
“What do you have to contribute to the 
world that only you can say?” – Tracey Bianchi

Have you ever been in that place where you become aware 
you aren’t living honestly? Have you ever 
felt like you needed to portray yourself in 
a certain light or live up to someone else’s 
expectations of you? I have a sneaking 
suspicion that you have. This is a reality 
I often find myself living in, and which I 
became painfully aware of recently. 

I was headed to the Calvin College Festival 
of Faith and Writing, and began my time 
there with a prayer retreat comprised of 
several dozen writers. I went to the prayer 
retreat knowing I needed to find something. 
I couldn’t pinpoint what it was, but hoped 
to hear from God. What I heard there brought with it a 
conviction that I hadn’t been ready for.

The first time a speaker mentioned finding one’s true voice, 
it felt like there were pins pricking my skin, creating an itch 
under the surface that was both uncomfortable and jarring.

Throughout the next four days, I kept hearing similar 
sentiments. I know enough about my stubbornness and 
God’s insistence on refining me to know that I needed to stop 
and take notice. God usually has to shout to get my attention, 
but this time the voice was a gentle, prodding whisper.

“I promise you that the discovery of your True Self will feel 
like a thousand pounds of weight have fallen from your 
back,” said the retreat leader, quoting Richard Rohr. I started 
paying attention, noticing the knots in my shoulders that 
sometimes become so intense I feel I can’t breathe.

It wasn’t the first time I’d heard of the concept of true and 
false selves, but it was the first time I felt God whispering to 
my spirit, prodding me with the questions, “Do you speak 
from a place of honesty? Are you being the true you?”

As I walked through the week with this thought burning 
in my mind, I became aware that my voice wasn’t like the 
others in the room. Many of the people mingling around me 
had read my words as fellow writers who work in the same 
online circles as I do, but now we were meeting in person for 
the first time.

It was apparent from my first words I spoke that I was one 
of the only southern voices there, my drawl giving me away. 
I could tell by the looks I received that the reputation of the 
“Bible Belt” I live in proceeded me, and I was keenly aware 

that the conservative evangelical world I came 
from colored people’s opinion of me immediately, 
whether it was the truth of who I was or not.

I felt myself shrink back and measure my words, 
careful to consider what the people around me 
wanted to hear. This is a balancing act I’ve gotten 
good at as a writer, a southerner, a woman.  I 
realized immediately what I was doing: being 
careful not to offend and to limit what I said to 
meet other’s expectations of me. Was I being 
progressive enough? Too evangelical? Was I 
offending anyone with my white majority status 
or my minority status as a woman in Christian 

ministry? I was trying to be who I thought others wanted me 
to be.

Who Is Silencing You?

God has given each of us a voice. Maybe you are a voice in 
your community, your church, or your family. As a writer, 
my voice reaches into various communities, many of which 
are unlike my own. Writers, by nature, put their lives on the 
page. Our very job is to be authentic and transparent. But 
I realized that just like I was measuring my words against 
other’s preconceived notions of me at the Festival of Faith 
and Writing, I have let others’ expectations silence many 
words I want to write.

Who have you let silence you, made you afraid to speak 
out? Tracey Bianchi, the co-author of True You: Overcoming 
Self-Doubt and Using Your Voice, spoke at the Festival about 
the impoverished places inside of each of us, and who our 
culture tells us to be. She said that we bury our true selves 
“under cultural expectations, ill-fitting opportunities, or the 
baggage that comes from our fears of missing out.”

We all have different social influences that shape who we 
are, but we run the risk of conforming to them to fit in, even 
if it isn’t who God has created us to be. We don’t all fit nicely 
into cultural boxes, looking the same as those around us. 
What a boring world that would be! So why do we try so 
hard to conform?
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A friend challenged me during the week to claim the positive 
things people say about me instead of all the negative things 
I think. We all know the kinds of names that bold, outspoken 
women get called in our society. Sometimes it’s easier to just 
silence our voices instead of speak out. 

So if I am hiding parts of myself, silencing my own voice 
in an effort to please others, how can I began to change? 
How can you? 

If we let others define us with their expectations, we are not 
speaking with the unique voice God has given us. Brennan 
Manning calls this being an Imposter, an impersonator of 
our true selves “who craves to be liked, loved, approved, 
accepted, to fit in.”

“Define yourself radically as one beloved by God,” Brennan 
advises. “God’s love for you and his choice of you constitutes 
your worth.”

As much as I kept hearing throughout my week that I 
should seek my true voice, another word kept following me 
around like a stray dog nipping at my heels, begging for my 
attention: beloved. I was constantly reminded of God’s great 
love for me, of finding my worth in being the one he loves.

In the closing keynote of the week, the Reverend Nadia Bolz-
Weber looked out over an expectant crowd, talking about 
how we struggle to find acceptance, to be loved. “Your 
ideal self doesn’t exist,” she said. “And the self that God has a 
relationship to is your actual self.”

EMPOWERMENT SECTION
If we begin to see ourselves in light of who God created us 
to be, knowing he places us in our cultural, racial, religious 
and other contexts, maybe we will begin to see that, as 
Henry Nouwen said, we are “not what other people say 
about [us],” but are “beloved” just as we are.

On my final day at the Festival, I sat commiserating with an 
author who grew up Baptist like me, but who writes from a 
distinctly progressive standpoint. I told him of my struggles 
to be the real me and he added a final encouragement 
to God’s many promptings that week: “Don’t let anyone 
shame you for what you are.”

As I walked away then and continue to try to walk out 
all I am learning now, I pass on these encouragements to 
you. Find your voice. Don’t let anyone tell you who you 
are supposed to be. Know you were created uniquely and 
gifted specifically. Find who you are and proclaim it loudly!
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