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Alison.
For my daughter

I’m not sure how a girl I held
Only once could arrest my heart for a
Lifetime, but I am changed because of you.
Your life brought me to my knees, to the end
Of me, in a way nothing else has. And in that
End, I came face to face with a Holy
God, true freedom in fearing Him.
I am wholly grateful to Him for you.
May these words pay tribute to your
Brief life and bring glory to the only
One worthy. Until I hold you again, Mom.
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Foreword
Two years ago, on an uncharacteristically chilly June afternoon,
I received results that showed a mass on my kidney. According
to my doctor, a mass on the kidney is difficult to biopsy. “It’s
best to wait and watch,” she advised.
The prescription: Six months of waiting to see if this mass
changed size or shape. If it did, it could indicate cancer. If it
didn’t, more wait and watch.
At the time, six people called me Mom. We were granting
my teenage daughters new independence all while teaching my
toddler to write his letters. My littlest daughter spoke a handful
of words. Time couldn’t stop in our home for things like potential diagnoses. Diapers needed changing. Teenage hormones
needed tending and care. Dinner wasn’t optional.
But my mind . . . my mind roiled with the what-ifs. I refused
to search online, and yet the inklings of information I gathered
(before restricting myself) haunted my thinking. I tucked my little
girl into bed at night, wondering if I would see her wedding day.
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Foreword

That summer, we frequented the pool at the Y, made memories on the soft sand of Hilton Head Island, and Nate and I hiked
the Rockies—all while fear crouched. Fear isn’t a gentleman;
it doesn’t respect boundaries. There is no vacation from fear.
But I discovered—as a latent fear that had haunted many
of my days before the now undeniable ultrasound (it now had
a name and a face)—that much more potent than the thousands of thoughts racing through my mind each day were God’s
thoughts about himself.
He had answers for my fear in His Word. He had a new fear
for me as I found Him there.
The last morning of our three-day stay in Estes Park, Nate
and I hiked up to Bierstadt Lake. I sat at the water’s edge, struck
by the size of the mountains against my fear. My view gave me
proper proportion.
I pleaded with God: Disentangle me from this fear. Relieve
me from this web of fear. I’d asked Him that same thing for
months, over many conversations, and yet that morning of
prayer hangs suspended in my memory like a snow globe.
Sometimes we need a mountain in the background to enable
us to remember a particular conversation with God.
And He came. I didn’t garner new attention from Him with
my little mountain view, but over weeks and months (many
prayed in adoration as I worked my way through Psalm 18,
verse by verse, that summer), He received my cries. At the end
of my six months of “wait and watch,” I wept over the steering
wheel on my drive to the follow-up ultrasound. “You did it,
God. You did what I didn’t think you could do,” I kept saying
as I choked back my tears.
He replaced my fear with early seeds of the fear of Him.
The ending of that time was not the results of my ultrasound.
Instead, it was the shift in my perspective about God. It was
the shift in my heart toward Him. He replaced my fear with
10
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Foreword

himself. I saw His kind eyes during those fearful months. He
cupped His hand around my bleeding heart, and I felt it. He
whispered into my dark.
He held me in my fear. And this was even before I found
out the results.
When the ultrasound tech said to me, bewildered, “Well,
ma’am, there is nothing there. Are you certain they detected a
mass six months ago?” the story remained: God healed my fear.
Bigger than His touch to my body were His hands holding my
fearful heart. My watching and waiting were more about His
near-movement in my heart than about my body.
And so all these months later, I read the words Katie—this
friend and storyteller and Truth whisperer—writes, and I wish
I’d had this book in my hands the summer of my “wait and
watch.”
What you are about to read is the story of a woman who
discovered the beautiful, wild fear of God in her dark night.
And yet it’s your story too. And mine. Reading these pages
feels like sitting with a sage over coffee and learning language,
from His Word and from this friend, for what our heart most
craves.
Settle in. These may be your months of “wait and watch.”

I
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Sara Hagerty, bestselling author of
Every Bitter Thing Is Sweet, Unseen, and Adore
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Introduction
More than a Better Ponytail

It’s odd to me that we call it the Holy Bible, those very words
embossed in gold on some variation of a leather cover—our
lamp and light as Proverbs says—and yet we let it lie dusty,
shelved. A lamp without oil, bereft of power. The light we don’t
utilize, don’t understand, isn’t all that helpful, is it? We still
walk blind.
Perhaps we could run our fingers along its passages and write
our name in the dust of all we skim over, breeze past, because
does it really even matter in the here and now? We read over passages like 1 Samuel 12:24: “Only fear the Lord, and serve Him
in truth with all your heart; for consider what great things He
has done for you.” Um, okay. With all my heart. Great things,
yes. I get it. Sort of.
Scriptures like this have given me pause in recent years. Only
fear the Lord? What exactly does that mean? When I began to
see how much that very command is woven into Scripture, I
13
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Introduction

wondered, Why am I okay with the not knowing? This must
matter, right?
There is the tangible definition of fear you and I both know.
You know what it’s like, how it feels, when the truly scary diagnosis hits close to home—when it’s your grandmother, your
daughter, your spouse or parent or friend, or you. You know
how the whole world feels paper-thin, fragile. You know the
vulnerability of bad things happening to good people when it
could have just as easily been you. When you don’t know if the
next paycheck will be enough and the news headlines tell of
another school or church that was shot up. You begin to wonder
if anything, anything, is safe or sacred anymore. It’s scary. That
fear is a well-worn pair of jeans, sliding on easily, consuming
your thoughts slowly, comfortably almost.
But fear the Lord? That doesn’t even make sense, does it?
Stay tuned; we’ll go there.
At the same time, we know the tired replay when that familiar fear feels suffocating. The memes and straight-talk books
tell us to dig deep, to look inside, to fix your ponytail and carry
on. That’s cute on a social media graphic, but friend, have you
actually tried fixing your ponytail and carrying on when the
fear is malignant? When the doctor tells you, “I’m sorry, but
your baby is not going to live”? I have. I could have pulled that
ponytail until I had slits for eyes and I’d still be scared. Really
stinking scared. With a ponytail headache.
That junction led me here—to a place of desperately wanting
to know Him both in and through my worst fears—of being
alone, of losing people I love, of it all not being what I consider
okay in the end. It led me to dust off who the Word of God says
He is and how we are called to respond.
I’m a girl who believes fervently in the living and active Word
of God and wants that inspired Word to become living and
active in me. In you. But I sometimes wonder how? How—if
14
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it becomes commonplace to continually skim over and water
down. How—if we play to cultural trends and seek to make the
Word of God more palatable in our time and space.
If this Word truly is a light and a lamp, can we pick it up,
take it in, and ask the Holy Spirit to use these words to show
us a way to fight fear and find freedom that lasts longer than a
tight ponytail? Can we ask Him what real courage is, what real
fear is, and expect Him to answer? Can we trust Him to wash
away the cultural chaff, the yeast, and show us what is true? Can
we believe Him for answers that are every bit as applicable in
the here and now, our real and present struggles, as they were
in the biblical stories most of us have known since childhood?
Without a doubt, the answer is yes. Our immutable God loves
to make himself known to His people.
I settled long enough for comfortable ignorance, and I wanted
to know what it means to fear Him, truly fear Him, and live from
that truth. I want to be a woman who lives with holy courage,
devoted to a higher calling in a culture fitted for compromise. I
want more than a taut ponytail, friend; I want to choose brave
in my role as an image bearer in front of my children, beside my
husband, before my friends, and among my community. And I
have a feeling you do too.
We want to bear Christ’s image with boldness. Causal Christianity isn’t as comfortable as it looks because we’re still living
thick in fear and we know, we know, we were meant for more.
It all begins with fixing our eyes, unpacking our fears, and
laying hold of the freedom we were created for. Here, now,
today. I’m so glad you’re joining me. We’re better together and
I’m convinced we need this.
I have heard it said that if you’re going to write, you need
to write about what burns like fire in your belly. I’m not sure
that comment made sense to me when I first heard it. That’s
probably how it goes, though. We’re all Helen Keller, blind to
15
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the fire, until we’ve felt it. We can’t understand it until we’ve
touched it, until it has touched us.
This book tells a bit of how I really began to know God
and what it means to truly fear Him, in and through one of
my worst fears. But even more, I pray it will propel you to find
and know Him there as well. Whether those fears ever come to
fruition or not, whether your prayers are answered in the way
you prayed them or not, this book is about dusting off what it
means to fear the Lord—yes, fear Him—and watching all of
your other fears hang limp in the shadow of who He is. I’m
convinced this is where the real fire in your belly begins. This is
where choosing brave begins. Proverbs puts it this way:
If you receive my words, and treasure my commands within you,
so that you incline your ear to wisdom, and apply your heart to
understanding; yes, if you cry out for discernment, and lift up
your voice for understanding, if you seek her as silver, and search
for her as for hidden treasures; then you will understand the fear
of the Lord, and find the knowledge of God. (Proverbs 2:1–5)

We live in a world that heralds bravery, but the bravery it
applauds is only a pale glimmer of the real courage, holy courage, our intimate relationship with the Creator of the universe
affords. There is so much more, friend. Let’s seek it, find Him,
and choose brave together.
We’re here, Lord Jesus, asking to know you more. Churn
our hearts as we turn our eyes toward you. Be near, Jesus.
Teach us. We’re listening, seeking, ready to find you here.
May it be so. Amen.
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Chapter 1

The Truth about Fear
The remarkable thing about fearing God is that when you
fear God you fear nothing else, whereas if you do not fear
God you fear everything else.
Oswald Chambers
I lay cold on the emergency room bed and tried to answer the
medic’s barrage of questions. Steely instruments measured and
analyzed all of me. Though I was lucid—after having passed
out earlier—consciousness did not afford clarity.
“Yes, I think I am . . . was? . . . pregnant.”
“No, I have not taken a pregnancy test or seen a doctor.”
“No, I don’t know the date of my last cycle or how far along
I might be.”
I was still wondering how I had arrived here. Life was normal a week ago. Now I felt like Alice tumbling down the rabbit
hole, time suspended.
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Either the well was very deep, or she fell very slowly, for she
had plenty of time as she went down to look about her and
to wonder what was going to happen next. First, she tried to
look down and make out what she was coming to, but it was
too dark to see anything . . .1

This wasn’t the miscarriage story I had heard from friends.
I was doing it backward—miscarrying before peeing a plus
sign onto a stick. Miscarrying before making a memorable
announcement to my husband. Miscarrying before my heart
swelled with the earliest signs of new life. My emotions felt
backward, detached, confused, and cold in a way that couldn’t
be touched by the warm blankets the nurse layered on me. Cold
like the steely instruments they would not stop probing me
with.
The ultrasound showed no sign of life; but the blood work
showed the opposite. My hCG count, a noted pregnancy hormone, was abnormally high. The doctor suspected that I had
either miscarried or I was showing signs of a molar pregnancy.
Either way, I was stable now and there was nothing more they
could do. They told me to see my ob-g yn the first chance I got
and then sent me home.
It was the weekend, so we waited. I continued to pass out
after major bouts of bleeding, always in the bathroom, always
alone, until my husband, Ross, instated a no-closed-bathroom-
door policy, which ended up becoming a you-are-not-allowed-
to-go-to-the-bathroom-alone policy. I am private, borderline
prudish, when it comes to bathroom doors. I like them locked.
If I had any sense of decency left in me after my first pregnancy,
this second pregnancy seemed likely to drain me of it quickly.
But it turns out that fainting is far more frightening for the
bystanding husband than it is for the wife doing the fainting.
So I sheepishly followed the new rules.
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The Truth about Fear

I survived the weekend under surveillance, fixing my eyes on
my Monday appointment. This would be closure. I set my heart
there decidedly. When life spins out of control, we often grasp
for, become appeased by, that which we think we can control.
This Monday appointment was a finality I could sink into, lean
against wearily. I was ready for it.
Ross and I sat through the protocol appointment and listened to well-rehearsed statistics. Nearly one in four pregnancies ends in miscarriage. This happens far more frequently
than you are likely aware of. It’s not your fault; we often do
not know why these things happen. Give yourself some time.
Try again.
I sat stiff, unable to make myself comfortable. How did I
wind up here? All of these events were becoming a tangled
mess in my brain. “Try again” sounds strange when you
weren’t trying in the first place. A few days ago I was a healthy
young woman still adjusting to life as a stay-at-home mom.
Now I was a sterile statistic being offered paltry encouragement. And I wondered, How do I get back to where I was
before?
Following our brief discussion with the doctor, we waited
for an ultrasound. This would be a simple check to make sure
my body processed the miscarriage as expected. While we
waited our turn, I exhaled for what felt like the first time in a
week. I was hungry for normal, and it was near, I was certain
of it.
We were checking off the final boxes to be released from this
mini nightmare. I lay on the ultrasound table with my heart
hanging tightly to that hope. And the screen came alive with
the rhythm of a tiny heartbeat. It required no explanation. I
was pregnant. Amid the bleeding and fainting, pregnant. In the
middle of my weakness and fear, there was a tiny life pounding
out a steady beat inside of me.
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This wasn’t normal. This wasn’t expected. So with a heaping
dose of caution, they sent me home. And overcome with emotions I couldn’t even name or process, I finally cried.

The Reality of Fear
Fear is real. Can we establish this right here, right now? It’s
really real. We know this when the phone rings in the middle
of the night and when an oncoming car crosses the center line
as it approaches. We know this when we wake shaking from the
too-real nightmare or when we hold our breath silently, waiting
for a heartbeat to appear on an ultrasound screen. We might
attempt to ignore our heart as it races, pretend our muscles
aren’t tense from the inside out. We may be able to cop a thin
smile that convinces a stranger otherwise, but you and I, we
know the truth. You simply can’t tighten your ponytail and
pretend fear away.
That doesn’t mean I haven’t tried. I have. Every single time
Ross is gone overnight I try it. As darkness settles, the house
grows quieter and louder at the same time. Nighttime noises my
ears would never notice if Ross were lying next to me become
unignorable. Normal dog and cat noises become someone trying to climb my second-story bedroom window. I tell myself
to knock it off, that it isn’t even rational. Yet no matter how
bossy I get, I’m still scared. I can’t talk myself out of the fear.
The effects of this fear are also real. My heart beats faster. My
mind concocts stories and continues on with these arguments:
Me: I’m scared.
Also Me: Knock it off, you’re being silly.
Also Me: I can’t sleep.
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The Truth about Fear

Can I overcome this fear? Sure I can. We all go to sleep eventually, right? But denying the fear’s existence is a useless waste
of energy. It’s fear and it’s real.

Defining (and Re-Defining) Fear
But what is fear, really? In my earliest research I appealed to
the ever-objective Merriam-Webster and was surprised by what
I found there:

Definition of Fear
1: a: an unpleasant often strong emotion caused by anticipation or awareness of danger
b: (1): an instance of this emotion
(2): a state marked by this emotion
2: anxious concern: SOLICITUDE
3: profound reverence and awe especially toward God
4: reason for alarm: DANGER2
Did you catch that third definition of the word? Profound
reverence and awe especially toward God. That is big G, capital
G, God. Why does Merriam-Webster define the word with an
understanding that most of us believers, who are called to live
it, do not practically comprehend? We cannot afford to settle
for false familiarity or modern desensitization to a word so
critical to our relationship with God. We have to understand
fear.
Once we establish our baseline—we believe fear is real—we
must flesh out some truths about fear that can help us grasp
its complexity.
21
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Fear Affects Us Emotionally and Demands a
Visceral Response
Our response to fear is involuntary. As mine does in response
to those nighttime noises when my husband is away, our bodies
respond innately. Our hearts race. Our breathing quickens. We
cry. From our deepest core our body responds in awareness and
anticipation of whatever our brain has deemed fearful.
This response is a neon sign that points us to alarm. Red
alert, red alert, this diagnosis, being up that high, taking on
this financial risk, is scary. The potential or magnanimity of
what we are staring down is sending off sirens somewhere deep
inside us. You know this. You have felt it.
What is fascinating, though, is how the Bible talks about fear.
The Greek and Hebrew root words do not precisely differentiate
between fears (something we’ll discuss more in-depth in chapter
2), and neither do our emotions. Have you ever considered that?
Last summer my family camped in the Idaho panhandle near
Lake Pend Oreille. As darkness blanketed the camp, we piled
in the truck and drove deeper into the woods until we found
a clearing. When we stepped out of the truck, we were completely engulfed in darkness. An enormous black sky pocked
full of the most brilliant stars hung heavy over us. Stars were
everywhere. Away from the pollution of light, these stars set the
darkness on fire in a way I had never seen before—the Milky
Way, constellations, and satellites all came out of obscurity for
our viewing. We could not help but look up. Our captivation
and joy, our wonder, and yes, even our fear, was visceral and
real. We could actually feel the fear as we tried to comprehend
who we are in this vast universe. This is incredible, I thought.
God, we are so, so small here.
I hope you have felt these emotions when standing before
pounding ocean waves, when you have held newly formed life in
22
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your hands, or when you kept a good distance from giant licks
of fire. I hope you have gazed long at a tightly spun chrysalis,
toed the lip of the Grand Canyon, or sat captivated as angry
thunder clouds churned above you. It’s not just a thought; this
grandeur is felt deep. We don’t create that; profound awe and
fear produce it as we consider something so much greater than
ourselves.
Do you see it, friend? This is why the cute social media memes
telling us to be fearless don’t fix anything. We can nod, like,
and share all we want, but that euphoria is useless in making
any real change. Our fear isn’t imaginary. It demands a proper
response. And it’s about time we figure out one that can actually make a difference.

The Wisdom that Rightly Aligns Fear
As we move into maturity and adulthood, we begin the process
of weighing our hearts against our brains, our feelings and
emotions against what we know to be true. This happens in
the most casual of circumstances. For example, I really want
to eat a doughnut. It will taste good. I think I need it. But it is
not good for me. An egg is a wiser choice for my blood sugar
and waistline. This is wisdom bossing my feelings around. And
let’s be honest, wisdom does not always win.
Fear is much the same: it is a God-given emotion we get to
guide and measure against an ever-growing (hopefully) body
of wisdom. How interesting that in Proverbs we learn that the
fear of the Lord is actually the very beginning of wisdom (see
Proverbs 9:10). The fear of the Lord is the key to wisdom, and
wisdom is key to rightly aligning our fear.
When we fill our minds with truth, we strengthen our spiritual scales, calibrating them to properly weigh our emotions.
23
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Our decisions, reactions, and responses begin to align with the
truth of what we believe rather than the undulating waves of
our perceptions and emotions.
My nighttime fears when my husband is away are another
good example here. I feel the fear. My body responds to that
fear and I can either follow the path of my emotions, often the
easy route, or force my mind to lean on what I know to be true
in that situation. This is where our fear of the Lord and our
fear of everything else begins to differ.
The more comfortable we get in a new situation, whether
public speaking or, say, zip-lining, the more conditioned we become to fighting the fear. We become increasingly comfortable
there and fear less. On the contrary, when we fear the Lord, the
more we know Him (Proverbs 9:10), the more we seek and find
Him, the more we study and hear and obey Him, the more we
fear Him. The fear of the Lord causes us to move toward Him.

We Worship What We Fear
Fear always points us toward something. It’s sneaky, not always
direct, but it provides clues that point us toward the truth of
what we value and what we believe. Our fears and continual
stress about finances, for instance, point to our deep-seated
value of security and the belief that money is our means to
achieve that security.
Our stranglehold on our children, helicopter tendencies, or
inability to let them grow without our continual input even as
adults, speaks loudly of our need for control. Similarly, when
we are the grown children of helicopter parents, our submission
to their unhealthy behavior points toward our fear of them.
Can you see it? Our fears point toward what we prize. Fear is
always directional.
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When we understand that fear is directional, we can begin
to grasp that what we fear is what we worship. Worship is defined as an act of esteem or devotion, great honor, reverence,
or veneration. The crossover between the definition of fear and
worship is interesting and not incidental. We fear what we hold
in high regard, that which is elevated in our hearts.
That is concerning for a girl like me who has sat long in the
pew—a girl who has known the first of the Ten Commandments, to have no other gods before Him, for most her life; a
girl who has scoffed many times at those Israelites who melted
their jewelry to make a golden calf to worship. I have sat comfortably, loftily thinking I had that first commandment nailed
until one quick look at my fears revealed otherwise. That’s a
serious checkpoint, isn’t it? What are your fears pointing to?
What are you choosing to worship?
Just as our limits, our weaknesses, point us to seek His aid, our
fear of the Lord perfectly positions us to worship Him. Glimpsing our limits, the end of us, a lack of control or ability to make
things happen, pushes up against the reality of who God is. We
are created in the image of God, but we are not God, and sometimes we confuse the two. And when we do, idolatry creeps in on
every front. We elevate ourselves, our control, our knowledge. We
take on the tighten your ponytail theology and trip hard under
the weight of disappointment and shame when our efforts don’t
produce the results we deserve in our career, in our spouse, in our
kids. Fearing God, knowing and worshiping Him, grasping the
magnitude of His greatness, positions us to rightly honor Him.
It’s no surprise we’re told wisdom starts here.
This becomes our baseline, internalizing proper alignment,
proper positioning before a holy God, before we ever get to
choose brave. Fear is real. It demands a response. Our hearts
naturally boss our brains around. Fear is directional. We will
worship what we fear.
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So what are we to do with this fear? What does it mean to
choose brave—to pursue holy courage with godly fear? The
Bible actually has a lot to say here. If you are anything like me,
you have been glossing over some pretty important Scriptures
for far too long. So let’s engage. Let’s toss the social media
memes’ three-step process to fighting fear. Let’s forget the idea
of bootstrapping our brave and say good-bye to the idea of
fearlessness. Let the chaff be. Good and godly fear is at the
heart of this message. You weren’t called to fearlessness. You
were called to fear the Lord.
Fear, my friend, might be the new brave.
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