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Chapter 1

LET’S TALK ABOUT GRACE

You have been saved by grace 
through believing. You did not save 
yourselves; it was a gift from God.

E P H E S I A N S  2 : 8  ncv

BECAUSE WE’RE GOING TO BE TALKING A LOT ABOUT 
grace, the first thing we need to do is define what grace is. 

Grace is a gift. It’s a gift from God, and it’s a gift you can give 

yourself. God’s grace means that He will give you good things 

because He loves you, not because you’ve earned them. And 

to give yourself grace is to accept all the good things He is 

pouring into your life— even though you aren’t perfect. To 

put it simply, grace is letting go of that impossible- to- reach 
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What does heart- bursting joy look like to you?

When was the last time you were heart- bursting happy?

MY THOUG HT S

How can you add more heart- bursting joy to your life?
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Chapter 2

WHAT’S IN YOUR WELL?

Be careful what you think, because 
your thoughts run your life.

P R O V E R B S  4 : 2 3  ncv

HOW ARE YOU? LIKE, HOW ARE YOU REALLY ?
My friend Lara asks me this question a lot. And I can 

always tell that she’s ready for me to lay it all out for her— to 

tell her how I really am. Isn’t it such a gift to spill your heart 

and be heard by someone who cares? So I’m asking you the 

same question: How are you really? Before you answer, take 

a minute and take a deep breath. Think about the way your 

heart is feeling right now, in this minute.
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How are you?

I’ll start. I’m tired just thinking about all the things you 

have to do in your life. As I look around at the girls in my life, 

I am overwhelmed by how busy you all are. And it’s not just 

in school. You’re also active in church, sports, the arts, your 

communities, and more. You’ve got family obligations and 

friendships to juggle. And let’s not forget the chores, prac-

tices, projects, papers, and tests. You have a lot going on.

I know that when I’m feeling crushed by all my respon-

sibilities, I end up doing some not- so- good- for- me things. 

Like skipping breakfast and staying up way too late trying 

to get everything done. I don’t give myself time to rest, to 

breathe, to just be still and be. I end up running on empty, 

sputtering like a car down to its last drop of gas. And even 

though I know better, I feel this pressure to make everyone 

happy. So I push myself to just keep going. Sound familiar?

One of the biggest challenges we all face is how to give 
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How can I love myself?

How can I love others?

MY THOUG HT S
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I  L O V E   .   .   .

I love the beach. I love the way I can see God’s creativity 

in the ocean. I love the freedom of the salty air, the roaring 

waves, and the sand beneath my feet. I even love how messy 

I feel at the beach. It’s just one of the things that makes me 

feel alive. I also love watching summer sunsets from my front 

porch. I love having my entire family together. I love laughing 

with them, telling jokes, and playing games together. I love 

the white, open spaces at the edges of notebook paper. I 

love art and creative people and old books and history and 

fancy dresses. I love stripes, the gospel, guitars, my mama’s 

blueberry pound cake, and the way she takes care of our 

family. I love long talks with my dad and the way he loves me 

endlessly. I love writing and singing (though I’m terrible at it). 

I love country music. I love people.

I love . . .
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Chapter 3

PL AN FOR JOY

The Lord blesses his people with peace.
P S A L M  2 9 :1 1  ncv

WHETHER WE’RE THIRTEEN OR THIRT Y- SEVEN, WE’RE 
all chasing joy. Some joy comes as a surprise, like an 

unexpected gift from a friend. And some joy comes because 

you set yourself up for it— you plan for it. In my life, I have 

learned to make specific choices to create joy.

Personally, I find joy in tidiness. Not just tidiness in my 

space but also in my time and in my thoughts. Knowing 

I’m prepared for the week ahead fills me with happiness, 

peace, and even confidence. So on Sunday evenings, I pre-

pare. Projects are planned. Clothes are laid out. Activities are 
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bags!) I like to do one area at a time so that I don’t get over-

whelmed. For example, you might tackle the closet first. Pull 

out everything that’s trash or to give away and put it into the 

right bag. Next, you could clean out your desk, bathroom, 

or space under the bed. (And don’t forget about that locker 

at school!) When a trash bag is full, go ahead and take it to 

the trash bin. When a donation bag is full, check with your 

parents about where to take it.

As you decide what to do with each item, remember this: 

when in doubt, say goodbye. Free yourself from whatever it 

is and move on. If you have more than one of something— nail 

clippers, pencil sharpeners, or black T- shirts, for example— 

choose your favorite one. Toss or donate the rest. You may 

find yourself with empty drawers or open space in the closet. 

Don’t rush to fill it with something! Allow that space to be 

empty until you’re ready to fill it with something that matters.

T H E  B A G  P L A N

Mark off each space as you complete it.

 ❍ Closet
 ❍ Desk
 ❍ Nightstand
 ❍ Under the bed
 ❍ Bathroom
 ❍ Other spaces
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What are your treasures?

Where can you put them so you’ll see them often and smile?

MY THOUG HT S
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Chapter 4

MAKING MARGIN FOR 

WHAT MATTERS

The best memories are often made in 
the unplanned moments of our lives.

IF YOU RE AD THIS CHAP TER ’ S TITLE , YOU MIGHT BE 
thinking, Okay, Emily, but what’s margin? Margin is the white 

space around the edges of your notebook paper— the space 

where you don’t usually write anything. Leaving that margin 

empty makes your paper look neater and not so crowded. It’s 

easier to breathe when you’re looking at a piece of paper with 

empty space in the margins. Don’t believe me? Try filling up 

that margin and see how all that crowded space makes you feel.

Just like that sheet of notebook paper, your calendar 
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What would you do in the margins—the white space—of your days?

Where would you be still?

MY THOUG HT S

Which moments would you savor?
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CHECKL I S T

Make a list of all the things you have to do. Put a star next to the ones 
you want to quit. Then talk to your parents about what you can quit 
and how to do it.

Figure out the things that matter most to you. Then make 

sure your calendar shows how important those things are. 

Give yourself the gift of margin.
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Chapter 5

WHEN YOU’RE NOT 

IN CONTROL

People can make all kinds of plans, but 
only the Lord’s plan will happen.

P R O V E R B S  1 9 : 2 1  ncv

I SAT IN THE CHICK- FIL- A PARKING LOT CHECKING MY 
email after breakfast. I’d spent the morning catching up 

with two old friends over Chick- n- Minis. I was nearing five 

months pregnant with my first child, Brady. I pressed play on 

a voice mail I’d received earlier that morning.

“Mrs. Ley,” said a voice I instantly recognized as my doctor’s, 
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Which situation are you trying to control right now?

Where do you need to let go?

MY THOUG HT S

What worries are piling up inside you?
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Chapter 6

POUR LOVE INTO 

YOUR FAMILY

Love never fails.
1   C O R I N T H I A N S  1 3 : 8

YOU PROBABLY DON’T THINK MUCH ABOUT HOW YOUR 
family interacts. After all, you’re with them a good chunk 

of the week, so it just feels normal. But the people in your 

family do a lot for you. They provide for you, they help you, 

they encourage you. They may even be some of your best 

friends. Each relationship— whether it’s with a parent, grand-

parent, brother, sister, or cousin— affects your thoughts, your 

time, and your heart. And how you treat your family members 
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What traditions does your family have?

What traditions would you like to start?

MY THOUG HT S
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Chapter 7

ENJOY THE CIRCUS

Life can be like a three- ring circus. The secret 
to being happy is learning to enjoy the show.

A THREE- RING CIRCUS IS A CIRCUS WHERE SHOWS ARE 
happening in three different rings, all at the same time. 

Or, according to the dictionary, it can also be “something wild, 

confusing, . . . or entertaining.”1

I think three- ring circus is a good way to describe life. It 

can certainly be wild, confusing, and entertaining.

Look at your own schedule. Are you living a circus? How 

often do you juggle school, homework, chores, practice time, 

friend time, family time, and God time? All in the same day? 

No matter how great your juggling skills are, there’s always 

GraceNotPerfection_YR_4P.indd   89 2/19/20   9:55 AM

E N J O Y  T H E  C I R C U S

• 93 •

Make a list of five messes, things, or tasks in your life that cause 
you stress. Beside each one, list a tiny joy that is hidden inside 
each.

1. ________________________________ ________________________________
2. ________________________________ ________________________________
3. ________________________________ ________________________________
4. ________________________________ ________________________________
5. ________________________________ ________________________________

God pours out His endless grace on us. And it’s our job 

to pour out that same kind of grace on our people. I really 

believe that giving grace says more about the giver than the 

one who receives it. The grace giver is patient, forgiving, and 

overflowing with love. Her well is deep and wide and full of 

the good stuff of this life. Be a grace giver.
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Chapter 9

IT’S ALL ROUTINE

There is a time for everything.
E C C L E S I A S T E S  3 : 1  ncv

ROUTINES, TRADITIONS, AND HABITS— THEY CAN TAKE 
an otherwise mess of a day and make it more peaceful. 

Knowing what’s going to happen next and that there’s a plan 

to make sure everything is taken care of gives us a feeling of 

safety and security.

But order and organization don’t happen by accident. 

Most ordinary human beings don’t jump out of bed every 

morning ready to be a blessing to the world. No, these things 

happen when we set ourselves up for success and when we 

remove a bit of chaos to make space for grace. Think of a 
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1. Family comes first. Period.

2. My work is my ministry. I love what I do.

3. I will not apologize for putting what matters first. At 

the top of my list of what matters: my people.

I haven’t found the perfect routine that helps me “bal-

ance” work and family and friends, but these rules help me 

give my best to the people and things that matter most to me.

WRITE YOUR OWN RULES. What comes first in your life— 
no matter what? Creating this set of rules for your life will make it 
easier to decide what gets your attention when the day gets crazy.

Rules:
1. ________________________________________________________________________
2. ________________________________________________________________________
3. __________________________________________________________________________________

We live in a world of more, faster, and extra. So we feel 

like we need to do more, faster, and extra. But so much joy 

can be found in slowing down. Identify 

those parts of your life that are causing 

you stress, and do something about them. 

Set your routines, and then recheck them 

every month. Are they still working for you? 

If not, make some changes. Slow down. Be 

still. Find the joy.

Slow 
down. Be 
still. Find 
the joy.
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G E T T I N G  I T  A L L  D O N E

There’s always something to be done around the house, isn’t 

there? But the solution can be as simple as writing the chores 

out and dividing them up. Talk to your family about this and 

see what kind of system you can come up with.

Whatever the system, there are some things that are 

yours to take care of. How do you manage them? How do 

you make sure they all get done? It all starts with making a list. 

Next, figure out the best time for you to do each chore, and 

build that into your routine. And don’t forget to give yourself 

grace on those days when things don’t go as planned.

Make a list of chores that you are responsible for and when you 
will do them.

T H E  C H O R E S  Y O U  H A T E

Which of your chores makes you crabbiest? Is there a way to make it 
less horrible? Here are some ideas:

• Trade with a brother or sister for a chore he or she hates to do 
(but you don’t mind).
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seem silly, but I sleep better knowing everything is ready for 

the next morning.

Because mornings are crazy at my house, I like to wash 

my hair and shower in the evening. I also pick out an outfit 

for the next day and set out any accessories I want to add. If 

I take the time to do these things in the evening, I can hit the 

ground running in the morning (and sleep as late as possible). 

Plus, when I give a little time to how I look, I simply feel better 

about myself.

I believe the way you begin your day sets the mood for 

the rest of the day. So when I wake up, I turn on some good 

music to listen to while I get dressed. Then I dive into the rest 

of my morning routine. For me, that includes laundry and 

breakfast for the kids. For you, that may mean a quick chore 

or two before breakfast and heading off to school. No matter 

what needs to happen in your mornings, a routine will help 

you get it all done with a little more peace and grace.

M Y  I D E A L  M O R N I N G  R O U T I N E

What does your ideal morning routine look like?

1. _______________________________________________________________________________
2. _______________________________________________________________________________
3. _______________________________________________________________________________
4. _______________________________________________________________________________
5. __________________________________________________________________________________________
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Chapter 10

A GRATEFUL HEART 

CHANGES EVERY THING

Do not worry about anything, but 
pray and ask God for everything 
you need, always giving thanks.

P H I L I P P I A N S  4 : 6  ncv

MY DAD IS MY HERO. HE’S STRONG AND KIND. HE 
could probably build an entire house by hand if you 

asked him to. He’s the most giving man I’ve ever known. And 

he’s just plain smart. He can turn a comment about romaine 

lettuce into a discussion on the iguanas of Tahiti. Before you 

know it, he’s rattled off seven different kinds and their Latin 
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C H A N G E  Y O U R  F O C U S

When I find myself feeling overwhelmed or sad, I try to 

change the focus of my “camera” by listing what I’m grateful 

for. I even started a gallery wall in my house to help me do 

this. I’ve filled with it pictures of answered prayers. There’s a 

photo from our wedding day, each of our children’s first pho-

tos, a hand drawing of our house, and pictures of our parents, 

grandparents, and all the rest of our families. Just one peek 

at that wall puts my heart in the right place. Remembering all 

I have to be grateful for helps pull me out of whatever pit my 

heart might be stuck in.

So often I shove my gratefulness down into a hole and 

tell it to stay there. Why? For silly reasons! Because my house 

What are you grateful for? Make a list. Big things and 
small things. It can be everyday things and once- in- a- 

lifetime things. It might be family and friends. Or it might be 
people, pets, and places. What are the blessings in your life?

•
•
•
•
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is a mess. Because I’m having a bad hair day. Because some 

days are just hard. Some days I find myself asking, What on 

earth do I have to be grateful for today? And I shake my fists 

at God (again) and ask Him why He’s dragging me through 

this season of life. And you know what He does? He holds my 

hand and walks through this crazy life with me.

When I’m deep in the mess and feeling like everything in 

life is out of my control, God always does something to take 

away my excuses for feeling blue. Even on the toughest of 

days, He tosses in little moments of joy and reminds me that 

Make your own gratefulness gallery  It could be a wall of 
photos like mine  Or yours might be on a shelf, a bookcase, 
or even a bulletin board  What blessings would you want to 
have pictured? If you don’t have a photo, what object might 
remind you of the gratefulness you felt (like a ticket from a 
special time with a friend)?
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or the funny in any situation. Here’s just one example: When 

my dad returned to work after losing sight in his eye, he set 

a little stuffed Mike Wazowski on his desk. Mike is the silly 

one- eyed monster from Disney’s Monsters, Inc. I’m guessing 

that some of Dad’s coworkers may have been uncomfortable 

going into his office for the first time after his accident, but 

they were soon doubled over in laughter. My dad refused to 

let the accident take away one of his most precious gifts: his 

sense of humor.

Dad’s ability to find joy after such a tragedy taught me 

that God gives grace in so many ways. He gives us humor 

when it’s hard to laugh. He gives us a new perspective when 

life feels so hard. And He gives us friends to help us get 

through the highs and lows of life with joy. What incredible 

gifts from our incredible God!

Take a minute to write down three situations you’re 
facing right now that seem hopeless. Is there even a tiny 

nugget of hidden silliness anywhere in them? Is there something 
to be grateful for that could help you see the blessings even in this 
situation?
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What things bring you the most joy? The deep, uncontrollable, 
belly- laugh kind of joy? Make a list below.

G R A T E F U L  G R A C E

Yes, humor and gratitude are wonderful for getting us through 

our everyday messes. And yes, they turn things around for us 

by helping us focus on our blessings. But what about when 

you’re stuck in a hopeless situation? When no amount of pos-

itive thinking can cover up the hurt? Whether it’s an illness, 

your parents’ divorce, or the death of someone we love, God 

meets us with grace in those spaces too. When everything 

is out of our control, that’s when God steps in and shows us 

just how good His goodness can be— and just how good His 

people can be.

When I was a little girl, my grandmother lost her car while 

shopping at a department store. She walked the aisles of 

the parking lot until security noticed her panicked look and 

helped her find it. It was the beginning of Alzheimer’s, a heart-

breaking disease that robs people of their ability to think and 

remember. My mom watched as her mother suffered from 
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serve and love our people. When we show God’s love and 

grace, we are living, breathing examples of His perfect love.

God desperately wants us to spread His big, bold love all 

over the place. And He meets us in the middle of our crazy 

days to help us do just that.

Is there someone in your life who you can really show up 
for with grateful grace, just as my mom showed up for my 

grandmother? Maybe an elder in your church is sick, and you make 
him or her a meal. Or maybe your sister sprained her ankle, and you 
volunteer to take on her chores for a while. Take a moment to think 
about your friends, family, and community, and write up some ways 
you can share God’s grace.
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Chapter 11

THE LIFE YOU WANT TO LIVE

“I know what I am planning for you,” 
says the Lord. “I have good plans for 
you, not plans to hurt you. I will give 

you hope and a good future.”
J E R E M I A H  2 9 :1 1  ncv

I REMEMBER WHAT IT WAS LIKE TO BE YOUR AGE. YOU’RE 
not a small child anymore, but you’re not quite a grown- up 

either. It’s a time when anything could happen. As you’re 

looking at the next few years ahead, it probably feels like 

there are a hundred different roads you could choose to fol-

low. It’s both a beautiful and terrifying place to be. People are 

starting to ask you questions like, “What do you want to be 
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Don’t just shape your life around what you do. Shape 

what you do around the kind of life you want to live. Who says 

you have to spend every minute rushing from school to prac-

tice to homework to bed— only to get up and start it all over 

again the next morning? You, my friend, have options. Yes, 

it’s true there are some things you have to do. And because 

you are still learning and growing, there are some things your 

parents expect you to do. But you can create a life around 

those “have to dos” that is beautiful and meaningful to you.

Remember, you’re just starting out in this whole life thing. 

Explore. Dare to try new things. Risk messing up. Don’t be 

afraid to fail. Failing is really just learning what’s not right for 

you. It will take some hard work and some planning. It will 

take conversations with your parents. But it is possible to 

create the life you dream of— both the life you’re living right 

now and the life you want in the future.

What words would you use to describe 
the life you dream of having?
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want to be free to spend Fridays with my kiddos. Sometimes 

that means I have to work late the other days of the week. 

Perhaps you want to have Saturday mornings free to paint or 

write or spend time with friends. What 

might you need to sacrifice to make 

that happen?

You may not be able to make all 

of your must- haves work. At least not 

right now. But don’t let that stop you 

from imagining the life you want for 

yourself. What steps can you take now 

to put you on the path to the life you 

want to have? Building the life you 

want isn’t easy, but it is so, so worth it.

Describe the life you want to build for yourself. Don’t 
worry if it’s out of your reach right now. It’s only after 

naming your dream that you can try to make it happen. Revisit 
your dreams every few weeks or months. What has changed? 
What has stayed the same?

What are your 
must- haves in life? 
What experiences, 
adventures, and 

little life luxuries 
do you want?
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Chapter 13

THE LIES ARE EVERYWHERE

“The truth will set you free.”
J O H N  8 : 3 2

THE LIES .  THE Y ’RE LIKE A PL AGUE . THE Y ’RE E VERY-
where, and they are so deadly to our hearts. They tell us 

things like, You just being you is not good enough. Or, You 

aren’t special or important. Or, You’re just too much— too 

much effort, too much trouble.

Here’s the thing about so many of the lies: they come 

from comparing ourselves to others. It might be people we 

know, celebrities, or posts on social media. And every time 

we listen to the lies, they get bigger and louder and easier to 

believe.
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Record all the good things you find in today.

MY THOUG HT S

GraceNotPerfection_YR_4P.indd   156 2/19/20   9:55 AM



• 161 •

Chapter 14

CHOOSE CONTENTMENT

Contentment: a state of happiness 
and satisfaction1

CONTENTMENT.  IT BA SIC ALLY ME ANS BEING HAPPY 
with what we have. That’s a tough concept for me. I tend 

to be more of a perfectionist— always searching for something 

better. Then one day my friend Nancy Ray shared her expe-

rience with a “contentment challenge.” She was struggling 

with her need for more and more when she felt God leading 

her to put the brakes on her spending. So for ninety days she 

bought only the things she had to have, like peanut butter 

and toothpaste. This made room in her heart, home, and life 

for God to speak more clearly to her. 

To me, that is what simplicity is all about. We’re making 
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room for what matters. We’re giving ourselves space to hear 

God more clearly, to give more wholeheartedly, and to pour 

our energy into people rather than in things. Simplifying 

allows us to slow down enough to savor this life.

We live in one of the richest societies in the world. So 

why do we want more when we have so much already? I feel 

uncomfortable even writing about it. Tens of thousands of 

people every day die from hunger. Yet we won’t eat food just 

because it’s not our favorite. Countless people around the 

world don’t have good shoes to wear. But we’re obsessed 

with getting just the right pair to match an outfit.

We have so much. We have education, food, shelter, 

technology, opportunities, abilities, and talents. But for some 

reason deep inside us, we still want more, better, faster, newer. 

Where do you see yourself wanting more and more? 
Keep track of your spending over the next week or two. 

Not just how you spend your money but also how you spend your 
time. What are you wasting the most time and money on? What 
hole might you be trying to fill?
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