


“Sometimes one simple question can unlock unlimited possibili-
ties. And sometimes one simple book can open doors that we never 
even knew existed. What’s Here Now? is both that question and 
that book. I am so excited for Jeanne and for this book, and I can 
only imagine all the ways that it will help people find God and 
themselves in the most obvious and unexpected places!”

Bob Goff, author of the New York Times bestsellers  
Love Does, Everybody Always, and Dream Big

“Jeanne Stevens has been a trusted friend for many years. She lives 
and leads from her soul and has the kind of wise and authentic 
voice we all need in our lives. I’m grateful for how she has been a 
voice in my life.”

Annie F. Downs, New York Times bestselling author of  
That Sounds Fun, sought-after speaker, and podcaster

“I’ve sat under many preachers but under only a few pastors. 
Jeanne’s ability to see into a soul is unmatched. Her pastor’s heart 
and prophet’s discernment have set her apart from a crowded 
culture of wordsmiths and with a small number of soulsmiths. I 
trust Jeanne with everything, and I’m proud to be able to tell the 
world that their world is about to become much richer with her 
words in What’s Here Now?”

Carlos Whittaker, author and host of the Human Hope podcast

“Jeanne is a trustworthy guide, a person who has pursued depth 
and groundedness in a world that values fast and flashy. Her wis-
dom is a gift, and her authenticity is an invitation.”

Shauna Niequist, New York Times bestselling author of  
Present Over Perfect, from the foreword

“Raise your hand if you ever donate too much of today to thoughts 
about yesterday. Raise your hand if you ever spend too much of 
today focused on what might happen tomorrow, next week, or 
next year. Why is it so hard to live in the only moment we really 
have access to—today? Jeanne Stevens knows and is here with a 
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personal invitation to return to the present. If you’re ready to live 
in the now instead of the later or someday, read this book!”

Jon Acuff, New York Times bestselling author of Soundtracks

“Jeanne has always been thoughtful and brilliant. She’s someone 
I’ve been inspired by through her truthful storytelling and her 
wise and honest advice. I’ve known Jeanne for many transitions 
in her personal life. This is the book we all need now. I trust her 
and her words. Most importantly, I trust Jeanne’s actions. The 
words written in this book are a gift for now and for generations 
to come because they are truly God-inspired.”

Latasha Morrison, author of Be the Bridge, speaker,  
reconciler, and bridge builder

“Jeanne Stevens is the voice we so desperately need at this moment. 
With earned authority and authentic vulnerability, she calls people 
to the place where Jesus wants to transform their souls. I have seen 
the fruit of her ministry firsthand at Soul City Church, and I’m so 
excited for her to share with the world what this church has been 
receiving all these years.”

Nona Jones, author of Success from the  
Inside Out, speaker, and leader

“Jeanne has given us a delightful invitation into presence. Some-
thing we all could use more of and something this book helps make 
more accessible and desirable. Her insight, honesty, and humor 
are refreshing and help make this book not only easy to read but 
easy to practice.”

Daniel G. Amen, MD, author of You, Happier and  
Change Your Brain, Change Your Life

“Jeanne Stevens is a leader worth following and a voice worth 
listening to. She is someone who is grounded in a deep faith, hon-
esty, vulnerability, and humility. She has over twenty-five years of 
serving in the trenches of everyday leadership. Jeanne offers a wise 
and prophetic perspective for the challenges and the opportunities 
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we all face. She can be trusted because she practices the principles 
she preaches!”

Jo Saxton, author, speaker, podcast host, and leadership coach

“Jeanne is a wise and winsome guide to finding our deepest long-
ings satisfied not in the story just out of reach but in the story right 
in front of us. What’s Here Now is a timely and timeless resource 
on this personal but universal journey toward hope.”

Katherine Wolf, author of Suffer Strong and Hope Heals

“Jeanne is a proven leader and has become a trusted voice for those 
exploring or returning to faith. Her new book, What’s Here Now?, 
draws from her personal story and ministry experience. Enjoy!”

Andy Stanley, author, communicator, and  
founder of North Point Ministries

“Jeanne is a soul-full woman. She is committed to practicing pres-
ence in her everyday life and committed to sharing that practice 
with others. In our overly distracted world, What’s Here Now? is 
like a lighthouse, calling us back to what matters most: presence. 
I am so grateful for this book and so excited for others to read 
it—and more importantly, practice it.”

Rebekah Lyons, cofounder of Q Ideas and bestselling  
author of Rhythms of  Renewal 

“Jeanne Stevens is a rare gift to my life, the church, and the world. 
For over twenty-five years she has lived what she teaches and has 
built something beautiful at Soul City Church. I am so excited for 
her to share her deep wisdom and transformational teaching with 
the world through her new book, What’s Here Now? I believe God 
wants to use this book—and this woman—to change your life.”

Bianca Juarez Olthoff, author of How to Have Your Life Not 
Suck, speaker, and copastor of The Father’s House

“What’s Here Now? is a masterclass in learning to hold space for 
you. Jeanne Stevens writes in such an honest and human way that 
guides you to live freely to this present moment. She teaches you 
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to honor what’s really stirring within and all the ways the past 
and future are relentlessly trying to hold you back. A must-read!”

Steve Carter, pastor and author of The Thing Beneath the Thing

“Jeanne Stevens is first and foremost my friend. For some fifteen 
years now I’ve had the privilege of sitting in the front row and 
cheering on her life, family, church, and leadership. She is a gifted 
voice with a way of speaking right to what matters most. And she 
does it all with a real sense of humility, vulnerability, and generos-
ity. I can’t wait for you to read her new book, What’s Here Now!”

Jeff Henderson, author of Know What  
You’re FOR, leader, and pastor

“What’s Here Now? is a must-read! Jeanne Stevens is someone I 
know who not only writes beautifully on the spiritual practice of 
presence but lives it out.”

Jamie Kern Lima, New York Times bestselling author  
of Believe IT and founder of IT Cosmetics

“What’s Here Now is a beautiful reminder that there couldn’t be 
a better moment to embrace your very own life than now! Jeanne 
has always been a fresh voice for me, as she is a trailblazer in 
soulful living. As I turned the pages, it was as though I was join-
ing her again on that precious path, this time awakening to the 
power of presence and practical ways on how to live that out. Her 
vulnerability is breathtaking, as it is an invitation to be kind to 
your truest self as you embark on your own journey with God.”

Lauren Tomlin

“I have been a fan of Jeanne Stevens for many years. The life she 
has lived and the church she and Jarrett have built are something 
beautiful—and so is this book! With all that we have going on in 
the world and in our lives, it’s easy to lose ourselves. This book 
helps us find ourselves. To get back to what matters most: pres-
ence. I believe this book will be one you will not only love but will 
come back to again and again.”

Eugene Cho, author of Thou Shalt Not Be a Jerk and Overrated

_Stevens_WhatsHereNow_LS_sa.indd   4_Stevens_WhatsHereNow_LS_sa.indd   4 1/4/22   11:21 AM1/4/22   11:21 AM

Jeanne Stevens, What's Here Now? 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



WHAT’S 
HERE 
NOW?

HOW TO STOP REHASHING THE PAST 
AND REHEARSING THE FUTURE— 

AND START RECEIVING THE PRESENT

Jeanne Stevens

O
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To Jarrett, Elijah, and Gigi
a.k.a. Team Stevens

You are my favorite people to be with.  
I love our Here and Now.

This book is written for every person seeking to live life in the 
here and now. Your willingness to be here, be you, and fully 

belong in the present moment is the greatest gift you can give 
yourself. My prayer is that these words allow you to feel held 

and simultaneously set free.
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Foreword

The question What’s here now? is about embracing reality, 
about living honestly right here and right now. A wise 
friend of mine says that true spiritual maturity is nothing 

more and nothing less than consenting to reality, and I love that. I 
love it, and to be honest, for most of my life I’ve been terrible at it. 

An object lesson: recently I hurt my leg. I wish I could tell you 
that I hurt it training for a marathon or practicing aerial yoga or 
something, but the truth is I’m now at an age when one sustains 
injuries just by walking or bending down. That’s what happened: 
I bent down and felt a sharp pain in my calf muscle. Braided in 
with the physical pain were frustration and shame: How old am 
I? How out of shape am I? 

My first impulse was to ignore it, walk it out, keep going—
business as usual. I mentioned it to my husband, Aaron, and he 
teased me lovingly, joking about my tendency to push through 
and end up prolonging the pain I was trying so hard to ignore. 

“Crazy idea,” he said. “What if this time you did something 
wild, like stay off of it? Hear me out: What if you rested and let 
yourself heal, and also didn’t beat yourself up and make yourself 
feel bad for being hurt?”
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Foreword

“Nope,” I said. “I think I’m going to stay with my normal 
two-pronged plan of shaming myself and pretending nothing’s 
wrong.” I smiled. This is a conversation we’ve been having for 
twenty years—it’s hard for me to admit pain, fragility, or weak-
ness of either the physical or spiritual variety. So I ignore reality 
and usually end up making things worse. 

In a surprising turn of events, though, that day I followed Aar-
on’s advice. Instead of walking to the grocery store with a friend, 
I asked her if we could meet for coffee. I changed dinner plans so 
I’d only have to walk a few blocks instead of a few miles. 

When I woke up the next morning, I felt notably, considerably 
better. This was a whole new world to me: honoring my body, 
feeling my feelings, consenting to reality. It’s a silly example, of 
course, but I’ve spent most of my life pushing through pain, both 
physical and otherwise, and choosing to honor my body and my 
feelings is still something like a new trick—I’m always a little 
shocked when it works. 

That’s the central wisdom of this book: for all of us who’ve 
been taught to push through, pretend, and perform, What’s here 
now? has the potential to be a life-changing question. If you’ve 
been rewarded, like many of us have, for denying your feelings and 
pushing down pain, this book is a revelation, an invitation to an 
entirely new way of living. 

I’ve known Jeanne for more than twenty years. When we met, it 
was easy to see that she was a strong person, a strong leader. Over 
the years, I’ve watched her become not only strong but truly wise. 
I’ve watched her become a trustworthy leader, a person who has 
submitted herself to the arduous process of true transformation. 

From time to time, when Jeanne and I have the chance to spend a 
few hours together or catch up on the phone, I’m reminded of who 
we both were all those years ago when we first met—ambitious 
and energetic, intense and bold. And I’m grateful for God’s grace 
in both our lives, that while that energy and intensity still re-
main in our spirits, these days they’re accompanied by tenderness, 
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empathy, curiosity—things you only learn the hard way. Things 
you only learn by asking over and over What’s here now? and 
grappling deeply with the answers, even—especially—the answers 
that are hard to hear. 

Jeanne is a trustworthy guide, a person who has pursued depth 
and groundedness in a world that values fast and flashy. Her wis-
dom is a gift, and her authenticity is an invitation. 

I’m so excited about the journey you’re about to begin, and I 
can’t wait to see what comes to life in you as you start asking that 
powerful question, What’s here now? 

Shauna Niequist 
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Introduction

Earth’s crammed with heaven, and every common bush afire with 
God, but only he who sees takes off his shoes; the rest sit round 
and pluck blackberries.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh

Location, location, location. That’s it. That’s the secret. If you 
can figure out your location, you will find what every person 

has always been seeking: peace.” My friend said location over and 
over again, causing me to wonder if he had some kind of secret 
real estate side hustle or maybe, like me, had watched one too 
many hours of HGTV. (But let’s be honest, is there ever too much 
Chip and Jo Jo?) While I am no real estate wizard, I have bought 
and sold enough homes and even done my fair share of renova-
tion projects. So, I get it: the single greatest determining factor in 
the price of a house is its location. But the location he described 
didn’t seem like any place I’d ever been. It almost felt like he was 
reading an enticing advertisement that was too good to be true.

• It’s a place free from tension.

• Absolutely no worry or anxiety are present.
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• The lonely are liberated.

• The fearful find faith.
• The foundation is firm, and it’s established in love.

It sounded like some kind of dreamy Narnia 2.0, and for just 
a moment I thought he was about to say there was even a river 
flowing with milk and honey.

His description intrigued me, so I leaned in, wanting to know 
more, and when he said, “That location is here,” I was beyond 
baffled. How? Where? I thought we were just sitting in his liv-
ing room. And while his home was beautifully decorated and felt 
welcoming and warm, it did not feel like a place that matched the 
brochure he was selling. With total delight, he announced, “We 
are in it, in this now moment. You can come as you are. No pass-
port. No ticket. It’s free of charge and available to all.” The more 
he characterized the location, the more I sensed that the place he 
was describing was not a place I had been and certainly did not 
think I was currently in. I was sitting in his living room, part of a 
circle of lovely people. We were listening to one another’s stories, 
and it was a wonderful experience, but my reality was not what 
he had just detailed.

Something felt off inside of me. I was here, in the now, but 
somehow I didn’t feel present. As my soul’s deepest longing and 
my real life cascaded together, I realized he was talking about a 
spiritual location . . . and every fiber of my being was begging to 
get to the place he described, but I felt lost and without a map 
and with no idea how to get there. Tears welled up in my eyes. I 
desperately wanted to be in that location.

I found myself in that living room on a crisp fall morning be-
cause I was hoping for a breakthrough, as I desperately wanted to 
avoid a full- blown breakdown. I had spent the past few years in an 
all- out holy hustle, and my human doing was running out. The 
irony within the business I had started was that I was working for 
God. You would think this has a whole lot of benefits, and it does. 
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The only problem was the more work I did for God, the more the 
work of God was slowly deteriorating inside of me. I believed in 
what we were building. I was all in. I was seeing lives transformed. 
But I knew the way I was living had an expiration date on it. All 
my “efforting” had just about dried up any effort left in me. The 
present moment seemed confusing and complex, like someone had 
turned a blender on inside me and all my emotions were mixed 
up— fear, sadness, isolation, exhaustion, loneliness.

My life felt like the opposite of the fantasyland my friend de-
scribed. I felt drained and dull and unsure if the life I’d created 
was the life I wanted to keep living. On the outside, everything 
looked fine, but on the inside, I desperately wanted to know, How 
do I live IN the presence of  God? Richard Rohr says, “We cannot 
attain the presence of God because we’re already in the presence 
of God. What’s absent is awareness.”1

I had sung songs and prayed prayers asking for God to reveal his 
presence, and what I came to understand was that his presence was 
already here. What was missing— and perhaps more importantly 
who was missing— was me. I began to get curious. If I was miss-
ing . . . then where was I? Over the coming years, that moment 
in that living room led to countless opportunities to follow the 
breadcrumbs to where my soul had learned to hide. There were 
some well- worn paths, and I realized along the way that there were 
many others hiking the same trails.

One of the greatest gifts that has served as my compass and 
guide was a question to help me navigate to the place I longed 
to be:

What’s here now?

It’s a simple question, and simple was what I was craving. My 
insides felt twisted and chaotic. My soul felt like the junk drawer 
in my kitchen that I regularly try to ignore. I needed simple. 
Four steps were four too many. Ten directives were too directive. 
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Something to memorize felt like too much work, and I’ve never 
been good with memorization. What’s here now? That I could 
remember. It was a way for me to breathe. Pause. Look around and 
look within to locate myself and pay attention to what was really 
going on. Like those maps in the mall with the big red dot— YOU 
ARE HERE. The question helped me pay attention to the parts 
of me I had ignored for far too long.

When I first started practicing the question, I felt strange and 
clumsy, like a kid trying to ride a bike for the first time. I knew I 
would eventually get it, but I kept turning the wrong way. Forget-
ting to pedal at the right times and often falling off and needing 
to begin again. My friend Jim, the present location expert from 
the living room, told me about a simple app called Mind Jogger, 
in which I could type in anything I wanted and tell it to send me as 
many random alerts on my phone throughout the day as I chose. 
I quickly downloaded it and typed in WHAT’S HERE NOW? I 
made a promise to myself and God that anytime— and I mean 
anytime— it popped up, I would take a deep breath, pause, and 
answer the question.

In the beginning I was surprised how often, when the question 
popped up, I would be hanging out in the past. I was not physically 
there, of course, but I was living there in every other way. Mulling 
over what happened in the previous meeting. Replaying what I said 
to my kids in a moment of frustration earlier that day. Wishing 
someone had spoken up earlier about the problem I was now solv-
ing. I had already lived it, but I was trying to relive it— as if that 
would change what had occurred. I was in the physical here and 
now, but my feelings and thoughts were rehashing my past, and I 
came to realize it was showing up in my body, which was regularly 
tense. Trying to relive the past was like digging through my own 
personal scrapyard looking for clues as to why I was experiencing 
the thoughts and feelings that were surging through my being.

_Stevens_WhatsHereNow_LS_sa.indd   20_Stevens_WhatsHereNow_LS_sa.indd   20 1/4/22   11:21 AM1/4/22   11:21 AM

Jeanne Stevens, What's Here Now? 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



Introduction

21

We can gain much by uncovering the patterns and themes of 
our stories, and I am certainly an advocate for doing so and have 
gleaned much learning and healing by sitting on a counselor’s 
couch or in a circle of group therapy and digging in the dirt of my 
past. But the chapters we wrote in the past are not the stories we 
are living today. Most of us don’t realize the suffering we shovel 
back into our lives when we replay the past. The past is a great 
place to learn from, but it’s a terrible place to live.

We are not who we once were, and our experiences do not need 
to be our existence today. Keeping one foot in the past keeps us 
from receiving the gift of the present. When we go back into our 
closets of shame, lowlands of loss, and gullies of guilt, we rip 
ourselves out of the present moment and miss out on how God 
is moving in the now.

It wasn’t just the past I had earned frequent flyer miles visiting. 
I was also a platinum member with my own VIP lounge when 
it came to touring through my future. I’m a natural visionary 
and entrepreneur brimming with 
a new idea every five minutes, so 
leaving the present to vacation in 
the future was my preferred place 
to be. I came out of the womb as a 
starry- eyed dreamer. I have stacks 
on stacks of journals filled with 
ideas. There is nothing wrong with 
beholding a beautiful future filled with possibility and hope. God 
invites us to dream and envision— but not as a means of avoiding 
the present.

The idealist gets to be everything they have ever wanted to be 
in the future. They get to imagine and envision better days. They 
get to see themselves at the perfect weight, living in the dream 
house with the dream person and creating the dream family, all 
while doing the dream job. The optimist loves the future because 
they get to escape and avoid whatever current dissatisfaction they 

The past is a great 
place to learn from, 

but it’s a terrible place 
to live.
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are experiencing. They get to play on an idealized playground 
where all their troubles are reduced and their hopes are finally 
fulfilled. The pessimist also finds the future as a port in their pres-
ent storm. The pessimist, who prefers the title “realist,” is lured 
into the future down the well- worn path of worry, anxiety, and 
fear. In the future the realist can think through all the worst- case 
scenarios, strategize all the ways life could throw them a curveball, 
and prepare themselves to avoid whatever unfavorable situation 
they experienced in the past. They get to borrow future possibili-
ties and make them present realities.

Thinking about both the past and the future are ways we con-
template life— but the problem with only thinking about life is that 
it’s an ineffective way to transform it. In the wise words of Father 
Rohr, “We do not think ourselves into new ways of living, we live 
ourselves into new ways of thinking.”2 The only place where we 
actually live is in the present moment.

I was a novice at best at being in the present moment with 
myself and God . . . let alone inviting others into that moment. 
In the beginning when What’s here now? would pop up on my 
phone, I would sometimes just look at it and say, “I don’t know. 
I am here. In my office. Sitting at my desk staring at the blinking 
cursor on the screen. . . . But I’m not sure if I’m really here.” Yet 
that was enough to start with. I was bringing awareness to the 
reality that I was not present, and often I would then take a deep 
breath and whisper a prayer: “God, help me be here. With you, in 
this now moment.”

The more I practiced paying attention to the question, the more 
I could see and experience God’s love holding me with every inhale 
and exhale. When our lungs expand and contract, God is affirm-
ing there is nothing to prove and no other place to be than right 
here, with him. To practice his name. Emmanuel— God with us.

As I learned to rest in the present, I began to sense the nudge to 
unlearn some other things that were no longer of service to me. 
To live aware of God’s presence means recognizing we have spent 
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a large portion of our lives blind to it. I love how Jesus says in 
Luke 11:34, “When your eyes are healthy, your whole body also is 
full of light.” When we open our eyes to the present moment, we 
wake up. We come out of the trance of stumbling and fumbling 
through this life and wake up to beauty, wonder, and miracles. We 
start seeing that there is an effortless way of living in flow with 
God. We get to experience what living in a prayerful presence is: 
far beyond bowing our heads, folding our hands, and closing our 
eyes. Rather it is lifting our heads, opening our hands, and look-
ing at life with eyes wide open to the present movement of God.

Once I got comfortable with welcoming the question into my 
life, I began to do three things; I would try to simply notice what 
was happening in my body, my heart, and my mind.

• What am I sensing in my body?

• What am I feeling in my heart?

• What am I thinking in my mind?

Sensing, feeling, and thinking. We are all capable of doing these 
before we ever speak a word or take a step. Babies and kids are 
naturals at living in the present moment and often are some of the 
best professors on how to live there. When a baby is hungry, they 
sense it in their body, they think it in their mind, and they feel it 
in their emotions. The combination of those three things causes a 
reaction— the baby cries. When a child is feeling bored with their 
current activity on the playground and wants to feel the excitement 
of trying something new, and they see someone else over on the 
swings smiling, the child runs from the slide to the swings.

Our bodies, hearts, and minds are constantly communicating, 
but many of us have put a lock around them, and over time we 
somehow misplaced the key. This book is that key. You are not 
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meant to rehash the past or rehearse your future. You are made for 
the present. The greatest gift you can give yourself is a willingness 
to be in the now.

As I learned how to find my own location in the present, I finally 
understood that now is always where God is. The present is God’s 
zip code. “If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed 
in the depths, you are there” (Ps. 139:8). We can never not be in the 
presence of God, but we often forget to get present to God’s presence.

Living outside of the present is like choosing to eat vanilla ice 
cream for the rest of your life. There is nothing wrong with vanilla. It 
is the most common flavor. But when you realize there are flavors like 
brambleberry crisp, brown butter almond brittle, and, even better, 

salted peanut butter with chocolate flecks, 
you start to see that life in the present is a 
gorgeous multifaceted mystery engaging 
every one of your senses. It is the most 
sacred and holy invitation each of us gets: 
to participate as the here and now unfolds. 

As we do so, we come to see that we can’t really experience anything 
if we’re not present to it. When we experience the sacred unfolding 
of life, we are transformed along the way. In the present we see that 
every common bush is ablaze with God’s glory and love, and as we 
take off our shoes on the holy ground of our lives, we see we were 
never meant to sit around plucking blackberries for all our days.

Somehow in the pausing and being we discover who we are. 
We recognize that all those years we spent trying to control life or 
worry about life kept us from being participants in life. We move 
from being human doings to actual human beings.

What’s here now? is perhaps the simplest question ever asked 
and yet the hardest one to answer. All the world is clawing at us to 
stay busy, keep hustling, return to the well- worn grooves that have 
gotten us this far, and ignore the question. But if you are willing, 
What’s here now? has the potential to transform your life. It has 
the power to help you be here, be you, and belong.

You are made for 
the present.
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PART 1

Rehashing  
the Past
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Blame
I Take Thee to Be My Life Coach

The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.

L. P. Hartley, The Go- Between

Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. This is my very first con-
fession.” These were the words I was coached to say when 

I walked into the dark, intimidating mahogany box to offer my 
inaugural confession. I was seven years old, and while I was far 
from angelic, my list of sins was undoubtedly not going to sound 
any alarms. I was raised Catholic because my parents were raised 
Catholic and my grandparents were raised Catholic. If I ever get 
around to doing my Ancestry.com personal history lesson, I’m 
sure I’ll find a spun- out line of Catholics in my story.

While my seven- year- old self was far too naïve to give a theo-
logical lecture on the practice of confession, I knew why I was 
committed to going through with the act. Going to confession 
was the gateway to communion, and I was tired of sitting through 
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Sunday mass week after week watching my parents get the com-
plimentary bread and juice while I stayed in my seat. I was savvy 
enough to know that a little hit of carbs and sugar could quickly 
turn a boring situation around.

My seven- year- old fellow sinners and I sat in the dimly lit church 
as the thick aroma of incense infused the air, each of us anxiously 
waiting for our name to be called. I silently rehearsed my list of 
sins. First, it would be hard not to put the many different disputes 
between me and my brothers on the list. Second, I’d have to include 
that time I lied to my mom about how far I went on my bike ride 
down the prairie path with my neighborhood friends.

I had these two offenses on my trespasses list, even though I 
was still unsure what a spiritual trespass was. And then I heard 
them call, “Jeanne Pieczynski.” That’s my maiden name. I spent 
twenty- three years praying to marry a Jones or Smith. When I met 
my husband, Jarrett, and found out his last name was Stevens, I 
knew the relationship could advance to the next phase; the fact 
that I was falling madly in love also helped.

“Jeanne Pieczynski.” They called my name a second time. I 
nervously tucked my light brown hair behind my ears and clutched 
my children’s Bible like a comforting security blanket. Standing up, 
I flattened out my skirt and straightened my posture as I walked 
to the back of the church. My palms were sweaty as I recited my 
opening line under my breath.

I opened the creaky door, looked inside, and saw a kneeler 
and a chair. I quickly chose the kneeler, and as I situated myself, 
the thick, forest green, velvet curtain on the other side of the box 
opened up. Before I could get my opening line out, the priest said, 
“Hi, Jeanne. Welcome to your first confession; there is nothing to 
be nervous about.” I nodded, still very nervous.

“Dear Father, I have sinned; bless me, this is my first confes-
sion,” I said. The words fell out in the wrong order, but before I 
could repair my fumble, the priest said, “What would you like to 
talk about, Jeanne?” I weighed my options. I knew what I didn’t 
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want to talk about. I was a pretty decent conversationalist, so I 
knew I could either dance around a few different topics while 
avoiding the inevitable or just go right to the deep end. I decided 
to launch straight in, no small talk. No setup. Just one long, run-
 on sentence.

“I lied to my mom last week about how far I rode my bike on 
the prairie path my mom said I could only go to the end of the 
path and not cross the street but there were no cars and we were 
fine and I had been down that way so many times before and I 
really wish she would just let me start crossing the path because 
I am seven now oh and I also fight with my brothers sometimes 
most of the time they start the fights because I am just trying to 
play piano in the dining room and they come in and interrupt 
with their nerf basketball games so really the only reason I am 
sometimes unkind is that they are always bugging me.”

I verbally vomited my two sins without pausing to breathe, and 
I was resolved not to take responsibility for either of them. Blame 
was my getaway car to avoid any penance for my sins. Blame felt 
better than remorse, and if the priest believed my excuses, I would 
waltz out of that dark little box with a free pass and counterfeit 
forgiveness.

While I didn’t really have a conscious knowledge at the time 
of what I was doing, I paid in full for what blame has been sell-
ing from the beginning of time: giving away responsibility for 
my actions to someone or something else. Isn’t that the way it is 
with blame? It allows us to put the fault elsewhere by transferring 
responsibility. At first glance, this sounds like a brilliant equation 
to absolve us of any wrongs, yet the tension lies in the way we get 
through blame’s narrow passageway. It’s usually by accusation, 
punishment, humiliation, or criticism, and the last time I checked, 
0.0 percent of people make progress and take relational steps for-
ward using such destructive and emotionally damaging behaviors.

Like a convincing con artist lurking in the shadows of our past, 
blame’s ambition is to become a necessary function in our lives 
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as we subtly learn to rely on its dependable behavior that rescues 
us from taking healthy responsibility and living with honest ac-
countability. We blame:

• When life deals us a card we wouldn’t have chosen.

• When a relationship moves in a direction we would not 
have steered toward.

• When someone tries to back us into a corner, and we feel 
pressure to carry more weight than we’re willing to bear.

The mind is quick to point a finger elsewhere, desperate to push 
away the responsibility we are unwilling to hold. Most of the time 
this tendency is buried beneath years of built- up blaming behavior, 
and we don’t even realize how much we rely on old, dependable 
blame. Blame becomes an unconscious way we maneuver through 
the world— like an optical viewfinder of how to look at our lives 
rather than take responsibility for them.

Primary Patterns

Blame is a topic as wide as the ocean, but I want to focus our 
conversation on how blame impacts our ability to be in the pres-
ent moment with God, ourselves, and others. I want to help us 
better understand how blame diligently works to keep us locked 
in the past and outside of how God is at work in our present lives. 
So much of my understanding about blame comes from research 
I’ve done periodically, but there has been no better research than 
my own life, as I can attest to being a card- carrying blame addict 
since I entered that confessional at age seven.

When we are unwilling to be accountable for our actions, blame 
is always there to direct, defend, and even deceive us out of taking 
responsibility for ourselves. The trickery of blame is that it never 
begins with blatant or blaring announcements. Blame rarely comes 
into the room making bold declarations that it’s about to bulldoze 
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anyone and everything in its path. It just starts dozing, and all those 
near its route usually end up feeling the bulldozer’s presence. The 
fascinating thing about blame is that it almost always gets stronger 
and more defined the more it’s used. Each time we return to it, it’s 
like the brain knew to leave behind breadcrumbs of remembrance 
pointing us back to the last time blame allowed us to escape the 
pressure we assumed responsibility would put on us.

In my experience, blame has three primary patterns when it 
shows up in our lives: directing, defending, and deceiving. These 
are blame’s most reliable blocks to keep us disconnected from 
God, ourselves, and one another.

I know we are still getting to know one another, and this is 
only chapter 1, but you need to know something about me right 
at the top: I absolutely love alliteration. It helps me remember 
things that are important while bringing out the preacher in me 
who has spent twenty- five years crafting memorable phrases and 
sticky statements in sermons that get my friends Zoie and Tamara 
always shouting back with an “Amen.” Consider yourself warned.

Now, back to the three Ds.

Directing

Blame’s first move usually begins with directing attention, re-
sponsibility, and accountability away from itself. Blame will always 
search out ways to try to change another person’s behavior by 
controlling, coaching, or accusing in order to shift responsibility 
elsewhere. If blame can turn up the lights on something or some-
one else’s actions, it can forgo any responsibility it is unwilling to 
absorb. Like a movie director yelling “Action!”, directing blame 
starts to call, create, and control the narrative so the responsibility 
never points to the actual person needing to absorb it.

I love my kids, Elijah and Gigi. They are incredible. They are 
fun, thoughtful, and creative. They are wildly unique and truly 
two of my favorite people to spend time with. They still go to one 
another’s rooms each night before they head to bed to say I love 

_Stevens_WhatsHereNow_LS_sa.indd   31_Stevens_WhatsHereNow_LS_sa.indd   31 1/4/22   11:21 AM1/4/22   11:21 AM

Jeanne Stevens, What's Here Now? 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



Rehashing the Past 

32

you. It makes my heart warm and gooey every time I hear them in 
the upstairs hallway. I could literally write chapters upon chapters 
about how I feel about them. They own my heart in ways I never 
thought possible. But somewhere along the way they both became 
expert blamers. Both could easily win Academy Awards when it 
comes to directing blame onto someone else.

“Did you feed the dogs?” I ask. “No, it’s not my turn.”

“Did you set the table?” I ask. “I did it last night. Why don’t 
you ask her about the last time she set the table?”

“Did you fold the laundry that I washed and dried for you?” 
I ask. “Do you know how much homework I have? I don’t 
have time to fold my laundry.”

It’s like they somehow signed up for a secret online class I never 
knew about, which taught them martial arts maneuvers on how 
to direct away responsibility. But this wild skill of pushing the 
attention onto someone or something else is not just something 
kids are good at doing. Anyone who has deflected responsibility 
knows what it feels like. We convince ourselves that owning up 
would be too hard, so we direct attention elsewhere.

You’re late for a meeting. “Wow, traffic was such a beast this 
morning.”

You forgot to respond to an email you said you would re-
spond to. “Do you have any idea how much is on my 
plate?”

You said something you wish you hadn’t. “Well, it is mostly 
true, and I needed to get it off my chest.”

Directing responsibility elsewhere is a skill most of us acquired 
somewhere along the way, and we’ve kept it in our relational back 
pocket to pull out whenever taking responsibility for something 
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feels a little too raw or vulnerable. And directing is not the only 
party trick blame likes to use.

Defending

Anyone skilled in the ability to blame has probably been their 
own defense lawyer. Like a litigator who knows their way around 
the judge, jury, and courtroom, they are adept at citing all the 
important facts to shift the blame. Pushing the attention of the 
problem onto someone else. Lawyering up in their tone, bravado, 
and nonverbal communication. Seeking to shut down and com-
pletely turn around an argument. The defender is skilled in the 
ways of getting out of responsibility.

Jarrett and I may have missed our calling in life because both of 
us have mastered this skill. No wonder our kids are already expert 
blamers. Early in our marriage our fights were somehow won or 
lost based on who was better at their defense. Whoever showed 
up ready to play and to take the other down was the one who re-
mained standing in victory— until we realized that winning a fight 
on defense, whether the facts were true or not, never satisfied. We 
were fighting about content that was ultimately meaningless and 
not fighting for the greater context of having a thriving marriage.

As if directing and defending weren’t enough, the skilled blamer 
usually has one last trick if all else fails, and sadly it’s the skill 
of deceit.

Deceiving

I remember when I first heard Jeremiah 17:9, “The heart is 
deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand 
it?” I even remember wanting to deceive myself into not believing 
that passage was true. How could the heart be deceitful? Then I 
started doing some good and hard soul work on my own heart 
and realized that my heart wants what my heart wants. And usu-
ally when the heart wants something, it will go to great lengths 
to have it.
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When we don’t want to feel the weight of responsibility, the 
heart will do whatever it can to move away from any possible pain 
it might experience, and deceit is one of the heart’s most reliable 
moves. Spinning tales. Making up half- truths. Not owning up to 
something. These are usually the early seedlings associated with 
deceit. When these work in our favor, it’s just one more affirmation 
for blame that it has accomplished what it set out to do.

Sadly, every time blame shows up in our lives, and we follow 
its seductive song, we cut ourselves off from living in the pres-
ent moment and therefore cut ourselves off from intimacy and 
connection with God. Whether we direct, defend, or deceive, it’s 
impossible to do those things while rooting ourselves in the present 
moment, because every one of those behaviors wraps the crook 
of its theater cane around our neck and pulls us back to the past. 
To the behavior, moment, or activity we are directing, defending, 
or deceiving our way around.

Henri Nouwen says, “To live in the present, we must deeply 
believe that what is most important is in the here and now.”1 When 
we let blame run the show in our lives, we’re locking ourselves in 
some moment in the past that has a hold over mind, heart, body, 
and soul. We have somehow convinced ourselves that taking re-
sponsibility will do us in. That it will radically reorient the present 
from how we want to live it.

This is not true.
The truth is reframing blame can pull us back to the center. Pull 

us into the now, into the presence of God, in a way that is rooted 
in grace, mercy, and out- of- this- world love.

But we have to be willing to answer the question, What’s here 
now? To lovingly allow the real answer to come to the surface. To 
avoid pushing it down or letting blame take the lead again. To let 
the real fear surface. To acknowledge that blame is in the driver’s 
seat and begin to offer ourselves a new way.
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Wife or Life Coach?

Jarrett and I were probably six or seven years into our marriage 
when we had one of those conversations that would alter the role 
blame played in our relationship. I don’t think I knew just how 
defining a conversation it would be when I was wading through 
the middle of it. Honestly, I just wanted to get out of it. But the 
gifts I received in that conversation were necessary truths I needed 
to hear to take some big steps in reclaiming the power blame had 
taken in my life.

I don’t even remember what the incident was that had us putting 
on our boxing gloves, ready to pull out all our well- developed blame 
behavior, but we were in the midst of throwing around some upper-
cuts, side jabs, and Billy Blanks–style 
kicks when Jarrett launched into a so-
liloquy. (Sidenote, we are both skilled 
with words and speak for a living, so 
when one of us goes into speech mode, 
we usually know a good windup is 
coming.)

He said, “You know, I have been thinking about our wedding 
day a lot lately. I’ve been reflecting on our friends and family who 
were there. Remembering our photographer who walked around 
with an open flask all day, the music, the beautiful gardens at 
Cantigny, and how we stayed till the very last song dancing the 
night away. It was such an amazing day.”

I agreed, reluctant to say anything else because I was unsure 
where he was headed.

He continued, “You looked so beautiful— radiant and bright. 
I couldn’t believe at that moment that we were sharing lifelong 
vows. But as I think back to that moment, I am having a hard time 
remembering when I said in my vows, ‘and I take you, Jeanne, to 
be my life coach.’ I remember saying a whole lot of other things, 
but for the life of me, I just can’t remember that promise. And yet, 

Reframing blame 
can pull us back to 

the center.
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that’s what I feel like I’ve gotten. I feel like around every corner is a 
conversation that usually is about why something is my fault, and 
then you coach me on how to fix it. I don’t feel like I have an advocate 
or ally. I feel like I have an accuser at best, and I don’t even think 
that’s the kind of coaching I would want from a life coach. I wanted 
a wife when I made those promises to you in front of that church 
with our family and friends gathered around. I wanted a partner. 
Sure, someone I knew I would fight with at times, but someone who 
was more concerned in fighting for me and for us.”

Tears puddled in my eyes. A lump in my throat bobbed up and 
down. Jarrett’s humor mixed with his potent honesty brought me 
straight into the power of the present moment. He was lovingly 
(albeit painfully) inviting me to see that blame was winning in 
our relationship.

That conversation was a turning point for me. I didn’t fight it. 
I didn’t direct it. I didn’t lawyer up and try to defend why I had 
to be his life coach. I didn’t look for ways to deceive my way out 
of it. I allowed the present moment to be what it was. I had hurt 
the love of my life. I’d put blame into the soil of our relationship, 
and the fruit coming up was far from fresh and reliable. Blame 
certainly was not good soil to grow a healthy marriage in.

The gift Jarrett offered me that day was not all that different 
from the opportunity I could have taken in that dark black box 
decades earlier, the gift of confession. I was still that seven- year- old 
who went looking for someone to blame; I’d just found a new way 
to do it. I blamed through “coaching,” a more socially acceptable 
way of directing, defending, and deceiving.

As painful as that conversation was, I look back on that mo-
ment with gratitude and delight. I am beyond thankful for Jarrett’s 
courageous willingness to playfully call out a behavior that had 
settled into my life and was wreaking havoc in my relationship 
with him, myself, others, and God.

As I got myself into counseling and found an actual life coach, 
I began to realize that blaming was the behavior I’d picked up to 
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skip out of personal responsibility. The funny thing: I am a wildly 
responsible person. Blame only showed up when I didn’t want to 
be responsible for a behavior that felt too scary or vulnerable. One 
of the biggest issues with blame is that it keeps us from solving 
our problems because of its uncanny ability to redirect our focus 
to the perceived problem instead of the real problem.

Some of the work I began to do then is work I continue to do 
now. It requires patience and openness to genuinely ask myself the 
sacred question that this book is all about: What’s here now? When 
we let that question rumble around, even for just a moment, when 
we allow ourselves to settle into the present and begin to discern 
the emotional energy of blame lurking somewhere in the vicinity, 
we give ourselves an opportunity to come into presence with God. 
And more good news? For every movement toward blame, there 
is another movement away from it.

Get Clear

When directing blame shows up, it is often trying to divert 
attention from the content at hand. But instead of directing, a 
great way to come back into the present moment with God is to 
seek clear content.

To get clear with yourself.

What’s really going on in this situation?

Why do I want to ignore any responsibility?

Why am I so ramped up and committed to being right about 
this situation?

Is there another way to look at the content of  what is hap-
pening here?

So much of this step is about trying to remain unattached from 
needing to prove we’re right. To let the content offer just the facts 
versus the stories associated with the facts.
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Blaming so often comes when the mind makes up stories about 
what the facts mean. For example, one day I asked Jarrett to pick 
something up for me at Target. (This happens on the regular be-
cause I love Target, and if I ever go missing, just look for me there.) 
When he came home, I greeted him, noticed there was no Target 
bag in his hand, and asked, “Hey, did you go to Target for me?” 
He instantly said, “Oh, I’m so sorry. I totally forgot.”

I could feel blame nipping at the heels of my mind. Of  course 
he forgot. It wasn’t a priority to him. He always forgets things. 
It’s wild how quickly blame wants to sabotage. It was there in a 
matter of seconds.

It’s important to get clear on the content, because the con-
tent doesn’t have feelings or motives. The content is that I asked 
Jarrett to go to Target. He did not go. He said he forgot. It was 
my mind pulling up past stories and directing a steaming pile of 
blame onto the situation that kept me from being in the present 
moment with Jarrett.

I could have asked him more about the content he offered me, 
“I forgot,” but instead I picked up blame’s breadcrumbs and fol-
lowed them down a trail of disconnection.

Getting clear on what is going on is an opportunity to step out 
of blame that pulls us into the past and come into the present 
moment as we choose to let the content just be clear content. It’s 
an opportunity to pay attention to the now moment instead of a 
past story.

Get Curious

Another way to escape the trap of blame is to get curious. Blame 
always has a closed and convinced kind of posture, with arms 
crossed and heart locked. But you can choose a different posture. 
Asking What’s here now? brings you into the present moment with 
all you are holding and grappling with. Instead of being closed, 
invite openness and curiosity. Instead of needing to be right, get 
curious about seeing the situation, story, or experience through 
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different eyes. Curiosity is such a powerful tool for practicing pres-
ence. It is rooted in hope with branches that always bear fruit.

Get Conscious

When we blame, we give away our power and get ourselves stuck in 
an unconscious loop. While it’s a natural human tendency to blame, 
every time we do it, we pull ourselves away from the present mo-
ment. It’s almost like we turn off the lights and sleepwalk instead of 
seeing how God is moving in the 
here and now. We lock ourselves 
up in a past story, perhaps one 
of trauma or pain, believing that 
moment defines all our reality.

Laying down deception and 
choosing to get conscious is a 
gift that allows us to come into 
the daylight hours. To drink in the moment for what it really is, 
not what we want it to be. There may still be frustration and anger 
and disappointment. But at least we can name them and accept 
ourselves for being right where we are in the present moment.

When I think back to that seven- year- old me who was ripe 
with fear and desperate to avoid condemnation, I have so much 
compassion and love for her. She just wanted to get it right. To be 
right. It was and is a beautiful desire.

What that little girl needed to hear so many years ago are the 
same words anyone struggling with blame still needs to hear: “May 
almighty God have mercy on you, and having forgiven your sins, 
lead you to eternal life. May the almighty and merciful Lord grant 
you indulgence, absolution, and remission of your sins. Amen.”

When we blame,  
we give away our power 
and get ourselves stuck 
in an unconscious loop.

_Stevens_WhatsHereNow_LS_sa.indd   39_Stevens_WhatsHereNow_LS_sa.indd   39 1/4/22   11:21 AM1/4/22   11:21 AM

Jeanne Stevens, What's Here Now? 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.


	9780800740856
	Stevens_WhatsHereNow_LS_sa



