
Chapter 2 

Wild Country 

“Please don’t go, Dad! Please don’t go!” came the fraught muffled pleas of my ten-year-old 

brother begging. His head buried into my father’s abdomen. His chubby hands gripped my dad’s 

tear-stained shirt. Inches away, I stood on the asphalt, numb, emotionless. As a seven-year-old 

boy, I was doing that “thing” I do. The thing I still find myself doing in a crisis today—

emotionally shutting down, refusing to feel, ignoring the ache of the blows until after the fight. 

So I can sort things out alone, heal in private. 

 My brother’s pleas didn’t persuade my father to stay. He had made up his mind. He 

hugged my brother and me. He was Virginia bound, which at the time seemed worlds away from 

this California boy. Then he said goodbye, opened the driver’s side door of his black truck and 

slid inside the cab. With the hollow metallic thud of a closing casket, the truck door slammed 

shut. The ignition cranked, the engine throbbed and the truck lurched forward. It merged into 

traffic and disappeared. This was the second time my father left. The only time I remember. 

 The first time he left, I was 14 months old and have no recollection of it. The only thing 

shared with me about the events surrounding my father’s first departure was a despairing account 

of my brother shrieking at a window, both hands pressed on it, with tear-stained cheeks, 

watching him leave.  
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 I experienced none of that, standing there on the asphalt. There were no screams from 

me, no heartbreak, no warmth of tears gathering behind my eyes—just cold numbness. Though 

ignoring the emotional grenade helped shield the present pain, it couldn't stop the message 

searing through my psyche like slivers of hot, twisted shrapnel: “You are alone.”  

 I believed the message, not because my father was physically leaving. He hadn’t been 

around much to begin with. The extent of his involvement at that point included him stopping by 

for a few hours every six months or so. It was not the death of his physicality that made this 

message appear so reasonable. Rather, it was the death of hope that made it undeniable. The hope 

that things might be different with my dad in the future, that things could change, that someday I 

might lean on his strength—invoke his pride—be loved by a present father. Leonardo da Vinci 

said, “Vows begin when hope dies.” That day, I accepted what seamed irrefutable: “I am on my 

own.” I didn’t have the words for it then, but I knew, from that moment on, I was going to have 

to teach myself what it meant to be a man. And in that moment, my agreement—my inner vow—

began: I am abandoned. I am on my own. It’s up to me to make life happen. 

 As agreements go, so I’ve learned, they often stay hidden for years. As a pretty resilient 

seven-year-old and nurtured by a loving Christian mom, my vow did lie dormant for a time. 

Mom loved me unconditionally, and though we didn’t go to church often, I learned what it meant 

to love and forgive like Jesus. Working three jobs, putting us first, working herself off of 

government assistance, Mom made an impossible situation work, year after year. She laid a 

foundation for my faith. She made it easy to believe in a Savior, because she rescued us every 

single day. She was my rock then, my anchor. 
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 Every traveler must be well acquainted with the realities of the environment they’re 

traversing before they can skillfully navigate it. If we are to successfully venture through the 7 

skills, reclaim our hearts and enter into the “better life” Jesus described, we must orient ourselves 

with the reality of this wild world into which we were born. Each of us must realize that we were 

born with enemies—human antagonists and spiritual adversaries—and learn to embrace the 

wildness of uncomfortable transition. 

 All of us are born into wild country. As babies, we are born into families, societies and in 

geographic regions not of our choosing. We do not get the luxury of selecting our father, mother, 

or siblings, who we will—or won’t—grow up with. We cannot elect where we would like to 

arrive on the timeline of human history. We arrive as new characters in an old tale, one that’s 

well under way, and we’re forced to figure out what this life’s all about on the fly. As Joseph 

Campbell commented, “Life is like arriving late for a movie, having to figure out what was going 

on without bothering everybody with a lot of questions, and then being unexpectedly called away 

before you find out how it ends.” Life is wild. Yet it is in this vast wilderness called life that each 

of us must be born if we are going to enter into all the beauty and wonder God has prepared for 

us. 

 It was not my choice to be raised by a single parent. My mom was a really good mother, 

but it was impossible for her to be a good father. No one can be both. Growing up without a dad 

in our home was difficult, dysfunctional, sometimes dangerous and always messy. It was 

definitely not the optimal setting into which a child should arrive; but this was the wild country I 

was born into and the three of us (my mother, brother and I) did our best to make the most of it. 
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 Jesus’ entrance into the world was not different than most of ours. His too, was wild and 

messy. He was not born in a hospital, nor into a family that met the traditionally acceptable 

guidelines. No, Jesus was born in an animal shelter, to a teenage girl, who’s husband was not his 

biological father. The manger was definitely not the optimal setting into which a Savior should 

arrive; but this was the wild country Jesus was born into and the three of them did their best to 

make the most of it. Mary, Joseph and Jesus’ new life in Bethlehem was not only messy, but 

difficult, dysfunctional and quite dangerous. 

 A few years after Jesus’ birth, the wise men arrive bearing incredible gifts. I’m sure 

Joseph went to bed that evening marveling at the distance the Magi traveled and the very 

expensive gifts they had given to them. Yet his sweet dreams were interrupted by an angelic 

admonition to, “Get up” and “escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to 

search for the child to kill him.” (Mat. 2:13)  

 Prior to the wisemen’s arrival in Bethlehem, they had stopped in Jerusalem to inquire, 

“Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star when it rose and have 

come to worship him.”  This was disturbing news for a King who was seeking to continue to 

reign, cement his control, carry on his legacy. King Herod immediately calls for Jerusalem’s 

religious elite and asks “Where is the Messiah to be born?” (Matthew 2:4) The high priests and 

religion scholars answered: 

“‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 

are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 

4



for out of you will come a ruler 

who will shepherd my people Israel.’” (Mat. 2:6, Micah 5:2,4) 

 Stealthily, the King then arranges for a “secret meeting” with the Magi and found out 

from them the exact time the star had appeared (Matthew 2:7 MSG). And then gives an Oscar 

worthy performance, urging them on to Bethlehem saying, “Go and search carefully for the 

child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him”” (Matthew 

2:8). 

 The wisemen and the religious leaders unknowingly gave Herod the coordinates (the time 

and location) to fulfill his assassination plot. Herod was hoping to cut off the messianic bud 

before it could bloom. He had taken the Scripture, “‘But you, Bethlehem…out of you will come 

a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel’” and weaponized it (Mat. 2:6, Micah 5:2,4). Placing 

a two-year-old, Jesus, dead in its crosshairs. When the wisemen didn’t go back to Herod. He 

turned to genocide. Every child in Bethlehem, two years and younger, was brutally put to the 

sword. This was the wild world into which Jesus was born. 

 Like Jesus, the world into which we are born is wild, filled with destructive antagonists 

and dangerous adversaries. Jesus knew this. He was born with enemies. Though just a child, 

there was a Herod that hated him.  It’s likely your childhood had a “Herod” too.  

My Herod’s name was Rod. 
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Childhood Herods 

 My brother and I heard the loud thud of a vehicle door outside. We pulled back the 

curtains and peered out of the edge of the large floor-to-ceiling windows in our living room. A 

handsome man with the thin muscular build of a workman was looking for something in the bed 

of his white pick-up truck. He walked behind the tailgate and onto the sidewalk. He had wiry 

black hair. His coffee-colored eyes were set deeply under a prominent brow. His sun-stained face 

was weathered the way only prolonged exposure to the elements—or hard living—can do. He 

was wearing a red short-sleeved plaid button-up, blue jeans and leather work boots. Hanging 

over his forearm was a tan jacket, and grasped in his fist was a slender brown paper bag. He 

knocked on the front door, and my mother opened it. He greeted my mom and then looked down 

toward me and my brother. He grinned with a toothy, nicotine-stained smile. “Hi, I’m Rod,” he 

said. 

 My mom met Rod at the law office she worked at. She was a secretary there. He was a 

carpenter installing some bookshelves. She was flattered by the interest he took in her. Exhausted 

and lonely, she found him to be a welcomed reprieve from the financial and emotional tempest of 

the past ten years.  

 When I met Rod, my heart flickered with secret hope at the potential of having a loving 

father in my life. He brought with him two sons of his own and a bottle of bourbon. Up until that 

point, my Christian mother did not allow alcohol in our home. But as the old song goes, “love 

changes everything.” And infatuation can blind even the most stalwart of saints. 
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 Even at age 11, I could see it, sense it. This was not going to end well. There were so 

many warning signs—tremors, cracks in the “foundation.” Rod’s temper had surfaced on several 

occasions prior to matrimony, but the alarms were ignored. Infatuation has a way of making one 

overlook obvious faults and filling in the unknown with rosy optimism. His short outbursts of 

anger were only the tip of the glacial mass cloaked beneath the surface.  

 And then on a whim my mom and he took a trip to the courthouse and made it official. I 

wasn’t invited. We moved out of our house, into a large home they built on five acres. I had 

never experienced anything like it. From the outside, it appeared that things were getting better. 

We were turning a new financial corner. But internally, our hearts were barreling toward 

bankruptcy. External security had been purchased at the price of our peace. They had purchased a 

house at the expense of a home. 

 No matter how magical the ball, it eventually ends. The music stops; the band goes home; 

and somebody has to clean up the mess. Like Cinderella discovered, there is no amount of 

romantic magic that can transform something forever. Alas, in time, a pumpkin, dog or rodent 

eventually returns to what it always was. For us, midnight finally struck, and it all came tumbling 

down. Rod had a lot of demons. Alcohol was how he attempted to drown them. And drown them 

he did, in a quart of bourbon each day. He would start drinking as soon as he got home from 

work. Unfortunately, alcohol also made him incredibly violent. So, for the first time, I learned 

what it was like to live with an addict. The rituals, the cycles, the concentric circles of pain that 

effect those nearest and dearest. I experienced the dark selfishness addiction births, goading its 
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victim to reorganize everything in their life to serve the substance that soothes their inner turmoil 

for a time. The massive ripple this creates in a home can drown the people living within.  

 The darkest hours of the day were 3:00pm to 6:00pm, the “in-between,” the time when 

Rod got off the job and my mother got home from work. It was this time I dreaded most. Like 

clockwork, Rod’s ritual began. It started with the heavy clomp of his work boots crossing the 

wooden floor of the kitchen. Next, the woosh of the refrigerator door opening—a pause—then 

the muffled thud of the door sealing closed, followed by a rupturing hiss as he twisted open the 

cap of a two-liter bottle of Diet 7-Up. Then the sparkling fizzing of a million miniature bubbles 

bursting, as he filled a glass halfway full. Next came the quiet whine of the liquor cabinet door 

opening, chased by a staccato of large liquid gulps. It’s the sound bottled liquor makes when it’s 

hurriedly poured.  

  When he got home, we boys knew it was time to put our homework pencils down and get 

our “lazy asses out   side to work.” It was always manual labor: digging holes, splitting wood, 

clearing brush and the sort. On five acres of land, there was always more to be done. For this 

single-mother-raised suburbanite, this was a whole new world. At the age of 11, the closest I ever 

got to manual labor was vacuuming our green shag carpet. 

 It was Rod’s practice to stand on the highest deck of the house, a burning cigarette in one 

hand and a glass of bourbon in the other, and cuss at us while we worked down below. “You all 

are a bunch of lazy p--sies !” he’d bark. “If that shovel was a snake, it would have bitten you . . . 

get your lazy a-- moving.”  
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 We were building a 150-foot “U” shaped retaining wall. I didn’t even know what a 

“retaining wall” was or what it was supposed to do. I was just supposed to dig holes in the rocky 

red clay with a post hole digger, an arduous task even for a grown man. I couldn’t effectively do 

it. I wasn’t strong enough, nor skilled enough. This threw Rod into a rage. He stomped down 

several flights of deck stairs, grabbed the post hole digger out of my hands and after a few good 

thrusts into the ground made more progress than I had in the thirty minutes prior. He yelled, 

“You see, that’s how you do it!” I stood a few feet away as he furiously dug, attempting to stay 

out of his way. “Get back to work!” he yelled and then threw the post-hole digger in my 

direction. I flinched, as it smacked the dirt a few feet away. He stomped back up the deck stairs 

yelling, “That’s how you do it. That’s how you do it, stupid sons of b--!” He went inside, refilled 

his bourbon and resumed his position on the top deck. 

 I know this information is pretty heavy, but this is the case study you’ve been handed (my 

childhood). All of the facts laying before you are quite necessary to make sense of the many 

negative issues I experienced in my adult life. Like a lawyerly-poet, you must continue to engage 

both your mind and heart here, so you can make the connections—detect how parts of my story 

might align with your’s (or your loved one’s)—and discover why learning the 7 Skills are 

necessary to reclaim and retain a whole heart—the prerequisite to entering the “rich and 

satisfying” life Jesus promised. You’re doing well. Keep combing through the facts in my 

testimony. We’ll soon segue, to shine greater light on these disheartening details. 

 During another one of our after-school work episodes, Rod threw a splitting maul 25 feet 

at my brother. (A splitting maul is a long-handled axe, most often used for splitting wood. One 
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side of its head is blunt like a sledgehammer, and the other side is shaped like an axe.) My 

brother was 14 then. Somehow, he caught it by the handle, one handed. Then with both hands, he 

raised it above his head and brought it crashing down on a concrete irrigation tube, splitting the 

waist-high cylinder in two. My two stepbrothers and I stood motionless, staring in awe. I think it 

startled my stepfather as well, because he cursed and then stomped away, mumbling something 

indistinguishable under his breath. 

 I hated him so much, but I feared him more. There was something twisted about him. He 

was so angry all the time. His violent temper would spark erratically, and violent emotional 

outbursts were a daily occurrence.  Looking back, I can see that to feel powerful, he took it out 

on those weaker than him—us boys. He sought to break our spirits as had been done by his own 

father to him. “Just don’t give him a reason, Joel. Stay out of his way. Don’t make him upset,” 

my mother would warn. But this is impossible when someone is looking for any reason to fight. I 

walked on eggshells all the time. 

 One night, I went back for some more food in the kitchen after dinner was over. I saw 

several small steaks on the counter. I picked one up and took a bite. Just then, Rod walked into 

the kitchen, saw me eating it and went berserk. He thundered, “Why didn't you eat that at dinner, 

fat a--?!” As I quickly turned to leave the kitchen, I felt the bite of the back of his hand hitting the 

back of my head. I yelped. With tears streaming from the corners of my eyes, I ran upstairs to my 

room. I locked myself inside and hid. 

 Punches and slaps to the back of the head were far less painful than the daily blitz of 

razor-sharp cut-downs and menacing threats from my stepfather. His currency was intimidation 
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and fear: “You’re a p--. Man up! You’re nothing but a Little Lord Fauntleroy! You all are a bunch 

of seagulls. All you're good for is eating, sleeping and s--!” The more fear reigned, the more I hid 

and my heart along with it. 

 I got home from school every day around 2:30pm, which gave me a half hour before Rod 

got home. My daily ritual was to get a snack and sneak into his and my mom’s bedroom to watch 

the Wizard of Oz. My favorite part of the movie was when Dorothy landed in Oz. I loved when 

she opened the black and white door and behind it revealed a world in full color. I usually had 

time to watch it from there to when the scarecrow showed up. It was a retreat from the grey 

world I was then existing in. 

 I must have watched that portion of the film at least 100 times. I knew all the words of 

the scarecrow’s song by heart. During those dark days, I hummed this tune in my mind. Locked 

in my room, I’d performed that scene over-and-over, emulating the scarecrow: “if I only had a 

brain…” 

A Glimmer of Hope 

 Soon, my brother reconnected with our real dad and flew to Virginia for a week during 

the summer. He pleaded with him to help remove us from the situation. I thought that he might 

step back in the scene, rescue me from this nightmare. He declined to do so. Once again, 

confirming my resolution, “Yes, I am on my own, abandoned. Author and psychologist, M Scott 

Peck said, “To the child, abandonment by its parents is the equivalent of death.” The casket lid 
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closed on the desire to be the much loved child of a loving father. Like Oz, I concluded, this 

desire was just a fantasy. It was time to steel my face, put on my big-boy pants, act like a man, 

and get on with life. 

 In Jesus’ day, Herod was a puppet king propped up by Rome. His strings were pulled by 

the Roman Empire. But behind Herod’s desire to kill the Christ child was a more menacing 

enemy than any Caesar. A spiritual adversary much more sinister was the true puppet-master 

manipulating Herod. 

“A great Sign appeared in Heaven: a Woman dressed all in sunlight, standing on the moon, and 

crowned with Twelve Stars. She was giving birth to a Child and cried out in the pain of 

childbirth. And then another Sign alongside the first: a huge and fiery Dragon! It had seven heads 

and ten horns, a crown on each of the seven heads. With one flick of its tail it knocked a third of 

the Stars from the sky and dumped them on earth. The Dragon crouched before the Woman in 

childbirth, poised to eat up the Child when it came” (Revelations 12:1-6). 

Born with Enemies 

 Who is this child devouring “Dragon?” the Scripture reveals it’s the “ancient Serpent, the 

one called Devil and Satan” (Revelations 12:9 MSG). Behind Herod’s vicious actions was an 

evil spiritual enemy bent on crushing the Christ child. Unbeknownst to me at the time, behind 

my stepfather’s vicious actions was that same enemy. And though your story differs from Jesus’ 

and mine, the same enemy was at work behind your childhood Herod.  
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 Jesus identifies this spiritual enemy’s primary initiative: to “steal and kill and destroy” 

(John 10:10). So what exactly has this enemy come to destroy and steal from you? If you’re a 

follower of Jesus, he can’t steal your eternal salvation—as Jesus said, “No one can steal them 

from out of my hand” (John 10:28 MSG)—but the enemy will attempt to raze and rob your life 

here on earth. Just like Herod, Satan strikes when you least expect it—when you’re young, 

vulnerable and weak—and your heart is the target between his crosshairs.  He knows if he can 

steal, kill or destroy part of it, you’ll never fully realize all you were purposed to be—never soar 

into the environment you were created for or ever be a threat to him. If Satan can crush your 

heart, he’ll steal the better life God desires for you—in the here-and-now. 

 When my father left for Virginia, I felt abandoned. This made me vulnerable to 

questioning my importance, significance and value. Rod’s hurtful words and actions reinforced 

the underlying uncertainty I had concerning my worth.  It didn’t take long before I believed that 

my stepfather’s criticisms were true—that I was weak, stupid, and selfish. The Enemy had 

successfully used Rod to “steal, kill and destroy” much of my young heart. Like King Herod in 

Bethlehem, the Enemy’s desire is to put every child’s heart to the sword. Yes, if the Enemy can 

split your heart in two, you’ll wander, circling the wilderness, never entering into the life Jesus 

promised. The only way to move into this “better life” is by following God wholeheartedly—and 

that’s impossible to do when your heart is no longer whole. 

 The Old Testament Israelites provide a perfect example of this: “God spoke to Moses: 

“Send men to scout out the country of Canaan that I am giving to the People of Israel. Send one 
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man from each ancestral tribe, each one a tried-and-true leader in the tribe.” So Moses sent them 

off from the Wilderness… “ (Numbers 13:1-3 MSG) 

 Twelve leaders were sent out to survey this expansive territory God had given them and 

eleven of those leaders reported back: “We went to the land to which you sent us and, oh! 

It does flow with milk and honey! Just look at this fruit! The only thing is that the people who 

live there are fierce, their cities are huge and well fortified…We can’t attack those people; 

they’re way stronger than we are…Everybody we saw was huge. Why, we even saw…giants” 

(Numbers 13:27-28, 31-33 MSG). 

 Caleb, the twelfth leader, “interrupted, called for silence before Moses and said, "Let's go 

up and take the land—now. We can do it." (Numbers 13:30 MSG). 

 The Israelites ignored Caleb rousing exhortation. Instead, they believed the report of the 

majority and it “made the hearts of the people melt in fear.” (Joshua 14:8).  

 None of those leaders, nor their generation entered into the land and life they had been 

promised. They wandered the wilderness until the end of their days. Caleb was the only one from 

his generation (besides  Joshua, Moses’ apprentice) who eventually did. Why did Caleb make it 

in? God said “because my servant Caleb has a different spirit and follows me wholeheartedly…” 

(Numbers 14:24 MSG) . 

 Caleb’s wholeheartedness allowed him to enter into the life that God had promised. He 

wasn’t like the rest of his generation—the like-minded majority. Millions of Caleb’s peers died 

wandering in the wilderness, never experiencing the life God pledged to them. Caleb 
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experienced it though. His wholeheartedness made all the difference—made him one in a 

million. As it did for Caleb, living wholeheartedly will make all the difference in your ability to 

enter the more expansive life Jesus has prepared for you—the one better than you dreamed of. 

 Satan would love to see you spend your whole life wondering around the wilderness, 

never entering into all that God has promised. That’s why he’s been assaulting your heart—

stealing, killing, destroying—since you were a child. This is why Scripture implores you to, 

“Guard your heart above all else, for it determines the course of your life” (Proverbs 4:23 NLT). 

If he can steal, kill or destroy your wholeheartedness, he knows you will lose heart on the way 

and never enter into the expansive life set before you—just like the Israelites. From the birth of 

Jesus, up until this very day, this Dragon has been warring against the hearts of humanity.  

 “Helpless with rage, the Dragon raged at the Woman, then went off to make war with the 

rest of her children, the children who keep God’s commands and hold firm to the witness of 

Jesus” (Revelations 12:17 MSG). 

 Have you too been convinced by your Enemy—your Herod—that you’re not worth 

saving, not worth fighting for? This world we have been born into is wild, filled with fierce 

antagonists and fallen angels. This is the reality of the environment we are traversing. Life is 

wild and we must know this if we are to navigate it successfully. At times, this life can be more 

dangerous than learning to ride a motorcycle in Iquitos—without a helmet. And sometimes like 

Jesus and his parents, you have to run from your Herod—take a sharp right turn—get out of town 

and speed off into the wild. Your life may just depend on it. Mine did. 

15



Chapter 3 

The Exodus 

Boom-thud! My stepfather’s fist punched through sheetrock.  

 “I’m going to beat the hell out of that f--!” His footsteps pounded down the hall toward 

the locked door of my bedroom. “He ain’t good for anything but eating, sleeping and…!” Boom-

thud! His fist slammed through another wall. “He’s nothing but a Little Lord Fauntleroy!”  

 “Come on, he’s just a kid,” my mother soothed.  

 “I’m going to throw his fat a-- out his bedroom window!” my stepfather yelled.  

 My mother pleaded with him to go to bed. Finally, he did.  

 When my stepfather went to work the next morning, my mother woke me and my 

brother, told us to get in the back of her 1984 Dodge hatchback. Unbeknownst to my brother or 

me, my mother had been slowly preparing a lifeboat, taking our belongings to a storage unit over 

the previous six months. She had also bought a minivan and a small, pop-up tent trailer, hiding 

them all from her husband. 

 We packed our belongings into the Aerostar, hitched up the trailer and drove for hours. 

Long hours on the highway turned into winding mountain roads and dense forest. At some point 

I realized we were heading into the wild. At dusk, we pulled into a campground and the camp 

manager directed us to our site. After removing the trailer from the van, my mother pulled out an 
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“L” shaped crank from under the driver’s seat, flipped open a small flap on the sidewall of the 

trailer, and slid the crank into the newly revealed hole. She twisted the crank clockwise and the 

trailer began to grow. First, the roof sprang up, chased by four yellow canvas walls. Then an 

aluminum door folded down from the roof and opened. The mustard-colored cube continued to 

transform, my mother still wildly twisting the crank. In its final form, the trailer looked 

somewhat like a canvas version of Noah’s Ark with plastic windows. We unpacked, settled in, 

and went to bed, listening to the rain patter on the roof.  

 My stepfather was crazed when he found out we had left. He destroyed everything we left 

behind. My great-grandmother’s dining room chairs were smashed, the TV was thrown out of the 

second story window, and the crystal and china were shattered. He began searching for us and we 

later learned he showed up at my mom’s work looking for her. He called other family members 

inquiring about our location. When they refused to tell, he spewed venomous threats. No one 

knew where we were because my mom didn’t tell anyone. For now, as it rained, my mother, 

brother, and I took refuge in our ark, waiting for the storm to pass.  

 After some time, my mom got in contact with her friend from work. Her coworker said 

that her parents owned a cabin in the mountains and were going to be vacationing there for a 

month. She said that her parents had offered their home to us while they were away. My mother 

accepted the offer. We packed everything back into the minivan, reverse-cranked the tent trailer, 

which miraculously folded itself back into its original shape, latched it back onto the silver hitch, 

and crept down the winding mountain road. We were heading for a place called Woodland. It 

sounded like a nice place. 
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 Unfortunately, we wouldn’t be there for long. My mom enrolled my brother and me in 

school, where I surprisingly made friends quickly. After a month, we moved into an apartment. 

Things seemed to be going well, but five months later, Mom thought she saw my stepfather’s 

truck—charcoal black with a thin neon orange pinstripe running down the side. She told us she 

didn’t want to take any chances and we were on the move again, heading toward another town in 

California named Roseville. I wondered what it would be like to transfer to another school 

months after it started, if I would make any new friends, and how long we would stay there. 

 As I entered my teen years, I was literally wandering in the wilderness. I was broken, and 

though I did my best to hide it, I was hurting deeply. I was a fatherless son, searching for my 

identity. Wondering what my mom was thinking. “If I could see this was going to be a train-

wreck-of-a-relationship at 11, how could she not?” I brooded.  And while I didn’t have words for 

it then, I was desperately searching for something to fill the void of an absent father and feeling 

deeply betrayed by a preoccupied mother. Sadly, I’ve found this is a wilderness many never 

leave. They grow up, become a man or woman, but their heart wanders here for the rest of their 

days. They circle lonely hollows for a lifetime—never entering their promised life and land. 

 Like me, we all experience some kind of wilderness by the time we enter middle school. 

And just to make it clear, a childhood Herod isn’t always a parent or guardian. They can be any 

authority figure—an extended family member, teacher or church leader—or even a peer—like a 

sibling, classmate or neighborhood bully. Almost no one makes it to their teen years, without 

taking at least a few hits to the heart from a human antagonist. 
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 Eventually I learned Jesus empathizes with those who are lost in the wilderness. When he 

walked the earth, he experienced this same assault against his heart. On the night of his 

crucifixion alone, he was betrayed, rejected, mocked, bullied, despised, abandoned and abused. 

He experienced the pain of living in this wild dangerous world. 

“He was looked down on and passed over, 

    a man who suffered, who knew pain firsthand. 

One look at him and people turned away. 

    We looked down on him, thought he was scum. 

But the fact is, it was our pains he carried— 

    our disfigurements, all the things wrong with us. 

We thought he brought it on himself, 

    that God was punishing him for his own failures. 

But it was our sins that did that to him, 

    that ripped and tore and crushed him—our sins! 

He took the punishment, and that made us whole…” (Isaiah 53:3-5 MSG) 
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 He knows the pain of a broken heart and the damaging effects it can have on an 

individual. He identifies completely, but, much better than simply being able to relate to your 

heart, he’s also an expert at healing it. He came to earth to “heal the heartbroken.” I’m living 

proof he has an exodus he’s prepared just for you. His greatest desire is to lead you out of any 

badlands you’ve been bunkering in, right into the life he promised. 

 There’s one last thing you’ll need to know, before your orientation is complete. You’ll 

need to understand that your life was never meant to be comfortable. Life is wild, like the world 

into which you were born. It is full of change and transitions, tests, trials and wilderness seasons. 

Yes, the world into which you were born is quite wild and dangerous, but, whether you know it 

or not yet, so are you. 

Embracing the Wild  

 Life was created to be wild and so were you. The incredible life Jesus promised you was 

not intended to remove you from the wildness of this world, nor the wildness residing in your 

heart. Jesus prayed, “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect 

them from the evil one” (John 17:15). The world we walk is wild and dangerous, filled with 

human antagonists and deceptive demons, but you were created wild and dangerous too. God 

always intended you to live from your wild heart, not your weary hurts. And you must know that 

the “better life” Jesus offers is really good, but it’s also wild.  
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 This promised life is not primarily about making your external experience on earth more 

comfortable, domestic or sedentary. No God’s life is much more action oriented, calling you to 

bravely enter that new territory crawling with giants, leap off that branch and defy gravity and 

follow Jesus with a brave heart, wherever he leads! Saint Paul described Jesus’ better life this 

way, “There are things to do and places to go! This resurrection life you received from God is not 

a timid, grave-tending life. It’s adventurously expectant, greeting God with a childlike “What’s 

next, Papa?” (Romans 8:14-15 MSG). The life Jesus is calling us into isn’t always comfortable, 

rather, it requires us to leave our comfort zones over and over again. We were not created to 

remain comfortable in the same environments forever. We were made to mature in them and then 

transcend them.  

 As you embark upon this whole heart journey, your heart will grow and mature and you 

will notice that you no longer “fit” (or fit-in with those) in many of the environments that you 

were once comfortable in.  When this occurs, it’s likely time to transition. It could be a job, a 

school, a house, a city, or a state of mind, but when your spirit is aligned with God’s, you will 

often feel a disconnect with what formerly felt comfortable. 

 Transitions are always a little unnerving, but they are necessary—if you are to experience 

a better way of living.  

 Transition is seldom comfortable, but is the only way we enter better dimensions of life. 

Babies grow to be children. Children become teenagers. Teens become adults, and so on. Life is 

a series of seasons, and there are certain environments that are appropriate for each season. My 

kid’s cribs were great environments for them to sleep in when they were babies, but they outgrew 
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them in a few years. A nest is a fine environment for newly born birds, but only for a few 

months. We start out in the womb but are never meant to stay there. It’s a starting point, not a 

destination. The baby must grow and transition out of the womb into a dimension that is much 

larger, if it is going to survive and, ultimately, thrive. It must transcend. If it doesn’t, the womb 

becomes a tomb. What was once the cradle of life, becomes the taker of it. 

After Every Transition, a Wilderness Follows 

 Whatever environment you’re leaving, whether it’s leaving for college or finally leaving 

that constricting relationship, every transition comes with a certain level of discomfort and a 

wilderness that follows.  This “wilderness” is an in-between state, and the new expansive 

environment, whatever it will be, isn’t going to be clear for a while. And after all, isn’t that 

uncertainty where much of the discomfort comes from? Whether it’s a long or short duration, the 

wilderness will demand that you do things you’ve never done before—breathe the air of a new 

atmosphere, soar on untested wings and roar out into its unknown. As you can imagine, the 

wilderness often leaves your soul feeling tired and weak—and in this vulnerable state—earthy 

contenders and spiritual combatants will be there ready to take advantage, if they can. You will 

be tested and you will have to fight.  A wilderness season is often unpleasant, if not unreservedly 

painful. If we don’t understand that transition and wilderness seasons are part of growing more 

internally healthy, mature and whole, we often end up believing that God has abandoned, abused 

or betrayed us. If we believe this, we will distance ourselves from Him—the only one who can 

make our heart whole and bring us into the life we long for.   
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 “Jesus matured, growing up in both body and spirit…” just like you and me (Luke 2:52 

MSG). He was perfected through transitions, wildernesses and by what he endured in them. 

“Son though he was, he learned obedience from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he 

became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him” (Hebrews 5:8-9). Jesus learned 

obedience and was perfected through his times of transition and his wilderness seasons. Or as the 

Message translation puts it, “he learned trusting-obedience by what he suffered, just as we do. 

Then, having arrived at the full stature of his maturity…” Jesus matured—“just as we do”—

through transition and the wildernesses that followed them. 

 At the start of Jesus’ ministry, he was baptized by his cousin John. Coming up out of the 

water Jesus "saw the sky split open and God’s Spirit, looking like a dove, come down on him. 

Along with this Spirit, a voice: “You are my Son, chosen and marked by my love, pride of my 

life” (Mark 1:11 MSG). What a way to start! 

 Take in the magnitude of what’s taking place here. God encourages Jesus audibly. 

Everyone wants to feel special, especially people who know what it’s like to feel like an outsider, 

as Jesus must have. Was this why God chose to establish his pride and calling here before he 

entered the tempting in the wilderness? Certainly for those who know fatherlessness, it’s a potent 

image to ponder. Think about how life altering this moment was for Jesus.  Imagine how deeply 

you would be affected if God did the same for you, audibly recognizing you in front of your 

peers, saying, “You are my [child]…pride of my life!” How would you feel? Personally, I don’t 

even know how I would begin to process something of such spiritual significance. I mean, how 

many people do you know who’ve received a public endorsement from the Creator? Put yourself 
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in Jesus’ sandals for a moment. Jesus was taking the greatest step of faith in his life thus far. He 

was leaving the carpenter’s shop and launching out on his own. He was leaving his trade, his 

stable nine-to-five, for a dream, a calling.  

To receive a confirmation from God that he was not only on the right path, but that God 

loved him and was proud of him, must have meant the world to Jesus. I imagine he was 

overcome with a sense of wonder. If this was just the beginning and God showed up in this way, 

what could be next? I’m sure Jesus couldn’t help being overcome by a sense of anticipation of 

the grand experiences ahead. The words spoken affirmed him and the path he had chosen. After 

that, Jesus must have felt quite secure in his calling: if God was for him, who could be against 

him? He was transitioning from the carpenter’s shop into full-time ministry. Very big things were 

ahead… but not before a wander in the wilderness.  

Jesus’ Wilderness Experience 

 Yes, after this grand display of Divine encouragement, Jesus didn’t head to Jerusalem or 

Rome to share his Messianic message with the world. No, after his transition into full-time 

ministry, the Scriptures say, “At once, this same Spirit pushed Jesus out into the wild. For forty 

wilderness days and nights he was tested by Satan. Wild animals were his companions, and 

angels took care of him.” (Mark 1:12-13 MSG). 
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 Before Jesus’ influence grew and his message was to reach a greater audience, he was 

“pushed out into the wild” by the same Spirit that descended upon him during the baptism. This 

Dove, a symbol of peace, was now pushing him toward war in the wilderness.  

“Jesus was taken into the wild by the Spirit for the Test. The Devil was ready to give it. 

Jesus prepared for the Test by fasting forty days and forty nights. That left him, of course, in a 

state of extreme hunger, which the Devil took advantage of…” (Matthew 4:1-3 MSG). 

 So, the temptations came in the wilderness: Turn stone into bread, see if the angels will 

catch you, bow down and the world is yours. 

“…the Devil took him to the peak of a huge mountain. He gestured expansively, pointing 

out all the earth’s kingdoms, how glorious they all were. Then he said, “They’re yours—lock, 

stock, and barrel. Just go down on your knees and worship me, and they’re yours” (Mat 4: 8-9 

MSG). 

 Jesus was on a hillside. He may have seen Jerusalem, and all of Roman-occupied Judea. 

The thought must have occurred to him: You can have all of this…even Rome itself. You can 

break the lie of this age, that says only the strong survive—might means right—Invictus. You can 

crush the oppressive regime, from the inside-out, if you’re at the top. You could change the whole 

system, for the good of all. If you were at the center of this world’s system, you could be its 

savior. 

 Jesus’ refusal was curt: “Beat it, Satan!” He backed his rebuke with a third quotation 

from Deuteronomy: “Worship the Lord your God, and only him. Serve him with absolute single-
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heartedness. The test was over. The devil left. And in his place, angels! Angels came and took 

care of Jesus’ needs” (Matthew 4:11 MSG). In Jesus’ resilient retort, you can discern what 

Satan’s temptation was attempting to do. He was trying to break Jesus’ “single-heartedness.” He 

was after his whole heart. 

 No doubt, Jesus would have done a lot of “good” for humanity leading that system, but 

his call was much more expansive than filling that role. Jesus didn’t come to fix a governmental 

system. He came to replace it with a new paradigm, so powerful, the armies of Rome nor hell 

itself could contain it. The new vintage Jesus brought forth busted the whole archaic system like 

old wine skins. He hadn’t come to hoard power as a Caesar. He came to heal hearts as the Christ. 

As the prophet Ezekiel foretold nearly six hundred years earlier, the Christ would “give them an 

undivided heart and put a new spirit in them…” (Ezekiel 11:19). 

 Jesus knew his mission was to bind up the heartbroken—“un-divide” their divided hearts

—make humans wholehearted again. Satan was enticing Jesus to shrink into a comfortable role 

that he and his whole heart were way too big for. “You don’t have to go to the cross, to save the 

world. There’s a much more comfortable way…” That’s when Jesus responded, “Beat it Satan!” 

I will “serve him with absolute single-heartedness.”  Like Caleb, Jesus chose to wholeheartedly 

follow God no matter how uncomfortable entering that better life might be—even if it meant 

going to the cross. 

 Jesus served his Father with “absolute single-heartedness” and this empowered him to 

overcome the wilderness and the enemy waiting for him there. Jesus’ heart was undivided. He 

loved his Father with all his heart, and though tired and famished from forty days of fasting, 

26



submitted to God’s will and walked straight through his transition into full-time ministry, the 

wilderness that followed, and into such a better life, death itself could not keep him from 

possessing it. 

 There's a way—a process—you must undergo if your heart is going to become as whole 

as Jesus’. Wholeness of heart never arrives as one-defining-moment. It’s a journey. Our internal 

lives grow more whole over our lifetime, like Jesus’. God’s restoration is a long-range plan, 

reaching back “before he laid down earth’s foundations…” (Ephesians 1:4 MSG). Like Jesus’ 

journey, transitions, wilderness seasons, harrowing Herods and evil angels all play a part in the 

wholehearted journey. And if we will allow him, our Father will use these wild experiences for 

our good. 

 Now that you can picture the environment in which you live and are more oriented to the 

realities of the terrain you are traversing, you’re ready to begin to navigate this wild life much 

more successfully. More specifically, you’re now prepared to venture into the 7 skills that 

allowed Jesus to skillfully live a “rich and satisfying life” in this heartbreaking world.
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