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As I sat in my office, I realized once again that I wasn’t working—I was staring. 
What had started out as a minor distraction was becoming an all-consuming focus.

The object of my fascination was a large, 19-by-14 inch, black and white photo-
graph titled Monolith: The Face of Half Dome. While most offices don’t boast 
 museum-quality art, mine did; a benefit of being the workshop director for a gal-
lery of photography in Yosemite National Park. It was the early 1980s and being 
surrounded by world-class photographs was a wonderful part of my daily life.

But of all the amazing images on display, this one captivated me in a way that I 
couldn’t quite explain. Was it the pitch-black sky? The sharp contrasts of rock and 
snow? Or the perspective that captured the massiveness of the unique granite face 
of Half Dome? I didn’t really know. I was simply fascinated—and just kept staring.

Several weeks had gone by when a veteran workshop instructor dropped in for a 
visit. As we chatted, I commented on the photograph. “You know the story, don’t 
you?” he asked. When I replied that I did not, he broke into a huge grin, the kind 
that someone has when they’re about to give you an amazing present—and he was 
right. After just a few sentences, I knew why I was so intrigued by this picture. 
There was a story waiting to be told . . .

. . . the story of an image that didn’t exist.

In the winter of 1927, a young man from San Francisco found himself living in 
Yosemite Valley, enchanted by the possibilities of capturing this magnificent land-
scape on film—but he was a very frustrated young man. His goal was to photograph 
one of Yosemite’s most iconic landmarks: Half Dome. He wanted a perspective that 
would communicate what he would later call “a brooding form, with deep shadows 
and a distant sharp white peak against a dark sky,” and made numerous, arduous 
trips with his mule to the remote vantage point he had selected. Each time, he 
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packed his large 6-by-8 inch view camera and heavy glass plates, only to return with 
disappointing results after emerging from the darkroom.i

Instead of the sheer face of Half Dome dominating the image, it blended into the 
daytime sky behind it. The gray value of a blue sky and the gray value of this mas-
sive rock formation were almost the same in a black and white photograph. The 
young photographer knew that a midnight-black backdrop would create the con-
trast needed, but that would, of course, eliminate the light necessary for the pho-
tograph.

So he did something that no one else had done 
before: He took a photograph that didn’t exist — 

except in his imagination.

He calculated that by placing a red filter over his lens, the blue sky would be trans-
formed into a deep black, finally bringing the granite face of Half Dome to center 
stage. In underexposing the film by the smallest margin, he could preserve the de-
tail in the snow. Even then, the photograph would require extensive work in the 
darkroom to bring to life the image that he felt with his heart as much as he imag-
ined in his mind.

It wasn’t a quick process, but each darkroom session taught him something that he 
hadn’t considered before. He invented new ways to do things and broke most of the 
standing rules of photography to do so. In the end, he emerged with an image on 
paper that was exactly as he had visualized it before he ever snapped the shutter. It 
would become one of the most valuable photographs in history and launched a new 
era in photographic art. It was a masterpiece that Ansel Adams titled Monolith: The 
Face of Half Dome.

My friend smiled once again. It had indeed been a good story, but I had no idea of 
the deposit that God had just made into my spirit about His higher ways. Father 
God often delights in hiding spiritual truth in the fabric of the world around us. For 
many years that deposit lay dormant in my heart, waiting to spring to life.

It wasn’t until the mid-1990s, during a season that could aptly be described as both 
the best and worst of times, that I discovered a small copy of my beloved Monolith 
buried in a box. Once again, the story began to stir in my spirit. It was a season 
when my own identity and destiny felt as if it were being randomly swirled about 
in God’s great darkroom, leaving me with little clue of who I really was and who He 
saw me to actually be.





At the time, I was tentatively holding on to the truth that before my days on earth 
ever began, God knew who He had created me to be. He told Jeremiah that He had 
set him apart before he was born (Jeremiah 1:5). In Psalm 139:16, David wrote that 
“Your eyes saw my substance, being yet unformed. And in Your book they all were 
written, the days fashioned for me, when as yet there were none of them.” God had 
already envisioned my life before I was ever born.

But how did God imagine my life to be? What was 
the image of me that He saw? And how could I see 

myself that way on earth?

As I contemplated the story that I had heard years before, the Holy Spirit smiled—
and began to unwrap how His ways were so like the photograph I adored.

God could see my identity clearly, but there was a 
process of development until I could see myself from 

His perspective.

Even though the current circumstances of my life left me unclear about my future, 
could it be that this was exactly the process of development I needed to become 
who God had always seen me to be? Was it possible that while my familiar religious 
rule book appeared to be evaporating, His truth was coming into focus more than 
ever before? Could God have wisely allowed what He could have easily prevented, 
knowing that the enemy’s own plans for my destruction were the very ingredients 
needed to develop the image of me that He had always seen to be true?

It was not an overnight journey, but thankfully, God is the God of Isaiah 30:18: 
“And therefore the Lord earnestly waits; expecting, looking, and longing to be gra-
cious to you; and therefore He lifts Himself up, that He may have mercy on you 
and show loving-kindness to you” (AMPC). The truth of God’s real nature and the 
reality of who He sees me to really be has become clearer over time, and yet there 
is much I have yet to comprehend. It’s good that the process itself holds such im-
mense riches, not just the outcome.

The truths that God brought out during that season, through Scripture as well as 
through the Monolith photograph, have stood the test of time and continue to pro-
vide rich ground for further exploration:
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Our lives are God’s masterpiece. The way we are known in heaven is His 
reality. Who we come from is greater than what we’ve come through.

God deeply enjoys our process of development, as we perceive more 
clearly the loving, imaginative Master Creator that He is; drawing 
out the beautiful image of us that He sees, until we can see it too.

As His image of us continues to emerge in our hearts, our lives be-
come an evidence of His creative genius, unchanging love, and em-
powering grace.

We are meant to be masterpieces that fully reflect who God really is, 
while uniquely expressing who He created us to be: a labor of love 
that people find themselves drawn to and ask:

“Who is this Master Artist? And does He have an image of me like 
that?”

THE MASTER’S EYES VS. EARTH-BOUND PERSPECTIVES

God imagined our lives before time ever was. He sees us from a heaven-based 
 vantage point that is timeless, elevated, and glorious in Christ. Our journey is not 
a recent event to Him. The God of eternity is not dashing about, wondering what 
He’s going to do now based on our most recent crisis.

Your story is already written—and God is an 
excellent writer.

The Amplified Bible, Classic Edition version of Psalm 139:13-17 says:

For You did form my inward parts; You did knit me together in my 
mother’s womb. I will confess and praise You for You are fearful and 
wonderful and for the awful wonder of my birth! Wonderful are Your 
works, and that my inner self knows right well.

My frame was not hidden from You when I was being formed in 
secret and intricately and curiously wrought, as if embroidered with 
various colors in the depths of the earth, a region of mystery.

Your eyes saw my unformed substance, and in Your book all the days 
of my life were written before ever they took shape, when as yet there 
was none of them.





How precious and weighty also are Your thoughts to me, O God! 
How vast is the sum of them!

Each of us has a divine and unique identity and destiny that God can clearly see. 
Our process of development is the journey we embark on with Him until His real-
ity about our lives becomes ours as well.

When we embrace His timelessness, we can let go of perceiving our lives only 
through the lens of the here and now. We gain the perspective of living in our pres-
ent based on our promises for the future: “For I know the thoughts and plans that 
I have for you, says the Lord, thoughts and plans for welfare and peace and not for 
evil, to give you hope in your final outcome” (Jeremiah 29:11, AMPC).

God has already written the story of our lives, so He 
is never gripped about the current chapter. However, 

He is intent on using every circumstance for our 
process of development so that we will grow into the 

fullness of our identity in Christ.

When we understand that every situation we encounter is contributing to our 
growth, then we exchange circling our circumstances like a dog chasing its tail for 
a spiral staircase of process that adds elevation to our perspective. If we continue to 
try to understand our true identity by solving all of our problematic issues, then we 
end up going round and round at an earth-bound level, expending huge amounts 
of energy but never rising above our current situation to see it through the eyes of 
the Father and comprehend it with the mind of Christ.

By understanding that everything in our lives can be an opportunity to become 
more like the image God already sees us as, we begin to build a progressive spi-
ral stairway of truth that aligns us with His elevated perspective. We may well re-
visit previous areas of development, but it will always be at a higher and higher 
place each time. From this viewpoint, God continues to become bigger and our 
ground-level circumstances continue to get smaller, as we ascend in His peace, joy, 
and security of His unchanging love.

No matter what our current mess may appear to be, like the back of a beautiful 
embroidered tapestry, the knots and loose threads are not what God focuses on. 
He sees the front piece of our lives: the artistic, finished image of who we really are, 
woven through Christ in us, our hope of glory.
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Timeless, elevated, and glorious. That’s how the 
Master’s eyes see.

THE VALUE OF THE DARKROOM

Seeing the masterpiece God created us to be is a process of development. Often, the 
rules we thought should apply have evaporated. Transformation takes longer than 
we anticipated and everyone else seems to be progressing faster than we are. We 
long for God to turn on the light and show us what the outcome of our lives will 
be! We’re tempted to settle for a postcard snapshot of our destiny and get on with it. 
Isn’t there a self-help inventory or a program with five easy steps instead?

But no one describes a postcard reproduction as a priceless work of art. God 
only deals in original masterpieces: “For we are God’s masterpiece. He has creat-
ed us anew in Christ Jesus, so we can do the good things he planned for us long 
ago” (Ephesians 2:10, NLT). The word “masterpiece” can also be translated as 
“ workmanship”—the work of a greatly skilled craftsman.

In the old days of photography, each image had to be created by hand. Every print-
ing process was different based on the temperature, chemicals, and special require-
ments of the negative used. In the middle of the process, everything looked like 
a mess and the image was difficult to discern. But a master photographer never 
considers those things, because he knows that they are simply the necessary steps 
to the outcome of the image that he already sees in his mind.

The darkroom times of life are not God trying to be difficult. When we know the 
true nature of the Father who is in charge of this process, we can be at rest, knowing 
that He can be trusted. When our circumstances don’t make sense or our progress 
seems to be taking too long, God can be someone for us now that He couldn’t be at 
any other time. It’s the perfect place to see a new aspect of His true self that begins 
to reveal a more accurate image of who we really are, too.

At those times, He smiles as our full weight rests in His hands. In that place of 
peace, we are allowing Him to “create us anew in Christ.” God is not renovating 
your old man that died but is revealing the new life that already lives in you. “For 
you died to this world, and your new, real life is hidden with Christ in God” (Co-
lossians 3:3, AMPC).

Like an image already exposed on photographic 
paper, your real life is already hidden with Christ in 





God. It just needs a process of development for us 
and others to see it clearly.

As we encounter and understand how the process of our true identity emerges, 
“darkroom days” can actually be ones we look forward to. They may be times of 
deep renewal, where we know that the revelation that God deposits will come into 
the light in due time. For now, we soak in the majesty of His grace, the assurance of 
His peace, and the depths of His joy that bring strength until it’s time—His time—
for the next stage of the image He sees to be revealed.

THE BRIDGE FROM CONCEPT TO REALITY

There’s always a gap from concept to reality in any area of our lives. When we 
initially hear transformational truth, we often respond with joy. But our initial 
positive reaction is not a guarantee that the seed taking root in our lives will bear 
mature fruit (Matthew 13:20-21). How many great conferences have we gone to 
where we have been genuinely touched, but months later we remain unchanged 
because our breakthrough lacked followthrough? The sessions may have led to 
a “mountaintop experience,” but that is not how God designed us to live. As I 
wrote about extensively in my first book, Joyful Intentionality, transformation is a 
relational process with God that occurs as we travel and requires our passionate 
participation.

Identity often has one of the widest chasms of truth between how we see ourselves 
and how God sees us. There will be things that you thought to be true that are not 
actually the truth about who God really is and who you really are. Those discoveries 
leave missing pieces that God delights in filling. There are places where we need to 
unlearn lessons from our history and exchange them for seeing the life God has 
always envisioned. These are the occasions that the Holy Spirit looks forward to, 
because He loves His job as our brilliant Teacher, Helper, and Comforter.

This book is a tool for you to discover the truths that span the gaps in your true 
identity so that you gain the clear lenses necessary to see the image of yourself that 
God does. It is a bridge for you to cross that will take you from biblical concepts you 
may have heard into the living reality of your identity as heaven sees you. Far too 
often, we’ve read books that told us what our identity in Christ should be, but we’ve 
missed the tangible tools to establish the truth in our daily experience. Either the 
learning was all conceptual or we were handed a one-dimensional how-to manual. 
Many times, we know the right answers, but having it become the way we perceive, 
think, speak, and act remains elusive.
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THE MINDSETS OF IDENTITY

In this book, we’ll explore how lasting transformation into the image of Christ oc-
curs and the heaven-based lenses to view our lives through. How do people think 
when they see themselves as God does? And how does that manifest in their every-
day life—in their language, choices and actions? What are the common obstacles 
they face, and how do they partner with the Holy Spirit in overcoming them?

THE GUIDEBOOK

Along with this book, there is a guidebook. Like a travel guide you pick up before a 
road trip, this is a tool for interpreting the journey of identity, interacting with God 
about your discoveries, and following through the breakthroughs you encounter 
as you read The Image. There is no lasting breakthrough without followthrough. 
We must not only take our internal territory, but must establish it so that this book 
doesn’t just become a one-time encounter, but part of your continuing lifestyle, 
reflected in your perceptions, mindsets, language, and actions, as well as how you 
see and think about yourself, God, and others.

Read the opening article in the guidebook on how God uses questions. Yes, there 
are questions for you to explore each chapter, however, they are not quizzes of com-
prehension. They are relational questions to spark interaction between you and 
God, as well as any others you might be sharing this experience with. They can be 
done individually or in groups. You’ll find opportunities to have new, more brilliant 
thoughts and be given practical tools for discovering the clues to who God made 
you to truly be.

After you’ve explored those questions, we’ll walk through the experience of putting 
words to your identity and give you some creative ideas for how to use and expand 
an Identity Statement.

IDENTITY IS A JOURNEY

The concept of my true identity in Christ is something that He’s been actively re-
vealing for quite a while, and it’s been a journey that has revolutionized my life. 
In recent years, I’ve shared these teachings and ideas at identity workshops and 
conferences around the world, watching countless people become empowered and 
equipped. We regularly receive emails from people who joined us for these sessions 
a year or two ago and are still encountering a powerful process of development. For 
those of us in community together, we continue to watch the amazing evidences of 
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transformation that still leave us in awe as we connect more and more with Christ 
in us, our true hope of glory.

Identity is a progressive experience with God, not an assignment to be completed. 
Allow His image of you to develop at a pace of the Holy Spirit’s choosing. Embrace 
the aspects of yourself that are unique to you and revel in the joy that no two true 
masterpieces are alike. It’s impossible to compare a Van Gogh painting to a Rem-
brandt and say one is better than the other. They are both equally priceless, totally 
distinct, and absolutely beautiful.

There’s no one quite like you. It’s a thought that makes God smile.


