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To my children, Leilla, Kingston, and Sophia.  
My whole heart.

I wrote this book in the margins of our lives. As I 
loved and cared for you. As our family found our 

footing in the midst of a pandemic and challenges. 
You have always helped me remember what love is. 

You are my greatest Ebenezers. 
I pray you taste the goodness of God through these 
words, that they might one day be an Ebenezer to 
you. When you lose sight of God’s hand or heart, 

remember them.
Keep your eyes up.
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Foreword

Thirty thousand dollars for rocks! You’ve got to be kidding 
me. Thirty grand for a gravel parking lot.” Those were 

my words to the pavement company we brought out to give us 
a quote for the future parking lot of our fledging church plant.

My wife Vicki and I did not grow up in church. We came 
to faith in our mid-twenties, so we found it odd that the 
nightclubs we used to party in looked more like the multieth-
nic scene from the book of Revelation than Jesus’s church on 
Earth.

And they sang a new song:
 You are worthy to take the scroll 
 and to open its seals, 
 because you were slaughtered, 
 and you purchased people 
 for God by your blood 
 from every tribe and language 
 and people and nation. 
 You made them a kingdom 
 and priests to our God, 
 and they will reign on the earth. 
 (Rev. 5:9–10)
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In response to God’s call, we set out to plant Transformation 
Church, a multiethnic, multigenerational, mission-shaped 
community that loves God completely, ourselves correctly, 
and our neighbors compassionately. As we were attempting to 
plant Transformation Church, discouragement and doubt sur-
rounded us. Other pastors told me that a multiethnic church 
would never work, especially in South Carolina, and there 
is a reason Sunday morning is the most segregated time in 
America. Not only did we have this discouragement, but being 
told that a parking lot full of rocks would cost $30,000, we 
were just about done.

During this tumultuous time, my wife had a dream. 
In the dream, the owner of the pavement company said to 
my wife, “Are you and Derwin still trying to start that new 
church?” She said, “Yes, but we are running into some finan-
cial difficulty.” Then he said, “Well, if you are still planning 
to start the church, my wife and I prayed, and God told us to 
donate the parking lot for free.” Then she woke up.

A few weeks passed and I was coaching my son’s flag 
football team. After the game, the owner of the pavement 
company, whose son was on the team, asked Vicki, “Are you 
and Derwin still trying to start that new church?” She said, 
“Yes, but we are running into some financial difficulty.” Then 
he said, “Well, if you are still planning to start the church, my 
wife and I prayed, and God told us to donate the parking lot 
for free.” We both just wept. And wept. And wept.

Over the last twelve years, Jesus has empowered the people 
of Transformation Church to do some epic things. More than 
7,000 people have come to faith through the ministry; one 
Christmas we paid off $4,000,000 of medical debt for people 
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in the state of South Carolina. God has been spectacular 
among us.

Times have been tough. Gut-wrenching disappointments. 
Global pandemics. Divisive times. In moments like these, 
when times get tough, doubt creeps in, and discouragement 
surrounds me, I open a drawer in my office and I grab a stone. 
The stone I grab is one of the original stones that was in our 
old gravel parking lot when we first started Transformation 
Church. That stone reminds me of God’s presence, power, 
provision, and providence. That stone is my “Ebenezer,” which 
means “stone of help” or “stone of a warrior” (1 Sam. 7:12). 

The book you are about to read was written by Alexandria 
Hoover. Alex is a living stone, a precious jewel in King Jesus’s 
crown of mercy. The Spirit of God brought Alex, her husband, 
and two young children to Transformation Church when 
she was only twenty-five years old. Immediately, her love for 
Jesus, her family, Jesus’s church, and discipleship was clear. She 
quickly joined our staff.

When I think of Alex, the words that come to mind are 
disciple of Jesus, wife, mother, daughter, survivor, warrior, and 
ministry leader. As her pastor, I could not be prouder of her. 
She has listened and learned well. She has lived well. As the 
pages of her book unfold, her life will unfold before you; and 
more than that, so will plenty of wisdom from Scripture. As 
you walk beside her in this book, learning how to chart your 
own Ebenezer journey with God, you will see that Jesus our 
Cornerstone is present, unleashing His power, His provision, 
and creating trust with His providence. Her writing is trans-
parent, vulnerable, raw, and thoroughly biblical. You will learn 
about each stone God has built in your story—even when you 
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didn’t have eyes to see them before—and how each of these 
stones are essential if you want to live a life of abundance. 

This book itself will be an Ebenezer stone in your life. 
Eyes up, friend. There is so much of Jesus to see and 

experience. 

Dr. Derwin L. Gray
Cofounder and lead elder-pastor of Transformation 

Church and author of God Do You Hear Me?, The Good Life, 
and How to Heal the Racial Divide: What the Bible Says, and 
the First Christians Knew, about Racial Reconciliation

@DerwinLGray
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Introduction

My family and I live in North Carolina, and there’s this 
beautiful greenway not too far from Charlotte that we 

love. We’ve seen it change over the years, growing into a soft 
place to land for those looking for rest and reprieve. It has the 
most whimsical creek and wooden-rope bridge that, when we 
stride across it, makes us all feel like we are characters in the 
cast of Disney’s Peter Pan. No matter what time of year it is, 
when we are looking for rest, you can probably find us in that 
place. 

And this time was no different. We were enduring the first 
year of the pandemic that changed everyone’s life, and to find 
a sense of comfort, we took to the outside world. 

Water, wildlife, blue skies—they have a way of grounding 
me and helping me remember that although I may feel out of 
control, and am, God is not. They point me to the uncreated 
Creator, who hung the stars and called them each by name. 
The One that took the time to care for you and me. And that 
always feels like good news, no matter what kind of year or 
day I’m having.

On this day, though, we decided to go down a trail we’d 
never been on before. The greenway wasn’t too intimidating, 
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so I thought, Why not take a different path, and see where it 
leads us? Call me an amateur, or naïve, but I thought the trail 
signs would be enough. 

They weren’t. You know why? Because I’d been looking at 
the wrong signposts. My gaze had landed in the wrong place, 
which gave me no perspective on where I actually was, and 
eventually led me the wrong direction. In the end, I had to 
cast my eyes to the right signposts to gain a sense of perspec-
tive, and when I did, I could finally make out the direction 
where we were supposed to be going.

The whole time I felt sort of like Bilbo Baggins, that hob-
bit invented by J. R. R. Tolkien, when he and his mates wan-
dered into a dark, cursed forest. Do you remember how the 
story goes in The Hobbit? Gandalf, a good wizard, is sure that 
Bilbo is the man for the job, and directs Bilbo and his hobbit 
friends to go on a noble mission to reclaim their kingdom. 
That’s all well and good until they stumble into a deep, dark 
wood that is designed to intentionally confuse them. (Oh, and 
by the way, it’s full of giant spiders. NO THANK YOU.)

The longer the hobbits wander inside of the cursed forest, 
the more they can’t distinguish up from down, down from up, 
right from left, or left from right. They cannot remember the 
correct path. They even turn on each other in their delusional 
state. 

Have you ever been there? Lost, scared, disoriented, para-
noid, irritable? Those hobbits understand. If you remember 
how the scene goes down, they look for clues of hope all 
around them. Heads turning right and left, they look for a way 
out. Eyes casted down at the soil and the roots they stumble 
over, they get lost in their own thoughts. Surely this is the right 
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path. Or is it that one? Wait, we’ve been here before. Or have we 
not? These surroundings are terrible. How did I even end up in 
this place? Why did I even sign up for this mission? Why did I 
trust Gandalf? Why are any of us even here? None of this makes 
any sense. None of these people I’m on the mission with under-
stand me—I don’t even understand me right now! Is there even a 
way out of this? I should have never even come on this journey to 
begin with. I should just turn back.

After enough time in the dark woods, with scary circum-
stances at every turn, Bilbo and his friends can barely see any 
more and they almost give up. 

Why?
Because looking around in a cursed environment is only 

going to make you go in circles, eyes darting around to this 
circumstance and the next. Unable to escape. Unable to press 
forward. Unable to find the right way. Unable to believe.

But eventually, everything changes when Bilbo’s eyes wan-
der somewhere. 

Up. 
So simple and profound. Bilbo stops looking around for 

evidence of hope and just . . . looks up. What does he see? 
A tree. One that gives him a way out of the endless circles, 
doubting, darkness, and disorientation. 

And so he climbs up, and up, and up, and eventually he 
reaches the top of the tree and emerges from the darkness, into 
the light above the forest, staring at a clear sky and the tops of 
a million other trees. 

From this new vantage point, he can finally see clearly. 
He can see obvious evidence of where they’ve been—of the 
progress they’ve made, even when it felt like they hadn’t been 
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making any progress—and he can even see where they are 
going.  

Lost before, now Bilbo is grounded and oriented toward 
the right direction. In a moment his back was against the wall 
and he felt lost, he now has renewed faith in the direction of 
Gandalf, in the people he was with, and in the mission he was 
called to.

All this fresh faith, simply because he lifted his eyes up.
There’s this famous pastor from the nineteenth century, 

Charles Spurgeon, who was quite the wordsmith. In 1867, he 
apparently said something to this effect in a sermon:

“God is too good to be unkind and He is too wise to be 
mistaken. And when we cannot trace His hand, we must trust 
His heart.” (Truth be told, if we track backward all the way to 
his original words, they were spoken just a little bit differently 
than this famous quote he is given credit for, but the heart of 
what he’s saying is pretty close to this!)1 

Hear me say this: I’m with Spurgeon on what he said. 
There will be times we can’t trace God’s hand, and when we 
can’t, yes, we must trust His heart. 

But there are also plenty of times we can trace God’s 
hand. And you know what? The Bible gives us a way to do 
that. When we’re lost in a cursed, broken world, turning our 
head left and right, going around in circles, disoriented by our 
circumstances and doubts—wondering if God has ever really 
shown up for us, wondering if His direction in our life was 
real to begin with, wondering if His people or His mission 
is really worth it, wondering if His goodness or His heart is 
even something that should be trusted at all—the Bible gives 
us a direction to look that has the power to change our entire 
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perspective. The Bible gives us something to climb up on, and 
remember just how far we’ve come, and where we’re going. 
The Bible gives us a way to see clearly how God has, actu-
ally and really and for sure, shown up for us till now—which 
gives us fresh trust that He’ll do it again. And when we take 
the Bible up on this offer, we emerge on the other side with 
renewed faith in the direction of God over our lives, in the 
people we are on the journey with, and in the mission we’ve 
been called to.

The direction Bilbo looked is the same direction we must 
look: up. But what we’ll cast our eyes upon isn’t a tree—it’s a 
stone. Something the Bible calls an Ebenezer stone. And friend, 
you have no idea how many Ebenezer stones are in your jour-
ney. But let me tell you: they are there. 

The purpose of an Ebenezer stone? To trace the places 
God showed up. To prove to you that God isn’t just good, He 
is good to you. To give you obvious evidence that God has met 
you, even when it seemed at some point before now that He 
hadn’t. To pull you out of the fog that immediately surrounds 
you and lift you upward.

Wild as it sounds, the reverse of what Spurgeon says is also 
true. As it turns out, one of the ways to trust God’s heart—
and trust that He’ll show up in our life, whether that life is 
straight-up crazy right now or just crazy-normal—is to trace 
how His hand has moved before.

Problem is, we can’t see how has His hand has moved 
when we’re stuck in the shadows or fumbling our way through 
a fallen, cursed world that often confuses us. We can’t stay fix-
ated on our immediate circumstances. We have to be willing 
to look up—to go up. 
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Are you willing? 
I hope with all my heart that your answer is yes. Because 

friend, if you are willing to look up at the stones God has built 
in your life (more on what that means in the coming pages), 
I can promise you this: you’ll come out on the other side of 
this book with a clear lay of your life’s landscape, and you’ll be 
able to trace exactly where God has moved in your life, and the 
mission He’s taking you on in your future. You’ll be convinced 
that God is good, and he’s good to you.

All because you were simply willing to cast your eyes up. 
All because you dared to trace His hand in your life—even 
in the places you thought He wasn’t there and He didn’t care.

So I’ll ask you again: are you willing? Do you dare?
If the answer is yes, then buckle up, friend, because it’s 

time to climb. Oh, and prepare to make a lot of stops, because 
there are a lot of stones God that has built in your journey 
with Him. And I don’t want you to miss a single one of them. 

Don’t you look down. Don’t you cast your gaze on the soil 
and the roots that trip you up. Don’t you get lost in the fog of 
your circumstances. Eyes up. 

Amen?
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1 the Starting Stone
Where Were You, God?

When I was a little girl, I would write small notes on 
ripped-up college-ruled paper. The kind that had the 

faded blue lines when it would sit under the sun far too long. 
A brown-haired, brown-eyed little girl of the 90s, I was prob-
ably around six when I began writing them. My mom had cut 
my hair to some sort of a long bob that I absolutely hated, and 
given that I was a poster child for the 90s, I’m pretty sure I was 
wearing some sort of oversized sweater. 

I wasn’t a writer yet. I was a thinker, a dreamer, a little girl 
with a deep soul who carried both strong love and profound 
pain. I had words stirring up in me, and the only way to pro-
cess my life was through them. I’d rip up the notebook paper 
into palm-sized notes. The jagged edges of the paper told a 
story of themselves, too. I needed the notes to be a specific 
size—big enough to carry my hard days and dreams, small 
enough to keep tucked away in my corduroy pants. 
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I wrote in the margins of my life. 
For starters, I’d always write in my unique Ikea bunk bed, 

after school, hiding from the fuss of life. This was my favor-
ite spot. I was in my private world up in that wooden haven. 
Unbothered by the circumstances of life, dreaming of what 
could be, wondering when the dreams would come. I’d been 
begging for the wooden bunk bed with the light oak finish 
for a long time, every time we visited Ikea. Something about 
it was magical. Did it remind me of the “could be” dreams? I 
had been eyeing the loft bunk bed with the desk underneath 
for as long as I could remember. Somehow my mom was able 
to gather enough money to bring it home.

There were other writing spaces of choice. Like the back 
seat of my mother’s car during our extended bumper-to-
bumper traffic-jam waits. Or at the table while dinner was 
cooking, the smell of Venezuelan spices filling the air. Or the 
hallways of my mother’s second job, as I hid from the cowork-
ers who lacked compassion for a single mother and the life we 
were thrown into. 

There had always been something healing and unique 
when it came to carving out precious time for my words. I’d 
run to my room, plop down on my oversized beanbag, and 
unpack the burdens of the day—secrets, hopes, and dreams.

I suppose I was allowing space for my heart to breathe. 
Somehow life had invited me into this space of words, break-
ing, and healing. As I wrote, most of the days, hope and 
wonder carried me through. I felt at home, at peace. Even in 
the hard moments of life, writing invited me into the nuance 
of the human heart. I could feel the weight my mother was 
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under. The tension was so thick that it took the breath from 
my lungs, leaving me exasperated, gasping for oxygen. 

I would try to breathe through it. But it wasn’t enough. 
I needed some other outlet, so I would go to my room and 
climb that beautiful oak bed, rip up a page, and start unleash-
ing days’ worth of feelings. I loved giving my heart space to 
breathe out doubt and breathe in hope (something I’d come to 
enjoy later in life in much fuller ways). 

Often the thoughts would come so fast that my writing 
would end up being passion-filled scribbles that only I could 
understand. They were thoughts I kept mostly to myself, full 
of questions, anguish, despair, and rejection. After all, I was a 
little girl who was consistently told she was too much, whose 
words were not welcomed, whose Venezuelan accent was used 
as a weapon against her brown skin and brown hair. Defeat 
and confusion became a common theme in her little notes, but 
somehow, hope lived there too, though I couldn’t tell you why. 

The thought of a better day consumed me. I would write 
down even the smallest joys. I had somehow, even at such a 
tender age, learned to see the beauty in the broken things, the 
signposts of new seasons, the peace found in car rides with 
my mom with the windows rolled down. I’d think to myself, 
We’re going to be okay. We’ve been here before but have pressed 
on. We will be okay. Those notes—held in a little wooden box 
in the first drawer of my dresser and also holding my heart 
together—I now know they were more like prayers. 

Words have always followed me. Even though they’ve 
often been clumsy, they’re always the best gift, helping me 
name my seasons, aches, and life. They have helped me trace 
life and take account of it. They were whispers to the Father 
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before I even knew that He was listening. They carried me 
into hope and joy. They stored the places where I saw victory 
and defeat. They served as a holding place and a carrier for my 
thoughts and feelings. They carried me from season to season, 
helping me remember that not all was always hard. They also 
held a special place of connection with my mom. I’d often 
write her letters, little notes in dark and difficult seasons: notes 
of apology, notes of encouragement, hopeful words, and even 
my grievances. Sometimes I’d even write to myself, or to God.

Dear Mom, I’m sorry that I had an attitude 
today. I know things are hard right now. I love 
you. You are a great mom. Love, Alexandra

Why does it have to be this way?

God, my grandmother tells me that You are real, 
but I don’t see You. Are You real? If You are, can 
You please help us?

As I look back on my faith journey, I now see those notes 
for what they were: they were my starting stones, as I like to 
say. You’ve got some sort of starting stone in your journey too, 
you know, although yours may not look like note-prayers. 

But I’ve gotten ahead of myself. 
Let’s start with what I mean by stones.

The God Who Remembers

The book of 1 Samuel in the Bible holds a story that has 
always grabbed my attention. It takes place during a transi-
tion period—between the time the people of God were led by 
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judges and the time they were led by kings. They didn’t know 
they’d need a prophet to help guide this transition, but God 
knew. 

But the book doesn’t start with the prophet God provides 
for them. Instead, the book starts by introducing us to one of 
my favorite Bible friends, Hannah. She’s a praying woman. 
A woman who dedicated her life to God. She followed Him, 
sought Him, and loved Him. From what we read about her, 
she lived a life of gratitude. She was known for her commit-
ment and conviction even while her prayers seemed to remain 
unanswered. She also lived a life of affliction and pain, show-
ing us all what it looks like to hold space for the tension of 
both grief and wild hope. Isn’t that something? That hope 
in God can coexist with the pain brought on by our circum-
stances? Even in her fallenness, Hannah felt both and carried 
both. But ultimately she let one lead her. 

Hannah was one of Elkahan’s wives. Did you say one of 
multiple wives, Alex? I know. Stay with me. We’re talking 
about a certain time period and cultural context in the Old 
Testament, thousands of years ago, when it was common for 
men to have more than one wife. We could camp out there for 
a while and explore some things, but for the sake of time, let’s 
hear how Hannah’s story plays out. 

Peninnah, Elkahan’s other wife, had children. Our friend 
Hannah had been unable to conceive for years. The pain 
that followed her was often unbearable, so much so that the 
priest Eli assumed she was drunk from the utter brokenness 
and weeping and wailing that she brought to the Lord at the 
temple (1 Sam. 1:10, 12–14). 
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In a culture that prized having kids as the primary badge 
of honor for women, Hannah was shamed for not being able to 
bear children; she was looked down on and, most likely, even 
talked about as gossip spread through town about her condi-
tion. Scripture says her “rival,” the other wife, even taunted 
her, making fun of her inability to bring little ones into the 
world (1 Sam. 1:5–7). Can you hear the whispers around 
town? Still no kids? Goodness, God must be cursing her. I wonder 
what she did to make Him mad. I wonder what’s wrong with her. 

As I think about her story, I can relate. Hannah was faith-
ful yet overlooked. She showed up and gave all that she had, 
yet life handed her a different set of cards. She was commit-
ted and wanted nothing more than to give God the glory. Yet 
there she was—childless, alone, and accused. 

When we feel like God overlooks us, it leaves us wonder-
ing if His kindness was ever ours to have. “This isn’t fair. Does 
He choose favorites? Am I doing this wrong, the faith? Maybe 
I’m just not believing enough.”

Scripture tells us that Hannah was weeping, heartbroken 
over the circumstance she found herself in (1 Sam. 1:7, 10). 
I have uttered prayers like that before. Prayers that only the 
Father can understand. Prayers so deep and personal that they 
were more like groans than actual words. Groans that commu-
nicate the ache and depth of my petitions, my agony. Words 
that can only be unpacked and unraveled by Him. I want to 
go back and tell Hannah that I understand her. That I, too, 
have felt forgotten and overlooked. Why on earth does it seem 
that the goodness of God picks favorites? Why does Peninnah 
draw an Ace every time while we Hannahs of the world always 
get dealt a bad hand?
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In the eyes of her culture and even her priest, Hannah was 
a lost cause, a forgotten face in a sea of other women whose 
lives were full of blessing. She was invisible to everyone around 
her. Everyone except God. Scripture tells us that God remem-
bered her (1 Sam. 1:19). He’d heard her. He’d seen her. 

I’d be silly not to stop there and let that settle into our 
souls. I remember the first time I read the story, those words 
struck a heartstring, a chord. For some reason, the fact that 
God had met Hannah in such a personal way absolutely over-
whelmed me. “The Lord remembered her.” 

Gosh, I thought. I want to be remembered. I want to remem-
ber hope and joy. I want to know this hope and joy that meet us 
when we’re remembered by someone, by God. 

Do I get to be remembered? 
God, why don’t I feel remembered? 
Why do I feel the complete opposite? 
Why do I feel like You’ve forgotten me? 
And then I retraced Hannah’s steps. What did she do 

when she felt forgotten? 

Deeply hurt, Hannah prayed to the Lord 
and wept with many tears. Making a vow, she 
pleaded, “Lord of Armies, if you will take 
notice of your servant’s affliction, remember 
and not forget me, and give your servant a 
son, I will give him to the Lord all the days 
of his life, and his hair will never be cut.” 
(1 Sam. 1:10–11)

I felt Hannah’s ache right along with her. But you know 
what? I felt her hope, too, in the undercurrent of her prayer. 
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Her faith became mine. She let me borrow some of it. She 
helped me go to God in my pain. She helped me show up to 
His presence with all my agony and reach out for His fatherly 
compassion. God helps us along that way, doesn’t He? In sto-
ries like Hannah’s, He helps us see those around us press on, 
and it gives us the hope to keep going. 

We are not forgotten. You are not forgotten. God’s kind-
ness and faithfulness make a way for us to experience life 
and love. We don’t serve a forgetful God but a faithful God. 
One who sees and hears and remembers us. What may look 
like His inactivity will almost always be our inability to see 
His activity—to see His grace, His heart, His hand at work. 
This is why our gaze matters so much. What we set our eyes 
on becomes our source of hope and direction. Hannah knew 
where to look, not to the naysayers or the crumbling circum-
stances but at Him. 

What did a lifted gaze look like for her? It looked like her 
resolve to keep going back to the temple even when God’s 
activity and ability to move seemed absent. She remembered 
who God was over what her circumstances told her. This temple 
was a visible reminder that God was with her. Day after day, 
she kept her eyes fixed on it; she kept going back in remem-
brance of the goodness of God. She kept showing up, knowing 
that God was in that room somehow, and that somehow, some-
way, He’d meet her here and help her. People don’t pray to the 
point that Hannah did unless they believe that. And this hope 
carried her to the next day. 

See, Hannah let God’s character carve the guardrails of 
her faith. He was good, and He was good to her—in the midst 
of the pain and even when it didn’t feel like He was. Hannah’s 
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hope in God’s heart carried her when she couldn’t see God’s 
hand. It was His heart that she had resolved herself in, not her 
circumstances. 

That right there is its own miracle.
But then something beautiful happens: Hannah gives 

birth to a son named Samuel and immediately dedicates Him 
to the Lord—meaning, she gives Samuel to the current priest 
(Eli) so that he would join the priesthood (1 Sam. 1: 20–28). 
And what’s the priesthood, you ask? A people set apart from 
the rest of the Israelites to mediate between them and God. 
The son that Hannah so desperately prayed for was to be a 
conduit of hope and deliverance for so many of the Israelites. 
Her pain had produced deep perseverance for us all to glean 
from and a purpose for all to prosper from—for our good and 
His glory. As the temple reminded her of God’s kindness and 
help, now here is a son, another reminder. A living reminder. 
God is here, and He is good. For Hannah, God answered her 
prayer and gave her a son, Samuel. For us, our greatest gift and 
reminder that the Lord is for us and with us is a son, too—the 
Son of God. Jesus. We were in agony, in darkness, in accusa-
tion, in shame, just like Hannah. And just like Hannah, God 
remembered us in that place, and sent down a Son who could 
change things. 

The Ebenezer Stone: A Way to Remember God 

Fast-forward a lot of years, and we find Samuel has grown 
up. And, lo and behold, we find that he wasn’t just an answer 
to Hannah’s prayer; he was also an answer to Israel’s need for a 
trustworthy prophet and judge who could transition them into 
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the time period of the kings, where he would one day appoint 
two of Israel’s first kings. When we find him in 1 Samuel 7, a 
few things have happened: 

1. God has officially called him and made 
him a prophet. Yay. Good.

2. The ark of the covenant (the tangible sign 
of God’s power and presence) has been 
captured by the Philistines, enemies of 
God’s people, and then returned back to 
Jerusalem. Oh no. But yay that it’s back!

3. The people have been living in idolatry, 
following after many other gods, but 
finally long for the Lord again. Uh-oh. 
Worshipping other gods? Not good. 

4. The Philistines may have given the ark 
back, but they aren’t gone. Do I hear 
foreboding music in the background? Yes, 
yes I do.

That’s right. In 1 Samuel 7, the Philistines are back, ready 
to fight God’s people, and they are a formidable enemy. So 
Samuel tells them this: “If you are returning to the Lord with 
all your heart, get rid of the foreign gods and the Ashtoreths 
that are among you, set your hearts on the Lord, and wor-
ship only him. Then he will rescue you from the Philistines” 
(1 Sam. 7:3).

And you know what? They do. The nation repents of their 
sin, destroys their idols, and begins to seek the Lord (1 Sam. 
7:2–4). They stop looking up to their idols, and they finally 
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look up to God. Samuel gathers the people at Mizpah to con-
fess their sin and offer a sacrifice on their behalf (vv. 5–9).

Here’s the crazy part: right in the middle of Israel’s repen-
tance ritual, the Philistines roll in with their terrifying army, 
and “the Lord thundered loudly against the Philistines that 
day and threw them into such confusion that they were 
defeated by Israel” (1 Sam. 7:10). The people kept their eyes 
upon God, trusting His faithful heart to receive them back 
after so much time betraying Him, and He gave them the 
victory. 

After the battle we see Samuel give the Israelites something 
beautiful. He provides them—and us—with an invitation to 
remember what happened in that place. The Israelites, like 
many of us, so often forget about God’s faithfulness toward 
them. Prone to wander, quick to doubt. Before this moment of 
victory and many times after it, they utter, “Why, God?” They 
throw up questions to God with undercurrents of doubt, won-
dering if God is actually for them or good enough for them. 

I understand, though. It’s easy to forget when we innately 
feel forgotten. When remembering goodness is clouded by the 
hard conditions of life. 

So, what does Samuel use to help them remember?

And the men of Israel went out of Mizpah and 
pursued the Philistines and struck them down 
as far as below Beth-car. Then Samuel took 
a stone and set it between Mizpah and Shen, 
and named it Ebenezer, saying, “Thus far 
the Lord has helped us.” So the Philistines 
were subdued and they did not come anymore 
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within the border of Israel. And the hand of 
the Lord was against the Philistines all the 
days of Samuel. (1 Sam. 7:11–13, nasb1977, 
emphasis added)

God had remembered them. And through an Ebenezer 
stone, He gave them a way to remember Him—to remember 
that at this very place, when all seemed lost, He helped them. 

See, Ebenezer means “stone of help.” And by erecting it in 
front of the people, Samuel invites his people to the simple yet 
powerful choice of remembering. From then on, every time 
an Israelite saw the stone set up by Samuel, he would have a 
tangible reminder of the Lord’s power and protection. Said 
another way, when the people looked upon the stone, they’d 
remember the God who remembered them. This Ebenezer 
stone would mark the place God was working, even when it 
seemed like all hope was lost. Even when rampant idolatry 
was in their past and an army charging them was their future. 
Even there. This “stone of help” marked the spot where the 
enemy had been routed and also where God’s promise to bless 
His repentant people had been honored. 

An Ebenezer stone says, “This is the place God remem-
bered me. At this point, the Lord helped me. He was here. 
Even when I thought He couldn’t be.”

Our friend Samuel offers us a suggestion. Mark the places 
God has worked in your life. Choose to remember them as the 
places where God met you, where He was present, even when 
you once thought He wasn’t. Make a memorial to the good-
ness and activity of God, an Ebenezer stone. Chart your story 
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with them, stone by stone, so you can lift your eyes to the work 
of God in your life in the moments you feel clouded. 

Chart Your Ebenezers—Mark Your Story

It’s essential to see what we’ve been saved from so that we 
can honestly remember what God has done for us. The Lord 
helped Israel all the way to their first Ebenezer stone. And He 
will do the same for you. He already has.

Our lives are tiny stones, some half-cracked, some whole, 
building up a beautiful story of what only God could do. Our 
stories are full of landmarks, full of moments where God was 
working, where He showed up in big and small ways. 

God remembered Hannah. God remembered her son, 
Samuel. God remembered His people in battle. They all have 
moments in their story that, though they couldn’t have known 
it in the moment, they later looked back and realized: God’s 
heart was trustworthy, and His hand was working, even there. 
Even there on that terribly painful day in the temple. Even 
there in those dark years where idols lurked. Even there on that 
battlefield when the Philistines were closing in and the odds 
looked horrible. 

And you know what? God remembers us. His hand is 
working. Even in the parts of our story we think are darkest, 
and even when we couldn’t trace it till now. There’s a Bible 
full of truth and an empty tomb that tells us this. That even 
in the lowest valleys, He wasn’t holding out on His faith-
fulness. He wasn’t withholding hope. Along the way, God 
has given us glimmers of Himself, signposts that shine an 
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unusually inviting light in what seems overwhelmingly dark 
and hopeless. 

Those signposts, those Ebenezer stones, are all through-
out your journey, friend. You may not have been able to trace 
exactly what God was doing at each mile marker, but they are 
there, bearing witness to the fact that God has helped you up 
till now. And my hope, by the end of this book, is that you’ll 
be able to tell your own Ebenezer story of how God’s heart has 
been for you and His presence has been with you in the places 
you once thought His hand was not at work.

We will walk through each of the “stones” together—
places we will stop and consider how God’s heart was for us 
and His hand was moving, even when we couldn’t see it at 
the time. We will raise our Ebenezers together, all the way 
through. Stone by stone, we’ll chart out the places in the path 
that heaven helped us. 

Which means, of course, that we have to start at the 
beginning. After all, every journey has a starting place—the 
first mile marker or landmark, if you will. That’s your starting 
stone. It’s the first Ebenezer you get to raise, and when you lift 
your eyes to it, you’ll remember the goodness of God again, 
just like His people did in Samuel’s day. 

n n n

As you already know, my starting stone takes the form of 
those little notes. Such unlikely stones of remembrance, point-
ing me to hope, love, and safety. They are a gift to look back 
on. They are evidence that even back then God was stirring 
my heart to know Him and reach out to Him. Even when I 
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couldn’t see things clearly, those little notes reminded me that 
He was orchestrating a rescue plan for my soul. 

Even though childlike in a sense, these notes helped me 
create a soul rhythm that taught me to look at both the hard 
and the good. God used them to create an early habit in me 
that would one day blossom into the ability to hold onto hope 
even when looking at defeat—remembering His grace in the 
face of my dismay. As I look back, I see they were little seeds, 
holding lessons that would fully blossom as God came closer 
and closer, teaching me things over the long haul. At the time, 
many of those notes felt like ashes, holding evidence of only 
pain. And your starting stone may look like ash too, but it’s 
ashes that we rise from. It’s ashes that God uses to create some-
thing beautiful (Isa. 61:3).

The way hope and light had met me at my starting stone 
wasn’t some coincidence—it was Christ. Jesus was there, 
pressing into a little girl’s heart, carrying her, giving inklings 
of hope in what seemed so hopeless, holding her hand and 
guiding her heart. Even on ripped-up pieces of paper, He was 
teaching me, ever so slowly, how to turn my gaze upward. He 
was creating something on the inside of me that, now looking 
back, was a miracle in and of itself. He was giving me, even 
in those early years, a supernatural endurance to keep me 
going—even when my heart and mind told me to give up. 
Even when I couldn’t see that He was helping me all along.

We might miss God’s grace, but grace does not miss us. 
We might think we were alone at our starting stone, but we 
weren’t. 

Jesus was there. 
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He was beginning something in us. He was creating the 
start of something we couldn’t see yet. 

And like we explored before, it can be really hard to 
remember He was at work back there, in that early, hard place. 
It can be hard to remember that the Father’s arms make room 
for all of what our lives, past and present, bring. He holds 
space for the incidents unseen to others and makes way for 
healing in them. He knows it is hard for us to remember who 
He really is when our faith is tired, when our eyes can’t see, 
and when all we want to do is ask why—and so He gives us 
a way to remember. He builds stones on the journey for us to 
look back on—evidences of His grace at work. He reminds us, 
stone by stone, that He was there all along, that hope is always 
leading us, even when we can’t see it.

See, looking forward, we can’t trace His hand. We have to 
trust His heart, step-by-step. Much of my story is that—learn-
ing to trust His heart when I couldn’t trace His hand. And as 
you read this book, I hope that you’ll trust His heart moving 
forward, too. Especially when you can’t see His hand. 

But looking back, now, that’s where we can trace things, 
if we only take the time to lift our eyes. See, God builds the 
stones. That’s His job—to show up in the hard (and good) 
places of our story and help us along. Our job is to raise those 
stones up—to acknowledge them and lift our eyes to them 
and remember that God helped us in this place. He was here.

Our job is to keep our eyes up.
And so I wonder: As you lift your eyes, what is your first 

Ebenezer? How did God begin your journey with Him? If you 
could flag the first landmark in the journey—a starting stone—
what would yours be? I don’t know how hard your start was 
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with God. I don’t know if you were seven or seventeen or 
seventy-two. I know this: there’s an answer to “God, where 
were You?” He was there. All the way at the start. So I’ll ask it 
again: What is your starting stone? 

It may not be notes for you. It may be memories logged in 
the time capsule of your mind. Maybe all you have to remem-
ber is the kindness of someone along the way that pointed 
you to goodness and hope, which began your quest toward 
God. Or maybe you remember some sort of overtly spiritual 
memory that supercharged your Christian journey. Either 
way, your starting stone is worthy of being remembered. Your 
life is worthy of being remembered. The moments of unseen 
hurt and pain—and joy too—it’s all worth remembering 
because God has helped you along the way. He really has. 
Those stories and moments matter; they are markers for us to 
look back on. 

Because just like Samuel told us early on, lest we forget—
God has brought us this far. 

So, friend, raise your starting stone. Lift your eyes and see 
it for what it is—the first place grace met you, even when you 
didn’t have eyes to see it at the time. 
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EYES UP

Lift your eyes and look back on your own journey, taking 
the time to chart this crucial moment (or season) in your 
life. 

1. where and when did god build your starting stone? 

2. At what point in your story can you sense that god, 
if ever so faintly, was working to open your heart toward 
him?

3. Can you remember the season when you first started 
thinking about spiritual things? what were those thoughts 
like? what amazed you or concerned you? what ques-
tions did you have? If you prayed, what did you pray 
about?

4. how did this moment in your story pave the way for you 
to come to the knowledge of god?




