I felt the life leave her body.  

It’s impossible to describe what ‘dead weight’ feels like 

until you’ve experienced it, but in that moment I knew 

immediately. I let out a cry of anguish and relief. Then, because 

it felt like the only thing to do, I passed my daughter into the 

hands of her mother. Dawn gently laid Zizi on her lap and 

began slowly removing the swaddling cloth that had been 

wrapped around our baby’s tiny body. Her chest was no longer 
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moving, her arms and legs were limp, her skin was pale grey, 

and her lips were blue.  

My little girl was dead. 

 

Lesson #26: Miracles do happen 

Suddenly, with no warning, the colour began returning to 

Zizi’s body; starting at her feet and quickly working its way 

up to her chest and face. Dawn and I looked at each other 

as if to say: “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” 

A moment later, our daughter opened her mouth and 

took the deepest breath of the night. It was as if she was 

taking in air for the very first time. Then she opened her 

eyes. Wide. Wider than she had in her three months of 

life.  

It was like she was being born … again.  

There was a collective gasp from everyone present. 

Dawn started laughing and praying in tongues. I knelt 

down and touched the top of my daughter’s head. My 

hands and fingers felt like they had electric currents 

running through them – the same feeling I had when I 

was first baptised in the Holy Spirit. “Hello, darling,” I 

said, and immediately Zizi’s focus shifted from Dawn to 

me. She recognised my voice. She recognised my face. 

Let me pause for just a second.  

As I said earlier, I was quite the sceptic when it came 

to miracles, but once you’ve experienced one for yourself 

that scepticism disappears fast. Medical science has no 
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definitive explanation for what happened to my daughter 

on the night of 16 May 2017. The closest it comes is a 

syndrome where people experience a spontaneous return of 

circulation after failed attempts at resuscitation. The heart 

stops and then, for no apparent reason, it starts again.  

It’s called the ‘Lazarus phenomenon’. It’s named after 

Lazarus in the Bible. You know, the one Jesus raised from 

the dead.  

 

. . .  

 

By this point, everyone in the room was completely losing it. 

Laughing, crying, hugging each other, taking photos to capture 

the moment (and make sure they weren’t hallucinating). I 

turned around the see Carl standing at the door to the room. 

“Do you want to take her home?” he said. 

Dawn and I didn’t even wait to see if he was joking. We 

leapt to our feet and practically ran with our daughter out of 

the NICU. Karlea, who seemed the most shocked of anyone, 

shoved a bunch of 15 nappies into our hands (obviously she 

thought Zizi had some serious pooing to do).  

On the trip home, Zizi was mesmerised by the streetlights 

that lit up the night sky. It was like she was properly 

experiencing the world for the first time. We arrived and took 

her straight to the nursery we had already prepared for her 

homecoming. That’s the thing about faith: it can make even 

the most improbable of things come true. 
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Moments later, everyone else piled through the door. 

None of us had eaten dinner, so my mum got to work 

preparing food, while my dad located the best bottle of red 

wine in the house! 

Meanwhile, Dawn and I lay next to our daughter and tried 

to take it all in. It’s weird being in the midst of a miracle. It’s 

like being fully present, while simultaneously being in a 

completely separate universe. 

 

. . .  

 

As the clock struck 10pm, I was still speaking words of faith 

and claiming the gift of supernatural healing. After all, that’s 

what we’d prayed for for months; it’s what John had prayed for 

earlier that afternoon. But, in the back of my mind, I knew that 

the miracle might be the gift of a little extra time.  

Everyone sensed it was the right moment to leave. Will 

and his partner, Emily, stayed at our request. We didn’t want to 

be without our daughter’s godparents, plus we’d become used 

to having doctors close by. 

Not long after, Zizi’s breathing became noticeably laboured 

and we got scared. Maybe she wasn’t really healed. Maybe she was 
healed but still needed help to survive.  

We told Will and Em we wanted to go back to the 

hospital and put her on the ventilator. They took a moment to 

talk privately and then, with the courage most people only 

think they possess, they told us that before we went anywhere, 

we needed to be sure it was the right thing to do. Dawn and I 
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went into Zizi’s room, looked each other in the eyes, and 

immediately felt the divine clarity that had guided every 

decision for the past three months: we would stay put. If God 

had permanently healed Zizi then she didn’t need a hospital. If 

He had temporarily healed her then we should make the most 

of the time we had.  

And what better way of enjoying that time than with the 

greatest TV series ever made: The West Wing.  

Seriously.  

We sat on the couch, with Zizi on Dawn’s chest, 

delighting in the kangaroo cuddle that had become their 

tradition, and we watched TV.  

At some point during the episode, Zizi fell into a deep 

sleep. It was only when we took her into our bedroom that we 

realised her breathing was almost non-existent. I looked at the 

time. It was after midnight, 17 May. We called Em to bring her 

stethoscope and she confirmed that Zizi’s heartbeat was very 

slow and she didn’t have much longer.  Dawn and I gently 

placed our daughter in the centre of our bed and lay on either 

side, our arms around her and each other. Moments later, it 

was all over. Zinhle Grace Mackay had fallen asleep and this 

time she wasn’t waking up.  

We pulled the covers over us, turned off the lights, and 

slept with her. 
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21 

The joy of the Lord 

MY MEMORIES OF THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED are 

like scenes from a movie, with someone else playing the role of 

the bereaved father. 

The bruising on my daughter’s face the next morning – 

the result of blood clots that form after death. The sunflowers 

in her room, which withered only 48 hours later, despite my 

efforts to freshen the water each day. The meeting with the 

funeral directors to pick a coffin for burial, like it was an item 

on a Chinese takeaway menu. Walking out of the funeral 

parlour carrying the tiny white casket that held my daughter’s 

body, and placing it on the back seat of the car, so she could be 

taken to the crematorium and incinerated. 

To say it was tragic is an understatement. And yet, there 

was also overwhelming gratitude, not just for the three months 
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we’d spent with our remarkable child, but for the seemingly 

perfect death we’d witnessed in her final 24 hours.  

The following week, when it came time to remember her 

life with a celebration service at our church, we did so with joy. 

We had fairy floss, lolly bags, and bread with hundreds and 

thousands – all the things a little girl would have wanted had 

she made it to her first birthday. There were sunflower seeds 

for everyone to take home and plant in their gardens in Zizi’s 

memory. And there was as much laughter as tears. 

After the service, a friend came up to give me a hug and 

offer his condolences. He commented that we must have been 

running on adrenaline to get through everything in the way we 

had, and said he hoped we’d now have time to begin dealing 

with Zizi’s death. The subtext was obvious: You can’t possibly be 
doing as well as you seem to be.  

But we were. Because in the week after Zinhle’s death the 

reality of John 9:3 became clear.  

 

Lesson #27: God is all powerful and all sovereign 

We love to put God in a box. He’s the God of love or the 

God of wrath. He’s gives us free choice or He retains 

complete control. He’s one thing or He’s the complete 

opposite, because surely, He can’t be both. 

In the days prior to Zinhle’s death, I’d reconciled 

myself – as well as any parent can – to the fact that my 

daughter would either be healed or she would not. In 

other words, God would exercise His almighty power and 
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remove all her ailments, or He would exercise His perfect 

sovereignty and relieve her suffering. But I never, ever 

thought He would do both.  

Yet He did. 

There is no doubt in my mind that we witnessed a 

miracle on the night of 16 May 2013. My daughter was 

brought back to life at the hands of a miracle-working 

God. But just hours later, on the morning of 17 May, she 

still died. 

So, here’s the lesson: God isn’t all powerful or all 

sovereign; He’s all powerful and all sovereign. In any given 

situation, He can intervene and turn the darkest night into 

the brightest light, but whether He will is completely up 

to Him. That doesn’t dilute His power, nor does it defuse 

His sovereignty, because the two things aren’t mutually 

exclusive. Rather, they sit alongside each other, albeit 

uncomfortably for us humans. 

That’s why we were able to display the joy and 

strength that we did in the days after Zizi’s death. It wasn’t 

fake or forced. It was a revelation of the truth of who God 

is and what He can do.  

 

. . .  

 

So we would never forget the significance of all we had 

witnessed during the months of Zizi’s life, Dawn and I woke up 

the morning after the celebration service and went to get 

matching tattoos.  
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Yes, it was impulsive. No, we don’t regret it. 

On the inside of Dawn’s right wrist, she got a tattoo of 

Zizi’s right footprint – the one we took using ink and card just 

hours before turning off the machines in hospital. On the 

inside of my left wrist, I got her left footprint.  

Dawn’s tattoo was accompanied by Zizi’s birth date: 

XIII.II.MMXIII.  

Mine was accompanied by four letters and two numbers: 

John 9:3. 
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. . .  

 

THIS FINAL SECTION IS FOR THE MEN, and for the ones 

who love us. 

For those of us who were never taught how to handle the 
realities of pain, grief, sadness, loss; and for those who were taught 
never to let our emotions show, for fear of being labelled a ‘sissy’. 

For those of us who have done our best to gather up, push down 
and lock away the thoughts, feelings and memories of the hurt we’ve 
endured; but, in moments when we’re not on guard, discover that 
they surge to the surface, bringing tears that flow too fast to wipe 
away and making us do or say things we later regret. 

For those of us who, for whatever reason, have been consumed 
by what we’ve experienced, and found ourselves battling depression, 
anxiety, even thoughts of suicide. We may have shared our despair 
and asked for support but, equally likely, we have kept it hidden 
even from those who love us most. 

And for those of us who are navigating the journey of grief in 
the best way we can, whether we’re just beginning, or in the thick of 
it, or with the worst now behind us. Because we all need to know 
we’re not alone; that there are others who understand what we’re 
going through. 

Society has come a long way in recognising and supporting 
men’s need to grieve and heal after a tragedy. We’ve come a long 
way in understanding and responding to the reality of mental illness 
and the impact it has on so many people. But we’ve got a long way 
to go, particularly as people of faith.  
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It’s too easy to offer words of hope without first acknowledging 
the pain. It’s too easy to pray for healing without first acknowledging 
that it’s okay to be broken. It’s too easy to shy away from the 
questions and conversations that challenge the heart of our belief in a 
God who is love. 

So for those who are hurting, those who are healing, and those 
who don’t know where they are or even who they are anymore. 

This is for you. 
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22 

Life goes on 

“HOW’S YOUR KID DOING, MAN?”  

It was a friend of mine from the co-working space I used 

as my office. He was a big Irish man who, coincidentally, grew 

up not far from where my grandparents lived in Belfast. 

“She didn’t make it,” I replied.  

It was like he went through all the emotions I had, only in 

a matter of seconds. First came the shock. Next, the sadness. 

Then, as if by sheer will, he snapped back to the moment, 

looked straight at me and offered the best possible response: 

“Mate, I’m so sorry. Can I give you a hug?” 

The image of two grown men embracing each other in the 

middle of a massive open-plan office, one more than a foot 

taller than the other, must have been quite amusing for anyone 

walking by. But it was symbolic of the lengths to which people 
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went in the wake of Zizi’s death. Even those, like my Irish 

friend, who’d never met her had watched us navigate the 

previous few months, and felt their own sense of loss. Whether 

it was kind words, steadfast prayers or hot meals, we felt held 

and loved by those around us.  

For a while. 

The thing about the journey of grief is that no one can do 

it for you and few can walk alongside you – at least not the 

whole way. It’s not that people don’t care, it’s just that they 

have their own stuff to deal with.  

Put simply: life goes on.  

To an extent, it did for us too. The sun kept rising and 

the bills kept coming. Dawn, however, was in no state to return 

to work, even if she’d had a job to go back to. 

 

Lesson #28: Grief can wait 

So, I stepped up and did the ‘manly’ thing. I went back to 

work just a few weeks after Zizi’s death. When one 

contract ended, I found another. I paid the bills, including 

the thousands we put on credit card to cover funeral costs. 

Who knew cremating such a tiny person could cost so much?! 

Best as I could, I cared for my wife. When she didn’t 

feel up to cooking, I took care of it. When I had a spare 

minute, I cleaned the house (in an increasingly obsessive 

manner). And, when negative emotions began to surface – 

sadness, pain, anger, regret – I pushed them back inside. 

Clichéd? Yes.  
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Unsustainable? Yes.  

Necessary? I think so. 

There’s a lot said about the need to grieve and the 

dangers of not grieving the loss of a loved one. With the 

benefit of hindsight, I can certainly attest to that. But the 

grief journey is different for everyone, and it starts with 

recognising the reality of the immediate situation.  

In our case, we could not afford for Dawn and me to 

both fall apart at the same time. It wouldn’t have served 

either of us and, in my opinion, it would have made things 

even harder. By delaying my own grieving, I was able to 

give Dawn the space and time to begin hers.  

Sometimes you have to do what you have to do.  

Sometimes grief can wait.  

But it can’t wait forever. 

 

. . .  

 

At a certain point, the decision to put my emotions on hold 

stopped being about a legitimate need to keep our lives on track 

or to be there for my wife. It became about something else. 

Part of me was still holding on to the miraculous nature of 

Zizi’s final hours on earth and the ways in which God had 

shown Himself so clearly in and through our experiences.  

If my daughter’s death really was God’s will, and had nothing 
to do with my sin, then was it even reasonable for me to be sad? 
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Another part of me knew that nothing could or should 

completely remove the pain of losing my daughter. In the 

moments when I allowed my mind to wander, I saw myself by 

Zizi’s bedside, gently stroking her hair as she fell asleep. It was a 

beautiful and tragic reminder of her short life. It also made me 

terrified of what might happen if I truly connected with the 

gravity of her death. 

And so, for months, I was stuck – on the one hand, not 

feeling like I needed to be sad; on the other, not wanting to be.  

Meanwhile, my subconscious descended into darkness. It 

happened slowly, bit by bit, until eventually my thought life 

became infected with negativity. It got so bad that, when I 

think back to that season, I don’t remember seeing the sun.  

It was the middle of an Australian summer. 

 

Lesson #29: No one is immune from suicidal 
thoughts 

For me, it was high ledges and long falls. That’s how I was 

going to do it.  

I had no interest in overdosing on painkillers or 

cutting my wrists. Just the thought of that was 

excruciating and pain was exactly what I was trying to 

avoid. I didn’t really want to kill myself, I just wanted 

things to end. I was completely exhausted. I was searching 

desperately for a sense of peace and, somehow, death 

seemed the only way to get it. 
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For a while, the thoughts were fleeting and 

completely hypothetical. Then they became more regular 

and more graphic. I found myself scouting specific 

locations from which I could jump – not so high that the 

fall would give me time to regret the decision, not so low 

that I’d survive with shocking injuries. 

I never regarded myself as the type of person who 

would consider suicide. I had melancholic tendencies, but 

nothing that extreme. What I learnt was, given the right – 

or, rather, wrong – circumstances anyone can get to that 

point.  

This is true for Christian and non-Christian alike.  

Sure, having a relationship with God should mean we 

are able to take our burdens to Him before they escalate. 

But the power of grief, and the weakness of our humanity, 

means many of us fail to do so. And if suicidal thoughts 

do surface, there’s nothing to be gained by trying to deny 

or repress them out of guilt or fear – guilt that even the 

thought of suicide, let alone the act itself, is the gravest of 

sins; fear that discussion of suicide will trigger a ‘lemming 

effect’, where those who wouldn’t otherwise have done so 

will take their own lives. 

Here’s my perspective… 

I don’t know for sure what happens to those who 

commit suicide. I know it’s not God’s plan that we would 

ever do so. However, I also believe that His Grace endures 

to the end, even beyond the point of death. After all, it 

did with His Son. And I believe that stopping subsequent 
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people from committing suicide begins with stopping the 

initial suicide. That can’t happen unless people feel able to 

share their thoughts before they become actions. 

When thoughts live inside our head, they exist in an 

echo chamber, and that echo chamber becomes our reality. 

It was only when I finally began to speak with some of my 

closest friends about what was going on that I could hear 

the absurdity of what I was considering doing.  

We need to talk – particularly young men, because 

we’re the ones most likely to take our own lives.

17

 

Those of us struggling with these thoughts need to 

find at least one person we can trust, and then trust they 

will receive our confession with compassion, not 

judgement. Chances are, they’ve had the same thoughts 

themselves, or know someone else who has.  

Those of us with friends who are clearly struggling 

need to ask them how they are and mean it. There’s a big 

difference between “Hey, man. You good?”, followed by 

quickly changing the subject to something less awkward, 

and “Hey, man. How are you, really?”, followed by a pause 

that gives time and space to respond. Even if the friend 

chooses not to answer, the fact that you cared enough to 

genuinely ask will let them know they can come to you at 

a later time. 

                                                   
17

 Male suicide is a growing crisis in many countries around the world. In the 

UK, it is the biggest killer of men under 45. In Australia, it continues to be 

the leading cause of death among those aged 15-44, with men three times 

more likely than women to take their own life. 
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Dr Martin Luther King said it best: “Darkness 

cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that.”

18

 Let’s 

open up and let the light in. Let’s be that light for each 

other. We might just succeed in driving out the darkness 

for good. 

 

. . .  

 

For anyone reading this who may be considering suicide, let me say 
this: Please don’t. 

God loves you more than you can ever imagine and He wants 
you to have life in all its fullness.  

No matter how hopeless things may seem in this moment, they 
will get better. God has a way of turning even the worst of times into 
something good and, one day soon, I believe you’ll be offering 
encouragement to others in a similar situation.  

I’m living proof that it can happen. 

If you’re a person of faith – and, even if you’re not – say a 
prayer. You can do it right now. Ask God to give you a sign that He 
sees you; that He hasn’t forgotten you; that He’s right there with you 
in the midst of the pain and despair. Ask Him to give you a new 
hope and a new strength. 

If you haven’t already, try to find at least one person to speak 
with about how you’re feeling and what’s going on inside your head. 

                                                   
18

 From King’s sermon, ‘Loving your enemies’, published in his 1963 book, 

Strength to Love (Harper & Row). 
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It could be a friend, a family member, or someone you know cares 
about you. 

Finally, consider chatting to a professional. That’s what they’re 
there for. You can talk to someone immediately by calling your local 
suicide prevention line. A list of phone numbers by country is 
available here: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_suicide_crisis_lines 
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Real men 

ADMITTING MY SUICIDAL THOUGHTS, and listening to 

the response from those I shared them with, was a wake-up 

call. I realised it was time to seek professional help to deal with 

Zizi’s death; someone with the skills to help me work out how 

to process what had happened in a more constructive way. 

For a person who graduated with a major in psychology, 

I’m not the best advertisement for the discipline. Prior to this 

point in my life, I’d seen a psychologist once – more than a 

decade earlier, when my parents first separated. I’d convinced 

myself that people only sought professional psychological help 

if they were really messed up, and I certainly wasn’t prepared to 

put myself in that category. I also wondered whether opening 

up to a complete stranger would do more harm than good. 
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Nonetheless, I got a referral from an organisation that 

offers vital support for families of premature babies, and I made 

an appointment. 

The first session was predictably uncomfortable, in part 

because the psychologist himself was quite strange. That said, 

he knew what it meant to lose a child – his own daughter had 

died at a young age – and he was clearly qualified to assist. So, I 

gave him another chance and arranged a follow up 

appointment.  

And another.  

And another. 

Slowly, he helped me to peel back the defences I’d spent 

almost nine months erecting. 

 

Lesson #30: Real men cry 

Shortly after Zinhle’s death, I read a book on grieving. It 

suggested there is no right way to grieve and that, 

depending on the person, the process may involve few 

visible emotions (such as crying).  

While I agree with this to an extent, I think it has 

limitations. 

For a start, I’d misdiagnosed myself as someone 

largely driven by logic and reason, and who therefore 

didn’t need to deeply engage on an emotional level. The 

sessions with the psychologist helped me see how wrong I 

was; that, in fact, I’m driven as much by my heart as my 

head. I guess this shouldn’t have come as a surprise to 
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someone who’s made a living from the pursuit of social 

justice. Yet, I’d mistakenly convinced myself that my 

ability to think meant I didn’t need to feel. 

Moreover, regardless of the way each of us may be 

wired, I now find it hard to believe that anyone – man or 

woman – can fully grieve without at least one proper cry. 

I’m not talking about the tears that come when you least 

expect them, but which you wipe away before anyone 

notices. I’m talking about the sort of crying that causes 

your whole body to shake, the sort that only ends when 

there are no tears left.  

There are preferred times and places for this type of 

crying to happen – the middle of a shopping mall isn’t 

optimal – but we should care a lot less about when and 

where it happens and a lot more about allowing it to 

happen in the first place. Unfortunately, everything around 

us says the opposite, particularly for men. 

We are constantly exposed to language that associates 

emotion with weakness, and weakness with being 

unmanly. If a boy gets injured on the sports field and 

starts to cry, he’s called a ‘sissy’. If a man shows any sign of 

hurt feelings, he’s told to ‘harden up’. Public figures will 

do almost anything to avoid crying on camera, including 

telling themselves and the world: “I’m not going to cry.” 
Movies and television shows depict clear gender roles: 

women cry, men comfort – not the other way around. 

None of this means men don’t feel emotions, it just 

means we think we can’t express them. Instead, we do 
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what I did – we deny, repress, deflect. The emotions don’t 

go away. Instead, they fester, becoming darker, more 

complex, and near impossible to express in a healthy way.  

I believe we are unintentionally creating nations and 

generations of broken men. Men who drink too much, 

men who get angry and lash out, men who get depressed 

and retreat into themselves, men who walk away from 

marriages and children. And all because we’ve accepted the 

lie that men shouldn’t feel and we certainly shouldn’t cry.  

How many of the issues we face in society could be 
improved or even solved through the power of tears? 

If we need proof that real men cry, we need only look 

at Jesus Himself. In the shortest verse in the Bible, “Jesus 

wept” (John 11:35). He didn’t sniffle, He didn’t hold back 

the tears, He wept. He did so publicly after being told that 

His friend Lazarus had died. And He did so even though 

He knew that, minutes later, He would bring Lazarus back 

to life in one of the most remarkable miracles of His 

ministry (John 11: 23, 43). 

 

. . .  

 

After many sessions with the psychologist, I finally followed 

Jesus’ example.  

One night, while lying in bed with my wife, I shared with 

her for the first time some of the emotions I’d been feeling. As 

I poured out my heart, I realised that one lost dream was a 
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source of particular pain: I would never walk my daughter down 

the aisle on her wedding day.  

That was the trigger for the tears I’d been holding back for 

so long. I made no attempt to stop them. I cried from the 

depth of my soul. I cried until the muscles in my stomach hurt. 

I cried until the pillow was drenched. I cried like I’d never cried 

before. And, in the midst of my tears, God sent the best gift I 

could ever imagine. For just a moment, I felt the spirit of my 

daughter descend from above and hover over my body, as if to 

confirm that she was safe and she was home.  

When it was over, I felt exhausted but rejuvenated; like 

the tears had washed away all the dirt I’d accumulated inside. 

My only regret is not crying like that another ten times in the 

months that followed. 
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8 out of 10 

Out of respect for my wife and the belief that some parts of a couple’s 
private life should remain private, I wasn’t sure whether to include 
this chapter. But the importance of sharing it seems to outweigh my 

misgivings, so here goes. 
 

. . .  

 

8 OUT OF 10.  

80%.  

That’s how many marriages don’t survive the loss of a 

child. 

When my wife shared this statistic with me, I didn’t 

believe it. I didn’t understand how eight out of ten couples who 
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had experienced something so traumatic could let it tear them 

apart, rather than bring them closer together.  

We promised each other that we would be the 20%, and 

our promise wasn’t just nice words. We meant it. In fact, it was 

only when words began to disappear that our best intentions 

came under threat. 

The breakdown in communication between Dawn and me, 

like the changes in my thought life, happened slowly. While 

our experiences with our daughter were similar, our perspective 

was often different. So, too, was our grief journey. I had been 

doing my best impression of Superman, carrying the weight of 

the world like I didn’t feel pain – until I hit a wall of 

kryptonite. Dawn, meanwhile, had been grieving privately and 

consistently. She had learnt to stop, remember, and cry in the 

moments she needed to. 

We were both exhausted and had little energy left for each 

other. To make matters worse, it was hard to know if we were 

feeling the same way at the same time. On the bad days, we 

hesitated to share, for fear of dragging the other person down; 

on the good days, we hesitated to share, for fear of highlighting 

how much the other was struggling. The result was often to 

use no words at all, or at least none that communicated 

anything of real substance: What did you do today? What’s the 
plan for dinner? Do you want to go out with friends this weekend? 

I didn’t realise how far we’d drifted apart until suddenly 

there was another woman.  

I had started a new job and went away on a work trip. I 

found myself on the other side of the world, in one of the most 
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remote and beautiful locations imaginable, surrounded by a 

group of remarkable people. One of them in particular was 

genuinely interested in getting to know me and, suddenly, my 

need to talk and be heard – a need which my wife, through no 

fault of her own, had been unable to meet – was being fulfilled.  

In just a few days, we developed a deep connection. 

Though nothing physical happened, it was the closest I’ve ever 

come to infidelity. It had little, if anything, to do with the 

other woman and everything to do with my false notion that 

being with someone else would somehow be easier; that it 

would be a fresh start, without the baggage that comes with 

experiencing the death of a child. In reality, of course, every 

relationship comes with baggage and, for those who have 

experienced a marriage breakdown after losing a child, they take 

the baggage of the death plus the baggage of a divorce into any 

future relationship. 

This book is about the lessons I’ve learnt, so here is what I 

learnt about intimacy in marriage … 

 

Lesson #31: Not everything should be shared with 
everyone 

Out of my need for connection, I shared with someone 

other than my wife the depth of emotions I felt at losing 

my daughter. In doing so, I opened the door to an 

emotional bond that I believe should be preserved for 

those we’ve pledged to spend our lives with, until death do 

us part. 
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The night I returned home, I at least found the 

courage to tell my wife what had happened. I apologised 

and committed to immediately disconnecting from the 

other person. It was one of the more uncomfortable 

moments of my life, made worse by the fact that it was the 

first honest conversation Dawn and I had had in a while. 

But the truth can stop a misstep from becoming an 

irreparable mistake. 

It hasn’t all been red roses and champagne since then. 

Our marriage, like each of us, is a work in progress. 

Couples counseling has become a regular event in our 

calendar, as we try to resolve small issues before they 

become big ones. Each new season of life comes with its 

own challenges, which inevitably have an impact on our 

relationship. At times it feels like hard work, but then I 

remember that if divorce isn’t an option and being 

unhappy isn’t an option, then the only thing left is hard 

work.  

And hard work pays off. 

 

. . .  

 

Initially, I didn’t understand how eight out of ten couples who 

lose a child can also lose their marriage.  

I do now. 
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On the second day 

JUST BECAUSE I’D OPENED THE FLOODGATE of tears 

on one occasion (see Chapter 23), didn’t mean I was ‘better’. 

Tears are powerful. Tears are a critical part of the grieving 

process. But tears alone don’t bring healing. For that, I had to 

do the work.  

The problem was, I didn’t know how.  

I hadn’t been taught about grief as part of my formal 

education. My schooling was largely focused on equipping me 

to pass the next exam, not helping me to handle the 

vicissitudes of life. 

I hadn’t been taught about grief through my family and, at 

that point, they were dealing with their own grief about Zizi’s 

death, which is hardly the best place from which to support 

others. 
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And I hadn’t been taught about grief through the various 

Christian communities of which I was a part. 

I’m not suggesting that it’s up to the Church – either local 

or global – to equip people for all possible life experiences. But 

there are certain things that we as Christians should be good at 

talking about. 

We should be good at talking about love, because the 

Bible tells us that God is love (1 John 4:8).  

We should be good at talking about forgiveness, because 

it’s at the core of God’s grace and mercy (Ephesians 4:32).  

We should be good at talking about repentance, because 

it’s only by accepting our own imperfection that we make room 

for God’s salvation (Acts 3:19).  

We should be good at talking about death, because it’s 

through Jesus’ death that we receive the gift of eternal life 

(John 11:25). 

 

Lesson #32: Most Christians suck when it comes 
to death 

I’m not going to interrogate how well we Christians talk 

about – and demonstrate – love, forgiveness and 

repentance. What I will say is that, in my experience, we 

have a way to go when it comes to death. 

What makes this all the more confusing, even 

exasperating, is that death is one thing all humans have in 

common, no matter who we are, where we come from, or 

what we believe. Not only will we experience it ourselves, 
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most of us will lose a number of loved ones over the 

course of our life – grandparents, parents, friends, spouses, 

children. 

As Christians, we understand the power of death. On 

the cross, Jesus took the sins of the world on His 

shoulders and wiped clean the slate of our past, present, 

and future (1 John 2:2). In so doing, He not only set us 

free through death but, ultimately, set us free from death 

(John 5:24). He helped us see that the end of this life and 

this world is not the end, but rather the beginning of a 

whole new adventure (Revelation 21:1). 

But none of that means death doesn’t hurt. Exactly 

the opposite. The famous words of the Apostle Paul, 

“Where, O death, is your sting”, often appear without 

those that precede it: “When the perishable has been 

clothed with the imperishable and the mortal with 

immortality, then the saying that is written will come to 

pass.” (1 Corinthians 15:54, 55, emphasis added). Yes, 

there will be a time when death is no longer accompanied 

by pain, but that time has yet to come. 

Rather than acknowledging the pain of death, we 

Christians often try to cover over it. We resort to 

paraphrasing scriptures that might sound comforting to 

our ears, but actually make the people who are grieving 

feel worse: “God never gives us more than we can handle” (1 

Corinthians 10:13), “God uses all things for good” (Romans 

8:28). 
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Let me offer another bit of scripture: “There is a 

season for everything” (Ecclesiastes 3:1). I’m not denying 

the truth of the verses in 1 Corinthians and in Romans 

but, in a given season, they may not be relevant or even 

helpful. Yes, God will work all things for good – even 

death – but when grieving the loss of a loved one, that’s 

not really what you need to hear. What you need to hear is 

that it totally sucks, that it doesn’t make sense, that those 

around you are sorry for your loss.  

As believers, we need to discern what truth to share 

at what time or, indeed, whether to shut up and simply let 

someone cry. 

All of this may seem to contradict my earlier 

comments about how well Dawn and I were supported by 

our church and fellow Christians immediately after Zizi’s 

death, so let me explain. 

After his crucifixion, Jesus lay dead in a tomb for two 

days and on the third day he was raised to life again (Luke 

24:7). As Christians, I think we’re generally good at Day 1: 

the immediate aftermath of death. We bring flowers, we 

cook meals, we say prayers. We’re also generally good at 

Day 3: the resurrection or, at least, the restoration of joy 

and hope for the future. We actively create opportunities 

for those who have come out the other side of pain to 

share their testimonies – we’ll even share it for you if you 

won’t do it yourself! 

Where we really suck is Day 2. Because Day 2 is when 

the work gets done. It’s when the inconsolable crying 
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happens. It’s when the hard questions get asked, including 

the ones that don’t have clear answers. It’s when we come 

to accept that there’s no such thing as getting over the loss 

of a loved one, but rather getting through it; that even 

when the risen Christ appeared to his followers, He still 

bore the marks of the nails that were driven through his 

palms and into the wood of the cross.  

The problem with Day 2 is there’s no knowing how 

long it will last. It certainly won’t be a 24-hour day. It 

could be a year. It could be five years. And, without the 

right tools and support, it could be lifetime.

19

 

Day 2 is hard. I can only imagine how hard it was for 

the disciples to maintain any semblance of faith on Day 2. 

Because on Day 2, Jesus was still dead and, despite His 

promises, there were no signs of that changing. 

But I don’t think we suck at Day 2 because it’s hard. I 

think we suck at it because we’re afraid. Afraid to feel the 

pain of death; afraid to acknowledge the reality of loss; 

afraid to grapple with a loving God who allows this to 

happen, even if He doesn’t cause it. That fear robs us of 

our freedom and our intimacy with God, because God is in 

the pain. Indeed, as I’ve suggested in Chapter 17, He can 

be easier to see and feel in pain than in joy.  

Being set free from death shouldn’t mean pretending 

we don’t feel its pain. It should mean embracing and 
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 A brilliant course on death and healing that I have recently discovered and 

which I hope more churches offer is GriefShare (www.griefshare.org). 
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walking through the pain, knowing it won’t last forever, 

and doing our best to help others do the same. 
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It’s a boy 

SO THERE I WAS, like something out of a movie. Dressed 

head-to-toe in green hospital scrubs that were about three sizes 

too big. The proud father-to-be. Again. Unlike the movies, 

however, I was alone, sitting in a cramped corridor outside the 

operating theatre where my wife was being prepared for an 

emergency caesarean. 

Part of me was perfectly calm.  

After all, this was a very different experience from our first 

pregnancy. Dawn was now at 36 weeks gestation – three 

months further into her pregnancy than when our daughter was 

born – and we’d been preparing ourselves for the possibility of 

another premature delivery. 

Another part of me was anything but calm. 
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We’d come to the hospital that morning for our regular 

check-up. It had been a rough few weeks. Dawn was 

experiencing significant swelling in her legs and we were on the 

lookout for signs that it was something other than the normal 

joys of pregnancy.  

We arrived and Dawn went through the standard round of 

tests. Then, suddenly, she was rushed into a room with the 

senior doctors. We were told that her blood pressure was 

dangerously high and, as they asked further questions, it 

became clear she was in a state of extreme pre-eclampsia. 

Dawn was admitted and transferred to a ward. She was 

given drugs to ensure she didn’t have a seizure that could 

threaten her life and the baby’s. Then we were wheeled down 

to the operating theatres and informed we would soon meet 

our new child.  

Oh, I should mention that we’d re-located to the other 

side of the world. We’d left Melbourne and were now living in 

Durban, South Africa. That’s the reason I was being kept 

outside the operating theatre. It was somewhat peculiar that I 

was present at all. Many South African men don’t attend 

check-up appointments with their partners; some don’t even 

attend the birth.  

As I sat waiting for the medical team to allow me access to 

my wife, there were plenty of reasons to feel uncertain. But one 

thing was certain. We were having a boy. 
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Lesson #33: New life brings new challenges 

“At least you can still have another baby.” It was one of the 

many well-intentioned yet entirely unhelpful comments 

we received after Zizi died. As if the value and significance 

of one life can simply be replaced with another. 

We did hope, though, that giving birth to a second 

child would bring a form of healing. To an extent it did, 

but mainly it brought a bunch of new challenges. 

Some of those challenges were inevitable.  

As I learnt through my sessions with the 

psychologist, almost everything about the experience of 

having another child can be a source of re-traumatisation. 

Every step can be a reminder of what happened the first 

time. Like a wound that has been stitched together and 

then had each stitch ripped out, one by one, until there’s 

no evidence it was ever treated in the first place.  

The news that Dawn was pregnant had filled me with 

fear instead of joy. The visits to the hospital brought 

memories of the ones we’d made two years earlier – each 

new visit seemingly innocuous, yet loaded with the 

prospect of disaster. We measured the weeks of gestation 

by how many it would take to get to the 23 at which Zizi 

was born. 

Some of the challenges were self-imposed.  

I wasn’t ready to have another child. I’d only just 

begun the process of grieving and I was in no condition to 

properly welcome a new life into my world. But I wasn’t 
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willing to admit my weakness or prioritise my needs. I 

guess you’re never ready – at least, that’s how I justified it 

to myself. I also knew that Dawn desperately wanted 

another child, and perhaps I’d started believing the false 

logic that another baby would make everything better. 

Just to be clear, I wouldn’t trade my beloved son, 

Lwandle Isaiah, for anything in the world. I can’t even 

imagine my life without him and the joy he brings me on 

a daily basis. Nonetheless, I wasn’t ready to have another 

child. 

We had made the decision to return to Dawn’s home 

country, South Africa, for the birth. She didn’t want to 

deliver in the same hospital where we had had our 

daughter. She wanted to be surrounded by her family. The 

reality of making this happen, however, was exhausting. 

We packed up our life in Melbourne, sold everything we 

couldn’t fit in boxes, and boarded a plane to the other side 

of the world with Dawn 32-weeks pregnant. Then, we set 

up our life in Durban. A new house, a new hospital, new 

doctors, and a very not-new car. 

In retrospect, the move to South Africa was largely 

driven by fear. We were running away and, as any mature 

adult can tell you, that rarely works. Your problems tend 

to follow you, and they bring their friends. 

Some of the challenges came with the reality of a 

‘normal’ baby. 

We thought our time in hospital with Zizi meant 

we’d navigated the hardest parenting experience 
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imaginable. On one level we had, but on another we knew 

almost nothing about being parents. We’d brought our 

daughter home for less than 12 hours. We’d never fitted a 

car seat, fed a baby through anything other than a tube, 

paced the halls at night to sooth a screaming child, or 

endured months of sleep deprivation (also known as 

‘torture’). As we discovered, having a normal baby is really 

hard. Not that we felt we could complain. After all, this 

was everything we’d wished for with our daughter. This 

was the dream.  

Wasn’t it?! 

That was when the anxiety started. 

I’d always been pre-disposed towards worrying and 

had, for many years, sought ways to impose order on the 

world around me. I’ve never met a ‘to do’ list I didn’t like, 

and close friends would joke about my mild form of 

OCD.

20

 But this anxiety was different. The lack of control 

I felt in almost every area of life led me to seek extreme 

control in the areas where I could – even if it was as small 

as how to wash the clothes. I lost the ability to handle 

anything unplanned. And when something didn’t work 

out as expected, I spiralled.  

I could feel it happening, but I couldn’t stop it. My 

breathing would become erratic and laboured. My 
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 OCD stands for Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, where a person has 

uncontrollable, recurring thoughts and behaviours that they feel compelled 

to repeat over and over. While I’ve made light of this here, the reality for 

those who suffer from OCD isn’t funny at all. 
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forehead would physically hurt as though my brain was 

about to explode. I would have to sit down on the floor to 

avoid passing out. When the symptoms passed, I was 

completely exhausted.  

I was having panic attacks. 

Again, to be clear, I’m not saying my son’s birth 

caused me to develop anxiety. As I later learned, there are 

multiple factors that push someone to the point of mental 

illness. But new life does bring new challenges.  

Indeed, even the most ‘divine’ baby comes with 

issues.  

Jesus’ unexpected arrival forced Mary to give birth in 

a shed (Luke 2:7). No epidural. No emergency caesarean. 

Just a bunch of hay and the stench of cow dung. As a 

child, I’m pretty sure Jesus was a handful. One of the few 

stories in the Bible about his early years tells how He ran 

off to the temple to chat with the religious leaders (Luke 

2:41-48). His poor parents, meanwhile, were left freaking 

out that they’d somehow lost the saviour of the world! 

Dawn and I have yet to experience the anxiety that 

comes with parenting a teenage child. I guess that’s 

something we’ll just have to look forward to. 
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The good, the bad & the ugly 

MAYBE THE ANXIETY TRIGGERED THE DEPRESSION, 

or maybe I was already depressed and that triggered the anxiety. 

I’m not sure and it doesn’t really matter.  

They are, after all, interconnected. The stress caused by 

anxiety can leave you so depleted you feel unable to do even the 

most basic tasks, and the inability to function gives you even 

more reason to stress. 

I’ve written already about being suicidal (Chapter 22). If 

suicide is black, then depression is blue.  

Depression sits like a veil that covers the world around 

you. It’s not that everything looks terrible, it’s that nothing 

looks particularly good. After a while, this becomes strangely 

comforting. It’s the one feeling you can rely on, even ‘enjoy’. 

And once you get to that point, it can be very, very hard to get 

out. In part, because you don’t want to. 
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Lesson #34: Take it all to God – especially the ugly 
stuff 

Take it to God in prayer.

21

 We Christians know we 

should. We tell others they should. But how much do we 
really do it? I don’t. Or, at least, I didn’t. 

I was still serving – now, back in our home church in 

Melbourne. (I won’t bore you with the story of overstaying my 
South African visa, being temporarily blacklisted from the 
country, and having to take my wife and two-month-old son 
back to Australia. In fact, now I think about it, it was like a 
modern-day version of Mary and Joseph – only our donkey’s 
name was ‘Qantas’ and it had wings instead of legs. But I’m 
rambling. Let me get back to the whole God thing…) 

We were still tithing.  

And I was still praying. 

I was praying about the good: thanking God for 

somehow keeping our family together in the midst of yet 

another international move. 

I was praying about the bad: the challenge of covering 

our basic living expenses while still providing emotional 

support for my wife. 
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 The famous gospel hymn, ‘What a friend we have in Jesus’, was written by 

Joseph Scriven in 1855. Scriven’s lyrics include the following: “What a friend 
we have in Jesus, all our sins and griefs to bear. What a privilege to carry 
everything to God in prayer! Oh, what peace we often forfeit. Oh, what needless 
pain we bear. All because we do not carry everything to God in prayer!” 
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But I definitely wasn’t praying about the ugly: the 

complaints I had about long hours at work and a 

promotion that never seemed to come; the anger that we 

had to worry about finances at all, given everything we’d 

been through; the resentment that others seemed to have 

a clear idea of their purpose in life, while I was still largely 

in the dark. 

The ugly I was keeping all to myself. 

I thought it wasn’t the sort of thing God was 

interested in hearing. I thought that if I didn’t confess it, I 

could trick myself and God into believing I wasn’t 

thinking it. But all I was doing was creating a bigger 

foothold for the Devil to work his way into my mind. 

If we need a model for how we should talk to God, 

then surely it’s King David in the Psalms. As many as 67 

of the 150 psalms are ‘lament psalms’ – cries of despair, 

complaint, anxiety, protest.

22

 Like the beginning of Psalm 

13: 

How long, O LORD? Will you forget me forever? How long 
will you hide your face from me? How long must I wrestle with 
my thoughts and every day have sorrow in my heart? How long 

will my enemy triumph over me? 

To be honest, I always thought David was a whiney 

little … person! But scripture says exactly the opposite. 
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 Muehlenberg, B. The Lament Psalms. Published 2 February 2012. 

https://billmuehlenberg.com/2012/02/02/the-lament-psalms/ 
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Yes, he stuffed up royally – pun intended – but he was 

called a “man after God’s own heart” (Acts 13:22). 

When we take it all to God – the good, the bad and 

the ugly – we give Him the opportunity to comfort and 

correct us by His Spirit. That’s why, by the end of Psalm 

13, David has done a U-turn and is praising God with all 

his might: 

But I trust in your unfailing love; my heart rejoices in your 
salvation. I will sing the Lord’s praise, for he has been good to 

me. 

So, why did I fall deeper and deeper into mental un-
wellness? There were lots of reasons. 

I still hadn’t properly grieved my daughter’s death. I 

was confined to a dark, often empty office for nine hours a 

day (which would have been enough to make most people 

depressed), and I was working in a high-pressure 

environment that only served to increase my level of 

anxiety. But, above all, I wasn’t taking it all to God.  

Would things have been different if I had? Certainly, 

though I don’t know precisely how. 

I may still have experienced some degree of 

depression and anxiety. My prayers to be healed of my pain 

still may not have been answered – at least not in the way 

and the time I would have liked. But I think things would 

have been easier. 
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Thank God He was gracious enough to give me 

another way out. 
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28 

Popping pills 

SO, HERE IT IS. The reason you decided to read this section 

of the book and, perhaps, the reason you picked it up in the 

first place. 

Pills. 

Why did it take so long to get here? Probably because it took 

me so long to get there. Let me explain. 

I knew that medication to help people struggling with 

mental illness existed. I knew medicine had come a long way 

since the days when physicians thought the best cure for 

depression was a lobotomy. I knew family members and friends 

who had taken medication, many of whom had found it 

helpful. 

I had no stigma whatsoever as it related to others. In some 

of my work, I’d helped young people raise awareness about the 
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prevalence of mental illness and combat negative attitudes 

towards it. I’d even worked for an organisation that spoke 

openly about mental health, to point where managers regularly 

asked staff about their psychological wellbeing and the CEO 

gave speeches in which he challenged the notion that it’s 

perfectly acceptable to take medication for physical illness but 

somehow unacceptable to do so for mental illness. 

Yet, despite all that, the idea of taking pills was my 

absolute last resort. I had all the compassion and understanding 

in the world for those around me, but not for myself. I’d taken 

to heart the commandment to “love others” but omitted the 

words “as yourself” (Matthew 22:39). 

Why? 

First, because it challenged my pride.  

I was stubborn. I am stubborn. I thought that taking pills 

meant conceding defeat. Like I’d somehow lost a battle I 

should have been able to win. 

Second, because it challenged my identity as a man.  

Men are supposed to be strong. Men are supposed to be 

the rock in their families. Men aren’t supposed to depend on 

drugs to get out of bed in the morning and keep it together 

during the day. 

Third, because it challenged my identity as a Christian.  

God is a healing God. He has the power to heal any 

sickness. All he requires of us is the courage to ask and the 

faith to believe (James 5:14-15). And I had been asking. I’d 

prayed over and over again, but nothing had happened. So, 
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obviously, I was lacking in faith. I just needed to pray more, to 

believe more. Or, maybe, I should pray less. Maybe by 

continually asking to be healed I was giving power to an illness 

that didn’t even exist.  

Either way, surely I shouldn’t be resorting to pills to make 

me feel better. Surely God couldn’t be okay with that? Any voice 

telling me otherwise must be my own or, worse still, the Devil 

whispering in my ear. 

I had, of course, forgotten many of the lessons I’d learnt 

just a couple of years earlier. Lessons like: 

God is all powerful and all sovereign. Just as He did 

with our daughter, God had the power to heal me 

but may have chosen not to as part of a greater plan. 

Perhaps even a plan for me to write this book.  

Faith and science are not enemies. God created the 

scientists who made the pills for depression just as he 

did the ones who made the pills for a headache. If He 

wants to use those pills, He can. Indeed, He can 

choose to heal through pills just as He heals through 

prayers. 

There really is power in the tongue. In my thoughts 

and prayers I was finally beginning to confess some of 

the ugly stuff – to acknowledge something was 

wrong. But I still hadn’t said anything out loud, even 

to my wife or my closest friends. 
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None of this came as a surprise to God, I’m sure. He 

didn’t condemn me for it. Rather, He used the opportunity to 

remind me of these previous lessons and teach me a new one. 

 

Lesson #35: Healing starts with admitting 
something’s wrong 

I sat down at the kitchen table with my wife: Dawn on 

one side, me on the other. To say things had been hard 

was an understatement. We both knew it and we both 

knew that at least part of it was due to my state of mind. 

She spoke first.  

“Babe, I think maybe it’s time to get some help, even if 
that means taking something.” 

At any other time this would have been confronting 

– offensive, even. But it wasn’t. It was exactly what I’d 

been thinking myself. It was the voice in my head that I’d 

wrongly identified as the Devil, when actually it had been 

God Himself. And now the voice was that of my wife. The 

woman who loved me enough to say: “as long as we both 
shall live”. 

So I made an appointment with our local doctor in 

Melbourne, who had been with us since Dawn first fell 

pregnant with Zizi. She knew our journey and cared deeply 

for us both. I wasn’t alone in the doctor’s room. Both 

Dawn and my 12-month-old son, Lwa, came with me: a 

family united in our desire for things to change. As Lwa 

played on the floor and Dawn held my hand, I spoke.  
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At first, the words wouldn’t come. The tears did. 

Then, I took a deep breath and managed: “I’m pretty sure 
I’m depressed.” 

The release was unbelievable, like chains being 

broken. This was the truth I’d been denying and, in doing 

so, I’d been preventing myself from getting better.  

Now, finally, the healing could begin. 

 

. . .  

 

The doctor prescribed pills: a drug called sertraline. It’s an 

SSRI (selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor), a common form 

of antidepressant. Basically, it helps the brain better regulate 

emotion by increasing the amount of serotonin, the hormone 

thought to contribute to feelings of wellbeing. 

The few first days were an adjustment. Much of the 

medication used to reduce anxiety and depression can initially 

have the opposite effect. But, before long, I started to see 

results. 

The antidepressant didn’t dope me out, as I’d feared; it 

just levelled me out. It helped me see when the stress I was 

feeling was normal – the type any person experiences in certain 

circumstances – and when it was just me. It also helped me see 

the bouts of anxiety or depression before they arrived, so I 

could better prepare for them and sometimes avoid them 

entirely. 

A few months later, we decided to move back to South 

Africa. This time though, we weren’t running away from 
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something. We were running towards something: the promise 

of a new chapter. 

We flew from Melbourne to Johannesburg and set up life 

– again! About a week after we arrived, I was standing in our 

new home when a strange feeling came over me. I’d 

experienced it before but it had been so long that it took me a 

while to recognise it. 

I was happy. 



 

 

29 

Jerry Springer, Major 1 & deliverance 

DESPITE THE POSITIVE CHANGES that came with the 

pills, I didn’t accept that they were anything more than a 

temporary solution. That was part of how I justified the 

decision to continue taking them. “This is just for now. Soon I 
won’t have to depend on these things.” 

I hadn’t thrown off the shackles of shame I associated with 

the need for medication. I could count on one hand the 

number of people around me who knew I was taking pills and I 

had no desire to increase the size of that circle. 

It was around this time that I started writing a book. This 

book. While completing the chapter on fasting (Chapter 10), I 

felt convicted to do the ten-day Daniel Fast again. I even 

convinced my wife and our housekeeper to join me!  

On the final night of the fast, Dawn and I accepted an 

invitation from her cousins to join them at their church – a 
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global mega-church called Enlightened Christian Gathering 

(ECG), led by Prophet Shepherd Bushiri (aka ‘Major 1’). 

Bushiri is a Malawi-born preacher, now based in South Africa, 

and is renowned for his miraculous gifting, flashy lifestyle, and 

Spirit-led sermons that can go for up to four hours. Some claim 

he’s the closest thing to Jesus you’ll see on this earth, others say 

he’s exactly the sort of false prophet Jesus warned about. 

So, yeah, I was somewhat hesitant about attending the 

church. Still, I was curious to see if the hype was real. I also 

figured that if there was an atmosphere of faith that could 

finally heal me of my depression and anxiety then this could be 

it.  

So I prayed that God would give me a soft heart and a 

sober mind. I prayed that I would be open to experiencing Him 

in a new way, even if it made me uncomfortable, but asked that 

I would be able to discern anything that wasn’t of Him. 

 

. . .  

 

The first impressions of ECG didn’t disappoint. 

We arrived to find thousands of people already there. 

Twenty thousand to be precise. It was like a festival: food 

trucks, portable toilets, even merchandise. And everywhere you 

looked there was Major 1. Major 1 bumper stickers on the back 

of cars. Major 1 calendars available for sale.  

We were led inside the main building for a full 2.5-hour 

service. The choir sang. Church elders prayed. International 

visitors cheered and waved flags from their home countries. 



Chapter 29: Jerry Springer, Major 1 & deliverance 

 
217 

Overhead, circling cameras captured all the action for live 

broadcast on Major 1’s own Prophetic Channel. 

Then it was time for the main event.  

The prophet arrived with surprisingly little fanfare but, 

after an opening prayer, he quickly whipped the congregation 

into a frenzy. With his security detail in tow, he started pacing 

the auditorium like a prowling lion, looking for souls to save. 

People everywhere were screaming his name. 

Next, he called individuals forward so they could share 

their reasons for attending. Some were facing serious hardship. 

Others told stories that belonged on reality TV: “My girlfriend 
left me and ran away.” “The woman I’m with only wants me for 
sex.” 

I started having flashbacks of Jerry Springer – the 90s TV 

host who set the standard for trashy tabloid talk shows. I 

wouldn’t have been surprised if Major 1 took the mic and said 

to the two men in front of him: “What you don’t know is that the 
woman who left you is now sleeping with him … and here she is to 
tell everyone why!” 

He didn’t. 

There were parts of his showmanship that I found 

offensive. Then again, the prophet Elijah was quite the 

showman – taunting the believers of Baal before calling on 

God’s power to bring down fire from heaven (1 Kings 18:27-

39). I was also taken aback by the response of the congregation. 

Some people were genuinely caught up in the power of the 

Holy Spirit; others seemed to be performing like they were.  
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One thing I was certain of, however: no matter the hype, 

the prophet’s gifting appeared to be the real deal. He revealed 

details about people’s lives he couldn’t possibly have known. He 

spoke healing and miracles over the sick and the lame. He even 

cast a demon out of a woman who was clearly disturbed. (Yep, 

it was crazy!) And on several occasions he pointed to the true 

source of his power: Jesus Christ. 

 

. . .  

 

For my part, God answered my prayer for a soft heart and sober 

mind. I found myself drenched in the Spirit, while being 

completely aware of what was happening. I was able to separate 

the wheat from the chaff, the faith from the fake (Matthew 

3:12). It was like I was carrying God’s own sword and using it 

to divide joints from marrow with complete precision (Hebrews 

4:12). 

When the prophet began his sermon and opened to the 

book of Daniel, I knew it was God speaking – calling me out of 

offence and into deliverance. The prophet shared how we can 

all have demons that try to stop us from becoming what we are 

called to be. The response, he urged, is to pray like Daniel: 

regularly, boldly, and with great power. Then, he invited 

everyone present to do just that: to pray, right where they were, 

for deliverance from any demons standing in their way. 

So I did.  

I started praying in tongues like never before, commanding 

the demons of depression and anxiety to leave me. As I did, an 
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image appeared in my mind of a path surrounded by bushes 

that led to a place of bright light. In the middle of the path was 

a dark figure, blocking the road.  

As I continued in prayer, my hand involuntarily began 

striking my forehead – the place I often felt pain when in the 

midst of a panic attack. I knew what it must have looked like, 

but I didn’t care as much about others’ opinions as I did my 

own desire for healing. I realised that, in my suffering, I’d given 

the Devil a foothold and he’d taken full advantage. This was 

spiritual warfare and I needed to fight fire with fire. So, I 

pressed on. 

Suddenly, I felt a weight leave me and fall into the ground. 

I collapsed in tears; my arms wrapped around my wife. I was 

finally free of the forces that had been attacking my mind. 

I went home, threw my box of pills in the bin, and vowed 

never to take them again. I didn't need them. I'd been delivered 

from evil. Completely healed.  

Right? 
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30 

Happy Birthday to you 

13 February 2017 

 

TO MY DEAREST Zinhle Grace, 

Four years ago, today, you were born. That’s four birthdays 
we’ve celebrated, and you haven’t been here for any of them. Not 
one.  

Sure, there have been moments of happiness, but the most 
powerful emotion of the past 1,460 days has been sadness. 

I really wanted this year’s birthday milestone to be different.  

Things started well …  

Your mummy and I went out for breakfast in your honour. 
No cake, no candle, just a private meal between your parents. 
Afterwards, we bought some sunflowers – whenever we see them we 
think of you and the seeds we gave to the people at your celebration 
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service. I started work late but got lots done. I even managed some 
time at the park with your little brother before dinner.  

During the afternoon, your mum suggested we go to the cinema 
later – something we haven’t done in ages. We’d planned to watch a 
romantic comedy but, between getting back late from the park and 
needing to pick a theatre that was close by, we settled on the latest 
Will Smith movie, ‘Collateral Beauty’. Neither of us had any idea 
what it was about, but it soon became clear. Mr Smith plays a 
successful advertising man who sinks into a deep depression after his 
six-year-old daughter dies from a rare form of cancer.  

If only I could have dismissed it as a coincidence that, on the 
anniversary of your birth, I was watching a film about a man whose 
life fell apart after the death of his little girl. Unfortunately, I no 
longer believe in coincidences. Instead, I took it as a gift from God: 
a chance to understand how I’m really doing.  

If God’s nearby, please tell Him I’d like to return that gift 
now. It totally sucks.  

What I realised from watching the movie was this: I’m still not 
fixed. I still have a sadness inside me, the depth and breadth of which 
I cannot fully grasp. I still underestimate the magnitude of what I’ve 
experienced, either because I don’t think I’m worthy of sympathy or 
because I don’t want to acknowledge the reality of losing a child. I 
still can’t allow myself to cry in the way I so desperately need to.  

And I’m still angry. 

The last part was the most surprising. I wanted to connect with 
the message of the film that, even in death, there is ‘collateral beauty’ 
– remarkable connections and wonderful consequences that would 
otherwise never have happened. But what I really connected with 
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was the pain, grief and anger of a father trying desperately to come 
to terms with his loss. No matter how many platitudes he listened to, 
philosophies he considered, or scriptures he read; none of them 
changed the fact that “she’s still not here holding my f***ing hand”.  

And, despite – or perhaps even because of – the harsh language, 
that’s the gift I received on what would have been your fourth 
birthday.  

Daddy loves you, baby girl, and I really am pleased that you’re 
in a place free from tears and pain. Where you can run through 
fields of sunflowers and bask in rays of crystal light. But here on 
earth, it can be hard. You know that all too well. I’m doing better 
than I was, but I’m not as good as I thought. Because we tried 
almost everything to save your life and it wasn’t enough. Because I’ve 
tried almost everything to get better but it’s hasn’t been enough.  

Because you’re still not here holding my hand.  

Your hands never grew big enough to hold more than my little 
finger, and I don’t know if I can ever be okay with that. But I do 
know that, somehow, God is in control. I do know that this night 
will pass, and at least some form of joy will come in the morning. I 
do know that one day I will see you again and just the sight of your 
face will erase all the moments of pain and despair, including this 
one.  

Happy 4th birthday, sweetheart. 
  



FAITH, DEATH & PILLS 

  224 

  



 

 

31 

Relapse? 

AS WAS PROBABLY CLEAR from the letter I wrote to my 

daughter on the anniversary of her fourth birthday, I wasn’t 

quite as healed as I thought. 

I’d been off the pills for almost two months and I was 

doing okay. I’d toughed it out through the withdrawal 

symptoms (it’s really not a good idea to go ‘cold turkey’ after 

taking anti-depressants, no matter what sort of miraculous 

healing you may have experienced). I’d learnt to better manage 

my thoughts and emotions without the help of medication. 

But, unlike when I was taking the pills, every day was hard 

work. 

I should have seen that as a sign, but I couldn’t or 

wouldn’t. Part of accepting my spiritual deliverance depended 

on the belief that I was healed. Also, the very nature of mental 
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illness is that it affects your ability to see the world – and your 

own behaviour – as it really is. 

Meanwhile, my wife was again dealing with a husband who 

was unwell. She’d already endured her own pain and grief over 

the loss of our daughter. She’d stood by me as I descended into 

depression and helped me to overcome my reservations about 

taking medication. Now, she was seeing me return to my 

previous state of stress and sadness, but every time she said 

something, I told her she was the crazy one. 

If I can digress for a moment… 

The impact of mental illness on spouses isn’t often talked 

about and it needs to be. By choosing to share our lives with 

another person, their issues become our own. As the Bible says: 

“the two shall become one” (Mark 10:8). 

Spouses have to be there for their mentally unwell partner, 

while knowing there may be nothing they can do to help. They 

continue to have their own personal challenges, but often can’t 

rely on their partner to provide the support they once did. They 

have every reason to resent their partner’s behaviour, but 

resentment only makes the situation worse. 

There have been times when my mental illness prevented 

me from doing or saying what I desperately wanted to, and 

there were times when I used it as an excuse for my bad 

behaviour. There have been occasions when I’ve been the 

reasonable one in our relationship, but the number of times I’ve 

been the unreasonable one makes it hard for my wife to 

recognise that. 
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We’re still dealing with this, even as I write these words. 

My prayer is that we’ll continue to get better at it and, one day 

soon, return to a point where we can offer each other the same 

emotional support we once did. 

But to return to the story… 

After fights, tears, ultimatums, and a meeting with two of 

the pastors at our church, I finally came to see that my healing 

was incomplete.  

I started taking the pills again. Within days, the difference 

was noticeable. I also agreed to see a psychologist – again. The 

person I found was a man of faith and science who was 

seemingly sent by God Himself. It was a reminder that, just as 

we must continually seek God’s presence, so too we must 

continue to welcome the presence of those God uses to bring 

His love, healing and wisdom into our lives. 

 

Lesson #36: Healing involves heart, soul, strength 
and mind 

The greatest commandment, according to the Gospel of 

Luke, is to love God with all our heart, soul, strength and 

mind (Luke 10:27).

23

 Yet, in my search for healing, I’d 

elevated the second one of these above the other three. I 

thought if I could find healing of the soul – i.e. spiritual 

deliverance from the demons in my path – all would be 

well. 

                                                   
23

 Both Luke and Mark (12:30) include the word “strength”, whereas 

Matthew 22:37 (referred to in previous chapters of this book) does not. 
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I’d forgotten the heart. 

We’re all born with emotions. It’s through these that 

we’re given a window into God’s own heart. We serve an 

emotional God; a God who felt so much for us, His 

children, that He willingly sacrificed His Son for our 

salvation.  

Emotions can be a beautiful thing, both the so-called 

‘bad’ emotions as well as the ‘good’ ones. Sometimes it’s 

only by experiencing feelings like sadness, anger and pain 

that we see the world as it really is and find the motivation 

to change it. They can also help us to fully appreciate 

feelings like joy, peace and excitement. 

When Christ said He came to give us life to the full 

(John 10:10), I don’t believe He was only referring to the 

highs of success and blessing that make us grateful to be 

alive. I think He also meant the lows of challenge and 

suffering that show us who we are and who God is. 

Indeed, Jesus’ own life was a mixture of these, and in our 

desire to be ever more Christ-like we shouldn’t expect our 

own lives to be any different. 

I’d also forgotten the strength. 

We are each uniquely wired and some of us have a 

more limited capacity to deal with the kind of negative 

emotions outlined above. I’m one of those people. Many 

scientists now believe that a deficiency in serotonin levels 

influences our mood and can lead to depression. Though I 

haven’t had my serotonin levels tested, I’ve learnt that the 

positive reaction I have to taking SSRI medication means 
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there is at least some physiological component to my 

struggle with mental wellbeing.  

Does this mean I’ll need to take pills for the rest of my 
life?  

Not necessarily. I believe in the potential to receive 

supernatural healing for my body, just as I did for my soul. 

I believe in the capacity for the body to heal itself in ways 

that science cannot explain. I believe in the ability of 

scientists to discover new and permanent treatments that 

don’t currently exist. But, in the meantime, it does me no 

favours to pretend that my physiological need for 

additional serotonin doesn’t exist or that I’m not a better 

version of myself when I’m taking medication. 

And I’d forgotten the mind. 

The mind is a beautiful thing. It is core to our 

identity. It was philosopher, René Descartes, who said: 

“Cogito, ergo sum” (“I think, therefore I am”).  

Yet, for all its power, the mind can be dangerous. 

Our thoughts have the ability to distort our perception of 

reality. That’s why the Bible advises us to “take every 

thought captive” and submit it to God (2 Corinthians 

10:5), so we might ensure our thinking is accurate – that 

we are seeing the world as He sees it. 

Our minds have a remarkable capacity to evolve. 

Scientists have only begun to understand the 

neuroplasticity of the brain and how adaptable it can be, 

given the right circumstances. Indeed, there are many 

aspects of our thinking that need to evolve – to be 



FAITH, DEATH & PILLS 

  230 

“renewed” (Romans 12:2). We need to renew our faith, 

renew our hope, renew our love. And we have an 

opportunity to do that every day, if we so choose. 

However, just as our thinking can evolve, so too it 

can devolve. We can reinforce our negativity, reinforce our 

self-loathing, reinforce our despair. This is what I had 

been doing for many months – in fact, I’d become 

something of an expert – and deliverance from the 

spiritual forces that had benefitted from my negative 

thought patterns didn’t mean deliverance from the 

thought patterns themselves. For that, I needed to shift 

my psychology, and that required help from a professional. 

In order to love God in the way He commands, I 

believe we need to be in full health: heart, soul, strength 

and mind. We may never achieve this completely. The 

good news is that God will love us fully and perfectly 

nonetheless. By defining health or healing in myopic 

terms – whether emotional, spiritual, physiological or 

psychological – we limit not only our understanding of the 

beautiful complexity with which God has made us, but our 

very ability to love Him as we should. 



 

 

32 

A healthy addiction 

Just so you know, this is the final chapter of the book before the 
epilogue. You can think of it as the pre-conclusion. Or, if you’re my 
son, you can think of it as the five-minute warning that it’s time to 
finish watching the iPad, get in the bath, and go to bed, so Mummy 

and Daddy can enjoy some ‘alone time’! 
 

. . .  

 

IT WAS A FIRST ENCOUNTER I’LL NEVER FORGET.  

From the moment I met my current psychologist, I knew 

he was the mental health professional I’d been searching for – 

and all he did was greet me and shake my hand. Such is the 

nature of the Holy Spirit. When the Spirit wants to connect 

two people for a higher purpose, it’s clear. 
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In the hour session that followed our introduction, there 

were many more Holy Spirit moments. As I shared my story 

and the reason I was there – despite my ongoing aversion to 

psychologists – I confessed that I was now ready to be well 

again. That may sound strange, given I’d been pursuing healing 

for over four years but, as I said earlier, there’s something about 

depression that’s strangely comforting. It doesn’t necessarily 

stop you from trying to get better, but it can certainly stop you 

from wanting to get better, and healing requires both. 

Then it was the psychologist’s turn to talk. I already knew 

he was a Christian and, appropriately, his name was Christo. He 

spoke softly and humbly but with great conviction; moving 

seamlessly between matters of the heart, soul, body and mind. 

Of all the gems he offered during our first session, one has 

guided my daily thinking ever since: “You need to become 
addicted to peace.” 

When I first heard them, the words jarred – the concept 

of addiction is rarely regarded as a positive. But the more I 

reflected, the more it made sense. Peace is one of the “fruits of 

the Spirit” (Galatians 5:22). It’s by taking our worries and 

requests to God that we receive “the peace that surpasses all 

understanding” (Philippians 4:7). Peace is the opposite of 

anxiety.  

I realised that I already had an addiction. An addiction to 

pace. My default was to do more, to try harder, to see 

achievement as a barometer for self-worth. 

Being addicted to peace is different.  
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It means learning to “be still” and know that He is God 

(Psalm 46:10). It means making time to wait in silence for the 

gentle whisper of His voice (1 Kings 19:12), and being okay if 

the whisper doesn’t come. It means finding contentment in the 

present reality, even if it doesn’t reflect the promised future 

(Romans 8:18).  

It means doing less, striving less, stressing less, because the 

paradox of faith is that the ‘less’ we do, the more God can do in 

and through us.  

 

Lesson #37: All things work together for good 

I knew that eventually God would take all my pain and 

struggle and use them for good (Romans 8:28). He 

basically invented the whole turning-lemons-into-

lemonade thing. 

Recently, the mother of a South African friend of 

mine died after a prolonged sickness. I’d walked some of 

the journey with my friend, so I knew how intense it had 

been. His mum had gotten worse, gotten better, given her 

life to Jesus after decades of resisting. Then, suddenly, she 

got worse again and died. All the while, my friend had 

been separated from his wife and child. They were in 

Australia helping care for his sister-in-law, who’d been 

diagnosed with a rare form of cancer. Oh, and he’d also 

been dealing with his own struggle with depression.  

When it rains, it pours. 
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The moment I heard the news about his mum, I had 

a strong sense in my spirit that I needed to be there for 

the funeral. I took leave, booked a flight from 

Johannesburg to Durban, and flew out 24 hours later. It 

came at a cost and not just financially. It meant leaving 

Dawn and Lwa behind.  

But it was worth it. 

I felt God’s presence and power guiding every step, 

like He’d sent me on a mission to be there for my friend. I 

knew when to be silent and listen. I knew when to speak 

and what to say. I knew because I’d been there myself – 

death, pain, grief were now part of my story. And when I 

didn’t know what to do, I said a silent prayer and God 

showed up in remarkable ways. 

I had the privilege of standing beside my friend 

during one of the hardest times in his life, and my 

presence – or rather, God’s presence through me – 

brought comfort, wisdom and even a few laughs. It didn’t 

make everything okay. His mum was still dead. His grief 

was still real. But I saw the manifestation of Romans 8:28 

(God causing all things to work together for good), and I 

know it’s just the beginning. 

That’s why I’m writing this book.  

I can’t be there for every friend who loses a loved one. 

I can’t share the story of my journey to faith with every 

person who’s searching for God, even if they don’t realise 

it. I can’t sit with every man or woman who is struggling 
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with grief and mental illness. But this book can go where I 

can’t. 

Words have power. They bring life. They bring 

healing. They bring hope. My deepest prayer is that, in 

some small way, the words in this book will do so for you. 
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EPILOGUE 

God of the grey 

IF THERE’S ONE THEME running through the experiences 

I’ve shared in these pages, it’s this: God lives in the grey. 

As humans, we are often far too eager to put God in a 

box: who He is; how He works; what He condones or doesn’t; 

why He’ll intervene or won’t. But everything about my faith 

journey leads me to believe that God cannot be defined by a 

black and white understanding. He is more powerful, more 

complex, more wonderful, more confusing, more … everything 
than we could ever imagine. 

God lives in the grey – or, more accurately, He lives in our 
grey. I have no doubt that God Himself sees with complete 

clarity but, no matter how well we get to know Him, we will 

never have that same perfect vision. And when we try to limit 

Him, all we succeed in doing is limiting ourselves. 

We need to get comfortable in the grey. 

We need to acknowledge contradiction and embrace 

nuance.  

The Bible is full of apparent inconsistencies if viewed 

through a literal or fundamentalist lens. From minor ‘errors’ 
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like the census count in Israel and Judah,
24

 to more significant 

questions such as how to reconcile a God who is never-

changing, yet appears to transition from vengeance and anger in 

much of the Old Testament, to love and peace in much of the 

New Testament.
25

 

Some of these tensions can be resolved by a deeper 

examination of the historical, cultural and literary context of 

the various passages of scripture. Some require wise 

interpretation, led by the Holy Spirit and as modelled by Jesus 

Himself, who came to bring new life to the old law (Matthew 

5:17-48, Romans 7:6). Some tensions may require us to look 

beyond scripture, to works by Biblical scholars and ordinary lay 

people – including those that aren’t even considered ‘Christian’ 

but are nonetheless filled with God-inspired wisdom. 

And some of these tensions will never be resolved, which 

is another reminder of our humanity, and another reason for 

humility. 

We need to get comfortable in the grey.  

We need to avoid false simplicity and welcome 

uncertainty. 

Throughout this book, I’ve sought to articulate a range of 

lessons, but the truth is I’m not 100% certain of many of them. 

                                                   
24

 In 2 Samuel 24:9, Joab reports 800,000 able-bodied men in Israel and 

500,000 in Judah; in a report of the same time, recorded in 1 Chronicles 

21:5, there were 1,100,000 men in Israel and 470,000 in Judah. 

25

 Compare Isaiah 34:8 (God is vengeful) and Exodus 20:5 (God is jealous) 

with 1 John 4:8 (God is love) and Galatians 5:22 (the Spirit of God is peace). 
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I’m not suggesting that faith can or should exist without a firm 

foundation, just that we need to be clear about what we know 

for sure and what we don’t.  

Here’s what I know for sure: 

God is real.  

God is love.  

God is more than I can possibly fathom. 

And, in my experience, belief in a God who loves us and 

has the power to continually blow our minds provides a pretty 

firm foundation on which to build a faith and a life. Everything 

else, I’m prepared to learn, un-learn and re-learn as necessary. 

We need to get comfortable in the grey.  

We need to stop repeating the original sin. 

God made it clear in the second chapter of Genesis how 

He feels about human desire to know good and evil for 

ourselves. That’s why He specifically instructed Adam and Eve 

not to eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge (Genesis 2:16-17), 

and why He banished them from the Garden of Eden when 

they were deceived by the serpent to do so (Genesis 3). 

I think He knew from the beginning we couldn’t be 

trusted with a God-like knowledge of good and evil. 

Unfortunately, that hasn’t stopped us.  

Our desire to find the ‘apple’, and the illusion of having 

consumed it, fuels extremism and intolerance of all forms. It 

leads previously peaceful people to become radicalised to the 

point where they will murder another human being in the 
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name of ‘God’, ‘Allah’, or however their mother tongue names 

Him. It convicts otherwise loving people to create physical 

signs and digital posts that say gays, Muslims or the target 

minority of the day are “going to hell”.  It drives non-believers 

away from faith and the loving arms of the Father. 

By all means, let’s keep searching and seeking more of 

Him. Let’s keep discussing and debating the questions that 

most perplex us. But let’s also find peace in the fact that we will 

never have all the answers, and that the things about which we 

are most confident could also be the things about which we are 

most wrong. 

It’s in finding this peace that there is power. The less we 

claim to ‘know’ the more we leave room for God to reveal the 

deeper truth of Himself and His ways. 

Maybe then we’ll see more of the colour of His beautiful 

plan for our lives and this world, and be better able to share His 

love with those who need it most. 
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