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HELD BY KAREN CROWE

6:30AM mid-February of 2019
I am at home on my sailboat, a catamaran, lying on the bunk in my cabin, listening to a steady rain patter on the deck 
above me. We’ve been sailing for two months and are currently tied to a mooring in Spanish Wells, Bahamas. I wake up 
early these days, and most days I sit down and read some Scripture and have time to myself, to pray and write and think. 
These mornings have become necessary to me. Without them, I think I would be curled up in a ball, frozen with fear.
 
I am afraid of many, many things. In my life back at home, I moved confidently through my days: gym, work, church, taking 
care of my home and my family. Out here on this boat—not so much. Everything is new, unknown. How I spend my days, 
how I solve problems (they are constant), even how I grocery shop and cook dinner—it’s all very different. At home, 
before we left, this whole thing sounded like a grand adventure. And it is, but it turns out that grand adventures are more 
disruptive and frightening than I realized.
 
Adding to the learning curve is the pressure I am putting on myself. I am afraid of failing, of crawling back home with my 
tail between my legs. I despise getting it wrong and looking like an idiot—I want to prove to the doubters that we aren’t 
certifiably insane and this plan is worth the risks we are taking. I do know the truth—that the Gospel liberates us from that 
kind of pressure, the need to “get it right.”  Listening to the Lord, listening to my own heart, I can find the freedom to trust 
him in following my desires, even if I might fail.
 
All of this sounds great, until you find yourself climbing a steep learning curve and up against tasks you’ve never done 
before, places you’ve never been before, and problems you’ve never resolved before. 
 
The fear takes different forms for me. Sometimes it is a frozen panic, when something has gone wrong and we are “in 
a fix” and I have no idea what to do. Fear makes me seize up—and I start to shut down. Other times, the fear is more 
generalized. I wake up worried about some issue that might be a problem, or might not. Is the anchor dragging? What if 
our autopilot goes out?  In those situations, it is often wise for me to get up and check whatever it is; maybe the Lord is 
alerting me to something that needs my attention. But I could also easily stay awake all night worrying about these things. 
Even after I’ve checked it. More and more frequently, my fear has the upper hand.
 
The longer we stay out here, the worse my anxiety becomes. By late March, I am wrung out—desperate for relief. My 
natural temperament is very laid back, and I have rarely struggled with chronic anxiety. Of course I’ve had my share 
of crisis and stress, but these have either been short term, or have eventually responded to my tried-and-true coping 
strategies: journaling, praying, meditating on Scripture, spending time with spiritually deep friends, and binging on peanut 
M-n-Ms while reading beach fiction (kidding, kind of, except I do think chocolate and reading are gifts from a loving God). 
But this time, those things just aren’t working. Nothing I do gives me any relief.

HOLDING FAST 
BEING HELD
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Trust is the antidote. I need to return to a place of trust. But I can’t get there on my own. I need rescue. And here is the 
tiniest beginning. So tiny I don’t even see it: I recognize that I am at the end of myself. What I need is rescue, not relief.  
Relief—giving up boat life and going home, or taking some more training to get more competent at cruising—would make 
me feel better (which is no small thing), but it would leave me fundamentally unchanged. What I really need, though, is 
transformation—and transformation comes when I turn from myself and ask for rescue from the only One who has the 
power to save me. In other words, I must repent and believe.
 
So I do the next right thing: I cry out for help. Not only in prayer, which I have been doing, but also in deed: I email my most 
trusted and wise friends and confess where I am. This is a step of repentance from my false self, who likes to believe she 
is independent and capable in every situation. The responses I get are not solutions, per se; but they are wise, and they 
help me form some next steps.
 
One friend reminds me of some Scripture she gave me before we left home:
 
Where can I go from your Spirit?
Where can I flee from your presence?
If I go up to the heavens, you are there;
    if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.
If I rise on the wings of the dawn,
    if I settle on the far side of the sea,
even there your hand will guide me,
    your right hand will hold me fast.
 
That last line becomes a next step for me: to believe that I am held fast. I do believe, in my head—but the anxiety that is 
paralyzing me clearly exposes some unbelief I was previously blind to.  I need the truth, that his right hand holds me fast, 
to move from my head to my heart, here, on this sailboat, in the Bahamas.
 
In the big picture, God is the one who holds us. Yet we are invited to cooperate with his work in our lives. So if I want to 
grow in my belief that he holds me fast, there are things I can do to make space for his work in my heart—ways I can hold 
fast even when my faith is weak.
 
Hold Fast: Remember His Faithfulness So Far
When I focus on all the ways the Lord has cared for me so far on this sailing adventure, all the times he has sent ideas, or 
other people, or even just calmed the waves long enough for us to get something hooked back into place—then I have 
a chance to settle down. God has not abandoned us. He will never, never let me go. Giving thanks reminds me of his 
faithfulness and his love.  It also usually helps me stop “catastrophizing.” I can put my worry into perspective and realize 
that even if what I fear does happen, the world will not end. It may require more of me—but even then, the Lord is still with 
me. (Where can I flee from His presence?) He will still help.
 
Hold Fast: Accept My Here-And-Now
Remembering how God has rescued me in the past often leads me to peace with my current circumstances. I can even 
give thanks for them, without attaching some kind of meaning or a lesson to them. I can thank God for the rawness 
and pain, just as it is. “Lord, thank you that you have me here—paralyzed by anxiety. I do not understand why this is 
happening. But thank you anyway. I love you, and I know that you love me.” Thanking him for my circumstances, even 
when I am miserable in them, is an act of radical trust. It helps me to grow in believing the truth that my pain is not a sign 
that God doesn’t love me, or is not with me. Pain and God’s presence are not mutually exclusive. This is a truth I will always 
need to hold fast to.
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One of my friends, in responding to my cry-for-help email, responded with,“I think it is vital for you to remember that it is 
the Trinity who invited you on this trip.” He was right— he and I had several conversations before I left about how God was 
inviting me to follow my husband into his deep, God-given desire for adventure. I needed this reminder to ground me in 
the truth that where I am right now is what God wants for me. The fact that I am uncomfortable here does not negate that 
truth and does not mean that God is absent.
 
Hold Fast: Embrace the Suffering
Accepting my circumstances is one thing. But embracing my suffering takes it further. Embracing my suffering is one of 
the most life-giving practices I’ve ever learned. It’s counter-intuitive. It sucks. But acknowledging, grieving, feeling the 
pain of my circumstances is the only way through them. When I finally stop fighting it—and I always, always fight it—the 
real path to healing begins. 
 
There is no quick fix for the big problems of life. Nor is there ever a quick fix for my sinful, self-centered heart. My fear and 
anxiety were exposing a pride and self-sufficiency that I had previously been blind to. When I stopped looking for relief 
and leaned into the pain, I started to notice things I hadn’t seen before. Like how attached I am to physical comforts. And 
how accustomed I am to knowing what needs to be done and just doing it, instead of listening to God and being open to 
trying and learning new ways. Those attachments were hindering my walk with the Lord.
 
Hold Fast: Receive with Humility
One more way that I have learned to hold fast in the storm is to receive God’s help with humility.  Another friend, who 
is a professional counselor, kindly advised me to contact my doctor. What stood out to him in my cry-for-help email was 
the sustained levels of stress that I had been experiencing—similar to what he has seen in first-year missionaries who 
leave home for a new way of life. He advised me in some practical ways that I could address how I’d been depleted by 
stress: for example, slowing our pace of travel, limiting our visitors, and investigating whether some short-term medical 
prescriptions might help my brain chemistry right itself. 
 
It turned out that he was right about all of those things. I did them, and they helped. They weren’t the entire cure, but 
they were a part of it. And I see them as a very real help sent from God. Humbling myself and admitting that my doctor’s 
help might be needed was a way to repent from my self-sufficiency and believe that God could work through medical 
intervention.
 
Holding Fast and Being Held Fast: A Present Reality
I still believe that God invited me out here on this boat. I no longer suffer from the crippling anxiety of those early days. 
(Praise be to the God who heals!) But I value that experience. It did take me to a new level of trust in him. And what I 
learned is serving me well in the present uncertainty of life in a pandemic.
 
I have realized that there is no way for me to know that God is holding me fast unless I experience the storm. When I am 
held in still waters, I can attribute my stability to the calm. I don’t see and feel his rock-solid support of me. It is only when 
the winds are howling and the rain is lashing my face and the boat is rocking side-to-side that I can look out and see 
that, even though it feels like I am at the mercy of a violent storm, I am, in reality, safe. I am anchored, and my boat is not 
going to crash into the reef and sink. It is in this experience that I am taken to a new understanding of his goodness and 
faithfulness.
 
God is holding me—holding all of us—safe in the age of COVID-19. Accepting the reality, and embracing the suffering, of 
masks, quarantines, cancelled weddings, is hard today, just as leaning into chronic anxiety was for me. But the practice 
remains valuable; more of my attachments to lesser things are being exposed. I’m given more opportunities to hold my 
plans loosely and let go of expectations for the future. And these experiences are taking me to new places of faith.
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We grow in trust by offering what trust we do have—our widow’s mite, our mustard seed, inadequate though it is—and 
asking God to accept that offering and do for us what we cannot do for ourselves. And then we wait with hope—with 
expectation. We hold fast to his past faithfulness, his present goodness, and his promises to bring resurrection if we are 
willing to walk through the valley of suffering and death. It’s in these storms that we have the opportunity to experience 
something new—intimacy with him.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION:

• How has your experience with anxiety been different or similar from Karen’s?

• How did her life prior to sailing hide her anxiety and fears?

• What were some of the first steps she took? Why is this important?

• We often think that pain is proof that God has abandoned us and does not love us. What does it mean that pain and 
God’s presence are not mutually exclusive? Why is this an important tension to embrace?

• How have you experienced the dual reality of both holding on to Christ and being held by him? 

• What do you need to entrust to him today? What will your first steps be? Who will you tell?


