Going deeper into the vineyards
from A Rumored Fortune

I currently feel at times like I’m choosing between what’s needed (sleep, eating, showers, basic
errands) and what’s urgent (diaper blowouts, child discovering permanent marker, friend having
a crisis, dinner boiling over). Life somehow gets lost in all of that, my days eaten up by simply
trying to keep everything afloat. Where does a person ever find time to stop the wheel and spend
time with God? I mean, really—sitting still??
My heroine in A Rumored Fortune—yep, that was me. Overwhelmed, discouraged, chaos of the
hear, striving, striving, striving… getting as far as a treadmill gets you, right? When I wrote this
book, crafted this heroine, I didn’t even realize it, but I really thought it was all up to me. And
Tressa thought it was all on her shoulders to keep her family afloat, to find the fortune that would
sustain them, to protect them all from their enemies.
Yet she found NONE of the treasure on her own. I accomplished nothing on my own, either.
Nothing good happened in my book project, in my floundering household, until I stopped trying
to produce grapes myself and focused instead on connecting to the vine. It felt like a step
backwards, giving up some of my time when life was so busy, but it moved me forward in ways
I couldn’t imagine.
Here’s what shifted my mind: God doesn’t want us to spend our lives, our days, doing big
things for Him (fruit) as much as He wants us to do all the big and small things alongside
Him. We were created for intimacy with God, to do life with Him and know Him, discovering
and showcasing His glory. We’ve let so many other things clog our lives, but that’s truly the
point of it all.
“From

one man he made all the nations, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he marked
out their appointed times in history and the boundaries of their lands. God did this so that they
would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from any one of
us. ‘For in him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:26-28).
If I offer to take my daughter to a ballet, and she talks alllll the way through it (this may or may
not be a true story), do you think I’d be mad at the distraction? Not even a little. The ballet may
have been the venue, but the reason for going was to spend time with my sweet little girl. She
asked questions about the storyline and the dancers, trying to understand what she was seeing,
and my heart delighted in hearing her little voice and snuggling next to her. Our Father feels the
same way about most of life—we have lots of things going on, much of it important, but the
point of everything is having a relationship with God. Enjoying Him, connecting with Him. That
is the purpose, and life is merely the venue.
Yet we get bogged down. With our time, with our hearts—we become overloaded. Have you
ever heard people say, God won’t give you more than you can handle? That’s false. The actual
verse in Corinthians is taken a little out of context pretty often. God absolutely gives us more
than we can handle, and He does it intentionally, because He also gives us Himself. He
allows the deserts so the thirst it creates will drive us to find water. So our circumstances will
drive us to find Him.
“Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters;
and he who has no money, come, buy and eat!
Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price.

Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread,
and your labor for that which does not satisfy?
Listen diligently to me, and eat what is good, and delight yourselves in rich food.
Incline your ear, and come to me; hear, that your soul may live” (Isaiah 55:1-3a).
Practical Tips
So now, let’s talk about HOW to connect. This is where I shrug awkwardly, remind you I’m not
a Bible scholar, and agree to tell you simply what I’ve learned (which is an ongoing process, of
course). Everyone will have a different style of connecting, because we’re all individuals with
different relationships with God. Just like I have with people—with my mom, I primarily text.
My dad, I call, and my critique partners share lots of voice messages on a phone app. We’re all
going to approach it differently, but here are a few constants I know.
1. Make it an offering of your “first fruits.” The Old Testament shows people offering
harvest sacrifices of their first, or best, crops to God as gratitude for the whole harvest.
This ensures that, no matter what, God receives His portion. For me, this means starting
my day with God—giving Him the “first fruits” or the first and best of my available time.
No matter what. I fit a lot of other important things into my day, but it’s all built around
this morning time with God. What is your “best” time, and how can you spend some of it
with God alone?
2. Make sure it includes Scripture, prayer, and worship. I’m all for reading devotionals
or books about God, but let’s not make them the main thing. They’re not a replacement
for Scripture, but a supplement, right? I’m sure the authors would say the same. God has
not made any other book to be “living, breathing” and active within your heart. And
prayer? It’s vital. Imagine having a friendship that consisted of talking about your best
friend with other people, without ever actually talking directly to that friend. Readers, this
is our chance to step into the Holy of Holies, that sacred space where long ago only a
priest could go once a year after intense cleansing and sacrifice. We have it available to
us all the time.
3. To that end, treat it as the sacred thing it is. The time you spend with God should be
unhurried (don’t make it a timed check-the-box activity, but really sink into it as much
as possible), intentional (actively pursue God, be totally present), uninterrupted (don’t
multitask this connection time. Turn off your phone’s ringer, go be by yourself, don’t be
accessible to anyone but God—as much as possible) and humble (focus first on who God
is, how big He is, and be aware of all that—before you talk about anything else. You are
stepping into the holy of holies), and restful (“Be still, and know that I am God.”) Give
yourself a few seconds or minutes to sink into His presence before you start talking. Clear
your mind, prepare your heart. Then saturate yourself in Him. It really helps me to cover
my face and close my eyes, to blanket out the rest of the world. A theologian’s wife—
maybe Spurgeon—used to put her apron over her head amidst the chaos of her many
children and they all knew that was her time with God. Do what you can to make this
time meaningful and effective, even if it can’t be long.

“Remain in me” doesn’t mean talk about me, learn things about me once a week, pop in for
occasional chats. It means doing life together, every part of life, every minute, without pause,
enjoying each other’s company, and that begins with the dedicated, regular connection time. Just
know as you arrange your day and decide your priorities that the sole factor that determines
the health and success of the vine is this: abiding. Presence with the vine.
I am the vine and you are the branches. The one who remains in Me, and I in him, will bear
much fruit. For apart from Me you can do nothing ( John 15:5).
Think of it as digging a deep well of intimacy with God that you draw from throughout the day.
But you have to dig that well if you’re going to have the abundance of water you’ll need for the
day. Just like any friendship, you have those long, deep talks sometimes and your little quick
texts or calls in between draw from that connection.
I lived for years without this regular connection, because I “didn’t have time for it.” Now that I
have less time than I’ve ever had in my entire life, I make it work. Why? Because it’s the source
of all life. Once you’ve tasted it, you’ll know.
It’s easy to let life carry us along without pausing before God, or to think we simply don’t have
time. One thing I’ve learned is this—our Father is extremely creative and surprising and
miraculous. When two sisters were a mess because Jesus came too late to save their brother, He
wakened him from the dead. When His people had two options—being drowned in the Red Sea
or being killed by the Egyptians they’d just escaped, God invented another (impossible)
solution—the water parted. On a personal note, when I paused just a few weeks from my
deadline and shifted my focus to God, despite a severe lack of time, I finished my book—a week
early. So what seems logically impossible to us, or backwards when trying to manage time, is
actually an act of trust in a very imaginative and resourceful God.
So how close is close enough? In the vineyard, a vintner will know a branch is fully connected to
the vine when the bark matches. They look exactly alike on the outside, and you can’t tell where
vine ends and branch begins. David was a fantastic example of this—God’s concerns and
worries became his. We all know those people who resemble God in their talk and actions,
because they’re so full of Him. Well, this is how it happens.
Beyond that set-aside time, doing life together continues into everyday living: answering His
nudges, choosing obedience in the little things (and the big), forgiving where you can, and
serving people. This shapes us into people of patience, extravagant love, loving sensitivity, and
grace. Which causes us to resemble our Vine. Each act of daily obedience, all those daily dips
into God’s presence, strengthen our connection to the vine and help us to become one with Him,
makes our “bark” match so that no one can even tell where one begins and the other ends. All the
strength and life in a healthy vine is available if the branch, no matter how weak, is connected
enough to drink richly of its sap.
But what if you struggle with the motivation to connect?
The really big secret to connecting

Ok I’ll be really honest here. For many years I considered myself a Christian but spending time
with God was sporadic, not a regular part of my daily rhythm. I went to Bible college, I attended
church, I served in ministry, I even wrote articles about God. But I didn’t see the need to actually
cut out part of my day every day to read the Bible and talk to Him. I was a poorly grafted vine
that looked just fine on the outside. I knew the Bible. God was part of the air I breathed because
I’d grown up in a faith-filled home and had been taught all the things.
Yet none of it sunk into my heart, and here’s why I think that is. God was everybody’s God. He
died for all of us, which watered down the impact to my heart. This is terrible to admit, and I
don’t think I even grasped all this then. I just knew I had no motivation to dive in. All those
promises that were supposed to make me feel better? They didn’t. They did, I suppose, but not in
a lasting way. God works all things out for your good, has a plan for you, will never leave you,
loved you enough to die for you. I knew them backwards and forwards but they blew over my
heart like a barely-noticed breeze. They were too vague, too general.
What changed? Well, God made it personal. I’ve heard millions of times that it’s about a
relationship, right? And I definitely didn’t get what that meant, until I experienced it myself.
When I was in my mid-twenties, maybe 25-26, God literally came and got me. He made Himself
abundantly known to me—when I was not even seeking Him or feeling a lack. Well, I DID feel a
lack, but I had no idea what it was or where it was coming from. I just felt lacking—for years.
Dry. Tired. Yet I figured the “faith” area of my life was just fine. So I didn’t turn to God, but He
warmly invited me near. It wasn’t an audible voice, but pretty close. It’s like when Scripture
talks about the scales falling off your eyes—that’s what it was for me right then. He reached out
in a way that was undeniable, clear, and understandable to me personally. He cared enough to
personally come after me. Despite my sin, despite my apathy, despite everything.
And that changed everything, because I was not just spending time with or worshipping an
undeniably great God who loved the world at large—I was overflowing with gratitude and hope
and enthusiasm for a personal friend who had reached out specifically to me, in a way the vintner
who knew me and knew how to reach me, and when I wasn’t even looking, He drew me out of
the pit of self. He made me vibrantly aware of Himself and of truths I thought I had known my
whole life.
I’d be glad to tell you the story if you ever want to hear it, but for now the point is this. Your
relationship with God must be personal and specific to you. Your story will look different than
mine, but know it. Remember it. Focus on it. If you aren’t sure what it is, start writing down
when you experience God in the everyday—those moments you cannot explain outside of God,
the specific ways He’s spoken to your heart through a song or a word from a friend at the exact
right time, the verses that have always struck a chord in you, the things you’ve come to
understand in a new way despite hearing them over and over again. Maybe even your rescue
story. Evidence of God’s presence, His pursuit of you specifically.
This is also how, for me, writing became more than a ministry, or a way to teach people things
(which I’m not qualified for anyway). It was a conversation with God that picked up every day at
my kids’ nap time, with me presenting my questions to God and Him untangling them with me
through stories. Like my heroine Tressa who had a connection to God through painting, writing

was a heart-connection thing. Writing was not about “me” or about “Him,” but about “us.” It
became the language we spoke, the way He helped me grasp what He wanted me to know. And it
is precious time spent together. I read through Scripture in my morning time, I talked things over
with Him as I prayed, but in the afternoon, that writing time was like laying out everything we’d
discussed and really digging into it, interacting with it.
So what’s your “thing?” How do you draw near to God in your daily life? Just as best friends
have ways they spend time together—sharing a meal, taking a walk, talking on the phone,
worshipping together, there are unique ways you can connect with God and make it personal. We
often think of our passions and giftings (talents/passions) as ways to serve others, but what if
they were also the way God designed to reach your heart?
A warning: Please don’t be discouraged (and definitely don’t give up!) if you don’t instantly
feel better or have a spiritual mountaintop experience every day. Vineyards are long-term crops,
and some actions do have immediate results, but mostly it takes time. It takes diligent effort
mixed with faith that harvest will come and your careful work will all be for a purpose. I
encourage you though to keep a record of your heart and thoughts, your progress, because you
will be shocked at the change in your heart when you look back over the time where you
strengthened your connection to the vine. You’ll see a vibrant richness to the branch that was in
survival mode. You’ll notice a sweetness you never thought possible in the grapes, come harvest
time. You’ll realize your increased strength when storms come. Believe me, you will be different.
I will say this about immediate results—I have experienced it before. God knows what we need,
right? Mine came the morning I finally had to let go of my self-reliance—the biggest grape I’d
cultivated over time. But also the one weighing me down so heavily, keeping me from pursuing
my Father. It had to go. When it did, I snapped back into the vine so fast and so hard that it felt
like emotional whiplash of the best kind and then an IV line hooked up and a flood of peace.
But we can’t expect that every time. Simply be faithful, turn your thirst in God’s direction, and
let Him handle your heart—He’s the expert vintner and He knows exactly how to take care of
His branch.
The sweetness of connection
Like the branch, I consider myself a conduit. I’m grafted tightly to the vine, more and more all
the time, and that sap flows rich and thick through my heart and pours into everything I create,
giving it richness it wouldn’t otherwise have. Let’s revisit those verses from John, but this time,
look mostly at the last phrase.
“Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine,
neither can you, unless you abide in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in
me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing” John
15:4-5 (emphasis mine).

Apart from the vine, the branch can do nothing. It may look like it’s doing plenty, green leaves
and grape clusters abounding—but anyone who tastes that fruit knows the difference. So let me
ask—what are you feeding people? Are you giving them the leftovers of your energy and heart
and personal stores? Or are you tapping thoroughly into God and pouring His life into what you
do? The difference—in life and in vineyards—is intimacy. Abiding. Connection to the vine. And
those around you, your family and those you serve, your friends, will reap the reward of it.
When you’re full of life, it’s contagious.
Maybe it feels like I’m adding more to your plate. Oh great, a prodding to do my quiet time. Just
one more thing to add. No no, my point is to offer you freedom. Freedom from all the things
claiming to be more important, all the so-called urgent matters, those have-tos and musts and
shoulds… because really, there is only one thing that gives us life, and allows us to give a taste
of life to others through what we do.
I’ll leave you with words from John chapter 4:
“But whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never thirst again. The water that I
will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life” (John 4:14).
And finally, words from my faith hero Paul, in Philippians:
“Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my
Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I
may gain Christ” (Philippians 3:8).
I invite you, readers, into new and fresh season lived in deep intimacy with God, rich in life that
only He can give, creating and living and serving with abundance.

RESOURCES:
For Bible study ideas that focus on studying the Bible:
1. Bible Study Fellowship: This is a non-denominational Bible study built on simply
studying Scripture, with locations all over the world. I’ve been part of this for years now
and LOVE digging into Scripture and hearing what other people have to say about it. See
if there’s one offered near you. Their website is BSF.org
2. Kristy Cambron has created a video and book series on verse mapping, which is a great
structure and system for peeling back layers of Scripture and understanding it. Visit the
verse mapping section of her website (kristycambron.com) to see intro videos and find
out more.
For further study on intimacy with God, and how to pursue it:

1. Joanna Weaver is starting a podcast on this very thing, and I’ve enjoyed her writing a
lot. She’s a wise woman with a lot of heart. Read some posts and listen to her podcast on
her website, joannaweaverbooks.com.
2. Allen Arnold is one of my writing mentors, and a brilliant guy. He speaks and writes a
lot about the concept of doing life with God, and you can read blogs and hear podcasts on
his website withallen.com. He also wrote an allegory (The story of with) and has another
coming out soon about chaos.
3. Sarah Beth Marr, another wise and godly author, is beginning a daily email series on
connecting with God in the hectic pace of life (Unplug to tune into God), and you can
sign up to receive these on her website, sarahbethmarr.com.

