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Introduction

Recently, I met a young pastor whom I have come to admire. In just a couple of years, he has revitalized his parish. His parishioners love him, both for his dynamic preaching and, more importantly, for the way he witnesses to God’s love for us. Yet, he confided to me, “I am surer that God has called me to be a priest than I am of God’s personal love for me.”

His honesty saddened and comforted me. I was saddened for what he suffers, but I was comforted because he reminded me that I am not the only one to have devastating doubts harass my joy and peace. All of us at times share in this struggle to believe that God loves us. It becomes particularly urgent or painful when we experience personal tragedy, attempt to cope with loss, or confront our inner darkness and sinfulness. And for some of us, this kind of doubt about our own lovability is not occasional, but a painful way of life.

This little book grew out of my own struggles to accept God’s love for me and develop a positive self-esteem. Discovering God’s love has taken me on an amazing journey from self-hate to a positive self-acceptance. I wish I’d had a resource like this at the beginning of my journey, something that could have helped me cling to the seemingly impossible reality of God’s love for me.

Like many people, I have struggled with low self-esteem for much of my life. For years, I naively thought that others did not have this struggle. I just knew that, ever since I could remember, I felt inadequate to life’s challenges, ashamed of revealing anything about myself because others would find out how shallow and unworthy of being loved I really was. The simple challenges of everyday life were enough to cue taunting voices of self-doubt or even self-hate. I was rarely at ease with myself. Trying something new was incredibly anxiety-provoking. By the time I was a teenager, low self-esteem had become a distorted mirror that prevented me from being able to see myself honestly, despite the love of my family and friends, my good grades at school, and the volunteer work I enjoyed.

Although I could not clearly recognize my gifts, I did allow them to lead me to my vocation, and I eventually entered religious life. But in my preparation to become a Daughter of Saint Paul, I continued to doubt that I was lovable. My doubts ran so deep that, despite how important to me my relationship with God was becoming, I still didn’t believe God could love me.

I needed to experience being loved unconditionally by Someone who could not be wrong about me, Someone whose judgment was unquestionable and whose fidelity I could cling to. As I continued to deepen my relationship with God, guided by the wisdom and gentleness of my spiritual director, I realized that the only way I could indisputably challenge my relentless self-doubt was to discover who I was in God’s eyes.

With help from the classes and personal guidance I received, I gradually came to identify the root of my lack of self-confidence as poor self-esteem. I also became aware of how low self-esteem prevented me from being at peace with myself and caused me to live in a state of high anxiety.

My first big breakthrough was a powerful and intimate prayer experience in which I gazed into the eyes of Jesus and discovered how cherished I was. The Lord’s no-conditions-asked, immensely personal love for me was powerfully healing and transforming. Little by little, I found my shame and self-hatred diminishing. I began to experience the world with less fear and more joy.

I also realized that while I could come to the truth about myself within my relationship with God, I needed to accompany my meditation on God’s love with some necessary personal inner work. Low self-esteem had warped my perceptions not only of myself, but also of God and others. Small events of daily life could trigger a disproportionate emotional response in me. I realized that I needed help to come to terms with my past. I began counseling to address my psychological needs.

My journey of inner healing needed my faith to give it purpose, meaning, and hope. Focusing on God’s love for me gave me the security to continue on the journey, daring to begin to love myself and to hope that the darkness on the journey would not last forever. Counseling opened me up to a deeper and more positive relationship with myself and the Lord.

Today, I still need to work daily to strengthen my conviction that God loves me, but I find myself increasingly open to his love. I’m able to respond to the challenges in my life rather than run away from them, and this reinforces my self-respect and healthy self-esteem. Joy seeps in unexpectedly, filling the corners and pockets of my life in countless ways. God’s love for me has become the bedrock of my identity, my spiritual life, and a healthier self-esteem.

One of the biggest helps on this journey of learning to love and value myself as God does was praying with the Word of God. The Scripture passages and meditations included in See Yourself Through God’s Eyes are some of the lifelines that have helped me to trust in God’s love.

I’ve divided this book into three parts:

The meditations in Part 1, “The God Who Loves Me,” focus on how God expresses his love for us through the Scriptures and encourage us to trust in that love.

Part 2, “Shaping My Identity in Christ,” helps us to see who we are in the light of God’s unconditional love and in the daily events that shape our lives, such as friendships, disappointments, successes, and failures.

The meditations in Part 3, “God’s Beloved in the World,” highlight the consequences of our being loved unconditionally and encourage us to live this conviction of God’s love for us in the world.

The 52 meditations can be used daily, weekly, or from time to time—whenever we need a reminder of God’s love for us. Each meditation is broken down into four steps, or moments:




	A story or example from ordinary life situations that can reveal negative or false patterns of thinking about ourselves or God. Some stories are from my own life; many are stories others have shared with me. I begin with everyday experiences because that’s where God is present, even though we often misinterpret our experiences or miss God altogether. In the stories, I have changed significant details and circumstances to protect others’ privacy, but the truth or insight as it was experienced is faithfully preserved.

	From God’s Heart to Yours: A passage from the Scriptures in which God speaks heart to heart with us and sheds light on the situation, assumptions, or feelings that the first part raises. Though it’s short, this second part is the heart of the meditation because as Christians we know that the inspired Word of God has the power to transform us.

	Hidden in the Darkness: A reflection that allows the Scripture passage to challenge or speak directly to the false assumptions under which we tend to interpret our daily experience. The title and approach to this part are inspired by a passage from Isaiah: “I will go before you and level the mountains…. I will give you the treasures of darkness” (Isa 45:2–3). God delights in using the very issues and situations that challenge us most as opportunities to help us grow. The darkness where God seems absent is a sacred place where we can discover the hidden treasure of God’s loving and faithful presence. We simply need to allow the light of the Scriptures to illumine the darkness.

	Through the Day: A short prayer to reconnect us throughout the day to God’s love and fidelity.





For those who would like to delve deeper into praying with the Scriptures, I’ve provided some additional suggestions in Appendix A, “Suggestions for Praying with Sacred Scripture.”

My hope and prayer for you is that this little book will enable you to grow in healthy self-esteem and, above all, to recognize how tremendously God loves and cherishes you. As God’s love heals our deepest wounds, we are released from our shame and self-hatred. We no longer need to focus on fear or protecting ourselves. Free and joyful, we radiate the love God has shared with us. As a stone thrown into a pond creates ever-widening ripples, God’s unconditional love radiates from us and through us, touching others’ lives. May these ripples of God’s love continue to widen so they touch, surround, and transform the entire world.




Part 1

The God Who Loves Me




1

God Loves Me for Who I Am.

“I wish I had more self-confidence.”

My heart is pounding, my palms sweaty, my fingers cold as ice, and I cannot quite take in a full breath of air. I am standing in general assembly on my first day of first grade, waiting with hundreds of kids to be divided into our various classes, and I am terrified.

I’m not just afraid of the usual things, like talking to the teacher, or meeting my new classmates, or the schoolwork. What I am truly terrified of is that I will do something unforgivably horrible or stupid that will definitively prove to the world that I am worthless.

I am sure that everyone remembers being scared and nervous as a child, but I suspect not every child is as haunted as I was by such a strong sense of inadequacy. Some of us struggle more than others with feelings of inadequacy, guilt, and self-doubt throughout our lives. My journal still includes occasional confessions like: “I don’t know what I’m doing.” “I feel so stupid.” “It’s all my fault.” “I know I’m going to fail.”

It took me a long time to realize that my feelings of inadequacy are simply feelings. They can’t show me the full truth about myself—who I am in God’s eyes. The Scriptures repeatedly remind me of the truth that no matter what I think of myself, God always loves me.

From God’s Heart to Yours

“[Y]ou are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you” (Isa 43:4).

Hidden in the Darkness

This passage from Isaiah reveals the Lord’s startling attitude to the Chosen People and to each of us: the almighty Creator of heaven and earth doesn’t take us for granted but cherishes us and delights in who we are. God sets no conditions for loving us. God doesn’t need us to have a good opinion of ourselves in order to love us. Even in the darkness of low self-esteem, God loves us.

Our self-image reflects one, or maybe several, aspects of our identity, as a pencil sketch gives an impression of a mountainside. But God doesn’t need a sketch. God walks on the mountainside and sees it from every angle, in all its glorious colors and majesty, from every point in time. God knows us better than we could ever know ourselves. God sees us as we truly are: our inner essence, our entire history, our longings, our gifts, our potential, and our woundedness. And God finds us beautiful. The language used in Isaiah—even in such a short statement—is tenderly extravagant.

The Word of God can powerfully transform us if we let it in, past our inner defenses.

How can we allow God’s love into the picture we have of ourselves?

We can start now by taking a moment to simply stay with these words from Isaiah, hearing God speak them to us in the depths of our hearts…

If that is too difficult, we can take a moment to think of someone who is dear to us, perhaps remembering our last conversation, or the ways that person has enriched our life.

Now, we imagine God bringing us to mind in the same way.

We can take joy today that God sees into the very core of who we are, and cherishes us.

Through the Day

Lord, I rejoice in your love for me.




2

God Is Faithful.

“I can’t trust anybody.”

My friend is uncharacteristically late in meeting me for a leisurely cup of tea. Tara is a beautiful and talented young woman who is energetically pursuing her dream to become an artist. When she finally arrives, I see that her fine features are troubled—her face does not reflect her usual serenity. She blurts out, “I’ve moved out of my mom’s house.”

Surprised by her sudden decision, I ask, “Why?” Hesitantly, Tara reveals that her mother has been physically abusive toward her for years. Finally, her mother hit her one too many times, and Tara realized it was time to move out.

She looks at me, waiting for my reaction. I take her hand and squeeze it. “I’m so sorry, but I’m glad you moved out so you can start to feel safe.”

The opaqueness in her eyes fades and, for a moment, I glimpse her pain and sense of loss. She adds the heart-piercing question, “If everyone else thinks I’m okay, then why doesn’t my mother like me?”

Tara’s question expresses the need we all have to be loved by our parents. But Tara doesn’t deserve the kind of self-doubt buried within that question. She seems to suspect everyone else is wrong; it is her mother who is right.

Being hurt by someone we love is a risk in every relationship, because we are imperfect. But even when someone we trust seems to reject us, God never could.

From God’s Heart to Yours

“Do not cast me off, do not forsake me, O God of my salvation! / If my father and mother forsake me, the LORD will take me up” (Ps 27:9–10).

Hidden in the Darkness

The psalmist recognizes that human love is imperfect, and rarely unconditional. The love of a parent for a child might be the closest human love comes to being divine, but even when it is not flawed, it always has limits. Deep down, we know this as children; we fear to be rejected by those we love. Yet, there is an all-faithful One who deserves all our trust.
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