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INTRODUCTION

AN INVITATION TO
BELOVEDNESS

What we wish for you, more than anything else, is for you to know how beloved you are.

We know this concept of belovedness sounds woo-woo, like we’re going to break out some crystals and set some good intentions. We know belovedness can seem schmaltzy, like some kind of Precious Moments Sunday school cop-out, or just plain naive, as if we live in some kind of self-help fantasy world where accepting yourself and loving yourself fixes everything. We know what “belovedness” evokes. But that feel-good vibe is not what we’re talking about here. Belovedness is far more existential, and matters far, far more than how you feel about yourself on any given day.

What we call belovedness, which is understanding your true worth as a child of God, is freedom. Freedom to become fully yourself, surely, but also freedom to become wholly God’s. Saints, the heroes of our faith, and sometimes heroes of the world, are nothing other than people who have figured out their own belovedness and have been set free. The saints have discovered what the Apostle Paul figured out, writing back in the first century: “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:38–39). The saints know, deep within themselves, that the love of God is all that matters, and then they just go for it.

And when they do, the world changes.

Desmond Tutu helped to end apartheid peacefully in South Africa. In America, Fred Rogers changed hundreds of thousands of children’s lives. Dorothy Day started a movement of mercy. Oscar Romero spoke against torture and social injustice. Evelyn Underhill helped stodgy Brits engage with their spirituality, even in the midst of war. Dietrich Bonhoeffer fought Nazis and bore witness to the Beloved Community. In Frances Perkins’s quest for labor rights, she became the first woman appointed to the US Cabinet, passing laws against child labor and starting Social Security. And that’s just this century. Martyrs, apostles, prophets, preachers, teachers, monastics, mystics, social reformers, doctors, scientists, writers, environmentalists, public servants, historians, scholars, composers, artists, architects, philanthropists, abolitionists, liberators—there are as many ways to be a saint as there are people in the world. What made them saints was their fidelity to who they are and whose they are. The love of God set them free and enabled them to change the world.

These are just the saints whose stories we tell. But there are millions of nameless saints who have come before us, going back to the earliest days of the church and right up until our present day. These saints have been set free by their faith in God to show miraculous amounts of love and to do what is right. From those who fearlessly nursed the plague victims of ancient Rome to the LGBTQ+ community during the AIDS crisis of the 80s and 90s, from those who have smuggled slaves to freedom to those who pluck refugees from the sea today, there have been Christians who have risked everything to love their neighbor, because they have known God’s love. Of course, the church and its members have also often done an incredible amount of harm as well. What the life-giving work has in common is love that knows no bounds. What the toxic colonialism and violence has in common is the inability to see that God created and loves all people. Here’s the takeaway: how we understand God’s love for ourselves and others matters. A lot.

Knowing you are loved sets you free to be yourself and then to use the whole of yourself to participate in God’s endeavor in the world. The good news is that you don’t have to be a saint of towering compassion like Mother Theresa or a saint of towering genius like Karl Barth. Rather, to be a saint, you just have to be yourself. God made you to be you, because God needs you for who you are, where you are. Even, and maybe especially, when you’re going to college. College is a time for making decisions about who you want to be in the world and how you want to live in the world. This is the time and place where you get to choose. Are you going to choose to live into your belovedness and change the world?

About This Book

This book is an exploration of that question, although perhaps it’s easier to first outline what this book is not. This book is not a handbook for how to successfully navigate college, although we hope you do so. This book is not a rulebook that will tell you whether you’re doing college correctly or not. This is not a book about “what the Bible says,” although we do wrestle with scripture. This book is not a book of sage advice from college chaplains, although generally, chaplains do give great advice. Instead, this book asks a single question that gets refracted through different topics: How would you [fill in the blank] if you knew you were loved beyond all measure? How are you going to choose to live into your belovedness?

We’ve asked some of our wisest and best chaplain colleagues from a variety of denominational backgrounds to ask that question, as well as help you ask that question for yourself. How would you make choices about your life if you knew you were loved beyond all measure? How would you approach success and failure, your relationships, or prayer? How would you approach being LGBTQ+? Or sex? Or partying? Mental health? How would you navigate life’s difficulties if you truly knew how much you were loved? The first chapter explores belovedness, and then the following chapters ask these questions from the perspective of owning your own belovedness while in college. Our hope is that as you read you’ll ask these questions for yourself, because the only person who can truly answer the questions we place before you is you.

We also firmly believe that these questions are best asked and answered in community. When we ask these questions in community, we provide each other the love and support that it takes to answer honestly, and by so doing, become who we are. We hope that this book will be used by youth groups getting ready to send their seniors to college and by college chaplains with first-year college students (or at any point during college). However, we realize that not everyone has access to chaplains, so we’ve provided a DIY small group guide in the back. Anyone who is willing to help guide a conversation can lead a small group in rich and life-giving conversation. No degree required.

Of course, you can also read the book on your own, but we hope you’ll talk about these questions with your friends and adults you trust. Starting in college and moving into young adulthood, how you choose to answer these questions can and will shape the rest of your life. What’s tricky about these questions is that if you don’t thoughtfully ask them now, life will, whether you’ve thought about them or not. For instance, you will have to deal with the experience of failure at some point, regardless of whether you’ve thought about it or not. We hope that by taking the time to reflect faithfully on these questions, you’ll be better prepared to answer the questions that life throws at you when the time comes, and to better own your belovedness.

We also hope you’ll read sections of the book that may not directly apply to you, like the chapter about being LGBTQ+ or dealing with mental illness. Part of recognizing your own belovedness is recognizing the belovedness of others. We invite you into the questions that may not have direct bearing on your life right now, but probably will for you or the people you love in the future.

Whether you are in college or on your way to college, buckle up. What you choose matters, and who you choose to be, matters. It’s about to get real.


CHAPTER 1

BELOVEDNESS

James Franklin

God looked over everything [God] had made;
it was so good, so very good! (Genesis 1:31, The Message)

I found myself in the belly of a steel beast. The summer before my junior year, I was sent to the Persian Gulf, where my home was a military transport ship for two months. I was in Navy ROTC and had planned on becoming a helicopter pilot for the Marines. While aboard, a few ROTC students and I had to share bunking space with a platoon of these elite soldiers. The Marines were awaiting the next mission and in that liminal space, they rested, called home to loved ones, exercised incessantly, or played video games until 4:00 a.m. Every. Single. Night. And it was here, in the midst of a crowded berth of hardened scout snipers and Halo, I heard the still small voice calling me “Beloved.”

I should say, in the belly of the beast is where I found myself. Or more accurately, I was awakened to my own belovedness. You see, just a few months prior, my father died suddenly of a heart attack and I was in the midst of a spiraling depression like never before. I was lonely and grieving. I was angry with God. I was angry with the military for sending me so far away from the people I needed most—my family. What were they thinking? “Here’s an angry, lonely, depressed, and confused kid: let’s send him halfway around the world amongst bombs and live ammunition!” I felt a million miles away.

The all-night Halo matches proved to be a welcome distraction from all the grief and loneliness. Sleep meant dreams about my dad and lots of crying (which was an odd thing to do around military folk who are told to “lock it up!”). But it turned out I had more in common with those Marines than I thought. They themselves were dealing with trauma, grieving the loss of friends or spouses who had left them during deployment. They too were running from all the pain because they had to keep their focus.

One night after a few rounds of Halo with my leather-neck bunk-mates, I crawled into my third-story bed. With adrenaline still pumping and general insomnia, I read Blue Like Jazz, a memoir by Donald Miller about his college experience and reconciling how a God could be a loving father while his own father had abandoned him.

In the midst of all this, I suddenly had an experience of knowing, from deep within me, that I was beloved. Somehow it made sense that even though my father was gone, his love for me remained. I came to realize that even though it was hard to see God or feel loved by someone who I couldn’t see, I was the object of that agapē love. I experienced it. I felt it. I knew it.

Some have a dramatic conversion experience. But I wouldn’t call my experience dramatic or even a conversion—it was closer to an awakening or waking up, for the first time to my true self. It was the moment I remembered and realized that my transformation was happening slowly, over time, and after being told over and over: you are loved, you are loved, you are loved. This was just the first time it sank in.

In Life of the Beloved, Henri Nouwen describes the process of belovedness as claiming for ourselves first, then proclaiming. Nouwen wrote to a student: “From the moment we claim the truth of being the Beloved, we are faced with the call to become who we are. Becoming the Beloved is the great spiritual journey we have to make.”1 Claiming our own belovedness is a tough process and one that is in direct opposition to the world around us. But it’s different than the simplistic (and false) dichotomies of good versus evil, body and soul, or two opposing teams on a field. It doesn’t compete for space in the world. It really is more like an awakening. But what does it mean to awaken to this mystical frontier of your innermost being?

Claiming belovedness means letting go. And letting go hurts. Belovedness asks us to let go and submit to a process that grates and chafes away at falsehoods, which we’ve begun to accept as fact, that seek to tell us who we really are. Because the rejection we experience and the constant narrative of unworthiness or how unlovable we are tries to bury our belovedness. The slow awakening to belovedness can be painful as we try to go against the flow of God calling us beloved. Why do we always try to swim upstream when we can flourish in the freedom of floating in a river of grace?

When I first awoke to my belovedness, it hurt. I knew that I was beloved beyond all else and there was nothing anyone could do to change it. But it meant letting go of my ego—that I thought I knew what I wanted to do with my life and the myth that I was in charge of making that life. Yet even in the midst of that agony of letting go, I could feel God holding me in the comfort of my very-goodness, my being made-wholeness, my belovedness.

Another way of speaking about awakening to belovedness is “theophany” (which is just a fancy word for “God showing up” or having an experience of the holy). I can feel and experience belovedness when I’m attuned to that quiet voice that breaks through the cacophony of noise and voices telling me what is important. The harshness of advertisements, pundits, elected officials, and even preachers has divided us and told us to fear the person who doesn’t look like us. In college, these voices are multiplied with fears of not living up to parents, school, or our own expectations. Or a voice that seeks perfectionism or is scared to death of failure.

That which keeps us from theophany and belovedness is discordance and fear. Where belovedness unifies and creates belonging, the voices of noise and anxiety divide and drive us to isolation. Fear shouts, “No one will ever love you.” Belovedness speaks, “All are precious to God.” Fear builds a wall; from behind that wall we start to look like an episode of Hoarders, clinging to whatever we can. Belovedness creates free and open space for true friendship and community to happen. Fear is a prison of our own making. Belovedness is freedom. And it is knowing that, in spite of all our shit and brokenness, we are loved and we belong.

Awakening is a homecoming to the garden of your Genesis. There you will find the voice calling you “very good.” It rouses a truth that lay dormant deep down. It is a truth I suspect you’ve known at some level. Although my own awakening is ongoing, it has taken me thirty years to claim “I am beloved” (even though I suspect I’ll never comprehend it). It is pure wonder. It is pure gift. It is mysterious.

Belovedness Began in a Garden

I know who you are.

My guess is, you do too.

Our story of belovedness begins at the beginning with a loving God who says, “Let us make humankind in our image” (Gen. 1:26). God created all there is—including humanity—and called it “very good.” God, throughout scripture, chases people with the truth of their original design, which was their “very goodness.” God’s dream was that you would know it and live from within that truth. Another name for this “very goodness” could be “belovedness,” which began long ago in a garden. The Garden of Eden was Jewish allegory and beautiful poetry for telling ourselves and others who we are and how we are supposed to be: we are God’s beloved children, created in God’s own image. As Julian of Norwich said, we are not just simply created by God but of God.2 That’s right. You’re not only created in God’s image but you, at your innermost being, are made divine.

Let that settle within you. Have you always been told just how unlovable you are or how you are lower than worm food? If so, belovedness may sound radical. (It is!) Even if you’ve grown up in a religious tradition (or none at all) that also begins in love, you might need some time for this truth to wash over you as you begin to claim and experience belovedness for yourself.

Why write about belovedness and why does it matter in college? Belovedness is the answer to a question your heart asks. It’s the whisper heard from a “still, small voice” (1 Kings 19:12). It’s the original blessing that the Word, the Christ, the Son of God, whispered at creation. In college, your hearts ask: “Who am I?” This question is more profound than you may realize, for it is the beginning of your own awakening. In college, while so much is up in the air; while myriad, loud voices tell you who you are and what is important, the small voice whispers, You are beloved.

Perhaps it would be better to follow our question of “who am I” with “who am I not?” Often, there is much in the way of beginning to claim or experience belovedness as truth. I’m thinking of the inner voice saying: “No one would love me if they knew the real me.” You are not your grades, the number of likes on your social media, the number of friends you have, the shaming you receive; you are not the guilt you hear from the pulpit. Whether you’ve experienced it explicitly or had it implied, I’m willing to guess you’ve been told, “You are not [fill in the blank] enough,” and “You are not worthy of love.” I call b.s. on that.

I’m saying the opposite: you are worthy of love. You are enough. Just as you are. Full stop. Nadia Bolz-Weber, a Lutheran pastor, writer, and theologian says, “You will never become your ideal self. God loves your actual self.”3 My brothers, sisters, and nonbinary kin, my straight and LGBTQ+ folks: God did not mess up when God created you. In fact there is nothing wrong with you (as far as how you are made). We all have our issues.

Let’s Talk about Sin . . . and Belovedness

In my first year of college, my then girlfriend Nicole abruptly asked me one night before we were about to watch Pirates of the Caribbean, “Do you believe people are created inherently good . . . or evil?” Raised going to church and as a preacher’s kid, I knew the story began in God calling things “good” (and not evil) in Genesis. But I also knew about “the fall” and sin. So after a moment, I replied, “Good? I don’t know. Now can we just watch Pirates?” She just looked at me and said, “Hmmm.” It was a test. I failed. (Needless to say, our relationship didn’t last much longer.) Being an optimist and a person who was raised hearing about God’s love for us, I believed it! But Nicole opened my eyes to the fact that so many of us buy into a narrative that begins outside the Garden, in the wilderness. A narrative that would let us believe that we are first and foremost sinful, depraved, and inherently broken. Nicole brings up a good question: What about sin?

Sin does not define you and it is certainly not the most-true aspect of your being. The most compelling definition of sin I’ve found is: “The seeking of our own will instead of the will of God, thus distorting our relationship with God, with other people, and with all creation.”4 I love this definition of sin as “distortion” because it’s not just something we do or something wrong with us—it’s about the lack of something between us and God and our relationships with the people we meet and how we treat mother earth. Sin exists as a lack of love. In this lacking space, we find belovedness hard to accept and walk the other way from it and from Christ’s love. The real sin is in treating others and ourselves as though we’re not beloved by God. In walking away, we begin to believe that brokenness is the original design and we, as hurt people, hurt people in return.

In her book Original Blessing: Putting Sin in Its Rightful Place, Danielle Shroyer writes that God’s first language is blessing and not calling out sin: “Original blessing means realizing your sin is not the most important thing about you, even if the world—or the church—makes you feel like it is.”5 Countless Christian traditions have exploited original sin and thrived on fear. Sadly, their voices at times seem louder than the still, small voice of belovedness. It makes sense if you think about it: if you start with sin instead of blessing, you end up with a punitive system where God has to be appeased and the death and resurrection of Jesus means salvation is conditional on how you act. Under this system, you can lose that salvation and you can be cast out of the Garden over and over if you don’t act right. Not to mention, under this system, war, violence, and retributive justice are all validated because we’re all depraved and only some are “in.”

I’m here to say that the narrative of very goodness and belovedness was not broken by sin. We have free will and we can deny our belovedness to the hell we choose. As Jeff, my theologian friend and mentor, says, “We can deny that truth straight to hell. But the truth is still there waiting for us to turn around.” But when we begin in blessing and very goodness, we see that our belovedness was there all along and Jesus Christ came to reveal it. In the cross, God’s restoration was complete. Our belovedness (which was always there but hard to see) was veiled by death and that distortion of sin. Do you see where I’m going with this? We’re not here to call out or name sins. You and I are sick of the voice telling us of all that we are not and all that we will never be because of how we look or where we’re from or how we’re made. Theologian John Phillip Newell says, “I do not believe that the gospel, which literally means, “Good News” is given to tell us that we have failed or been false. That is not news, and it is not good!”6 I’m not concerned with who is in and who is out—that’s damaging, heretical, and hurtful. Lord knows we’ve had enough of that voice.

I want to tell you of another voice. Mark begins his gospel with Jesus appearing at a river to be baptized. When he emerges from the water, a voice is heard saying: “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased” (Mark 1:11). Christ is at the center of this belovedness because Jesus is the Beloved. He grounds this truth and community in the cosmic hope that we know the one who is always whispering to us, “You are beloved.” The one who is constantly calling us homeward, the one who is unfailingly, unconditionally loving us. The one calling us back to the garden.

When the church was co-opted into empire by Constantine in the fourth century, it moved away from an understanding of Christ as having recapitulated, once and for all, this vision of the very goodness of creation (including you and me) being made beloved once again through the Beloved, Jesus Christ. Instead, it moved toward a notion that you and I are created evil and only the Church (as the gatekeeper to grace and the explainer of scripture) could save you from your sinful nature. This may sound extremely reductionistic of nearly two thousand years of church history. But in fact, it missed the point that Jesus Christ is at the beginning, middle, and end of the story of belovedness. It missed the mark and made knowing God all about religion instead of relationship. How ironic, as God’s very nature as Trinity is best described as an eternal dance between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer) in a relationship of love. Don’t hear me wrong: religion and the church try, imperfectly, to model this community of love, forgiveness, and grace to the world—the forces that bind the Trinity and us to one another through Christ. Worship in church is still our ideal community of following Jesus. Jean Vanier, the late-theologian and a lifelong Roman Catholic said:

Stop wasting time running after the perfect community. Live your life fully in your community today. Stop seeing the flaws—and thank God there are some! Look rather at your own defects and know that you are forgiven and can, in your turn, forgive others and today enter into the conversion of love.7

Church still strives to be this loving community modeling the life of Jesus. Christ came to reveal, forgive, and heal—the Gospel of John says: “God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him” (3:17). Paul later understood this as Christ dying “for all; therefore all have died . . . and he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves but for him who died and was raised for them” (2 Cor. 5:14–15). Notice it is in past tense: “Died for all.” It is not a conditional death that requires an exchange for our sins—only becoming true if we ask it. We have been spoken for, our lives claimed, and death was defeated once and for all. Paul speaks in past tense not as Christ’s incarnation, death, and resurrection as happening just one time but as once that carries on for eternity.

Richard Rohr, who might be one of the most important theological voices of our time, writes that if Jesus Christ was limited to one event, namely, the cross, at one point in time, then

the implications of our very selective seeing have been massively destructive for history and humanity. Creation was deemed profane, a pretty accident, a mere backdrop for the real drama of God’s concern—which is always and only us. . . . It is impossible to make individuals feel sacred inside of a profane, empty, or accidental universe.8
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