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THE UNSHAKEABLE PRESENCE OF A GOD WHO NEVER LEAVES

BY MICHELE CUSHATT



Introduction: Joshua & the 12 Stones

1. If you could choose to design a t-shirt that describes your approach to tough times, 
what would your slogan be? For example, “Ride the Wave,” “Grin and Bear It,” “I Need 
a Nap,” or “If I wanted your opinion, I would’ve asked for it.”  

2. “Presence lends us courage to persist” (pg. 17). Think of a particularly difficult 
moment in your life when someone came alongside you at a key moment. It could be 
the day you started a new job, a 5K you ran with a friend, a neighbor you met after 
you moved to a new state, the greeter who welcomed you at the church’s front door, 
etc. How did presence make a difference for you?

3. Take a moment to consider the dual meaning of the title of this book: Relentless. 
Life can often feel like a long series of unending crises and difficulties. It’s exhausting. 
The premise of this book, however, is that God’s presence is even more relentless 
than your most relentless struggle. No matter how exhausting the living, His love and 
presence is exhaustive. What does this mean for you personally? 

4. “Faith often lasts only as long as good fortune” (pg. 19). Has this ever been true in 
your life? 



5. In the opening story of Relentless, I pulled back the curtain on an extended season 
of my faith journey when physical suffering, perceived aloneness, and spiritual 
despair led me to despair of life. How did reading about my dark night of the soul 
make you feel? 

6. The subtitle of Relentless is, “The Unshakeable Presence of a God Who Never 
Leaves.” Have you ever experienced a time when God felt absent and you wondered 
if He had, in fact, left you? 

7. What do you hope to learn, gain, or discover while reading Relentless? Share it as a 
prayer. 

8. At the end of your time together, pray over each other that God would open your 
eyes, ears, heart, and mind to know His presence with you, right here, right now.  



Chapter 1- A Garden: 
A God who has always wanted to be with you

1. Ordinary childhood memories can be some of the sweetest. What is one of your 
favorite everyday memories from early childhood? 

2. Although my parents came to know Jesus in adulthood, I’ve never known a life 
without Jesus in it. For that, I’m deeply thankful. How about you? Was faith a part of 
your childhood? Share a brief snapshot of the role faith played (or didn’t play) in your 
early years. How has it changed in your adult life? 

3. “Reciprocity is the key to vibrant relationship.” The word “reciprocity” comes from 
the Latin reciprocus, which means “moving back and forth.” Simply, it’s the practice of 
mutual exchange, action, or influence. Give and take. Responsiveness. How do you 
see reciprocity (or the lack of) playing out in your most important relationships? 

4. Why do you think reciprocity is important to thriving relationships? 



5. Whether your earliest memories are pleasant or painful, I believe it’s possible to 
see evidence of God’s presence with you in those moments. Do you believe this? 
Why or why not? 

6. If you could give your younger self a message about life, what would it be?

7. Take a few moments to consider Altar Stone #1: Looking for evidence of God in the 
beginning of your story. What hints of God’s nearness do you see in your earliest 
memories? 

8. Share your first altar stone with your group. 

OPTIONAL: As a group, identify someone in your church or community that is going 
through a difficult season. Determine how you can come alongside them and show 
them authentic love and support in the middle of their suffering over the next several 
weeks. 



Chapter 2—A Smoking Firepot and a Blazing Torch:
A God who promised to always be with you

1. I was seven years old when I decided to make a public declaration of my faith in 
Jesus. Although I was young, I remember the day well. Do you remember the day you 
first believed in God? Briefly share the story. 

2. If you could describe your primary childhood relationships in one word, what would 
it be? If you could describe your current adult relationships in one word, what would it 
be? 

3. The Bible is full of God’s promises to us. Share some of your favorites with the 
group. Make a list you can each take home with you. 

4. God is a promise-keeping God. His perfect, holy nature does not allow Him to be 
otherwise. What does it mean to you personally to know God will always keep His 
word? 



5. Hebrews 13:5 says, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you,” a reference to 
God’s promise of presence to Joshua in Deuteronomy 31:6. If God is a promise-keep-
ing God, this means His presence with us is absolute. We can count on it. Does your 
life reflect this level of absolute confidence in God’s never-failing presence? 

6. Knowing what you now know about God’s radical covenant promise to restore you, 
write yourself a letter from God, using some of His words from the Bible. 

7. Share your second altar stone with your group. 



Chapter 3—A Ladder and a Limp:
A God who meets you where you are

1. Jacob, a man who would one day be the patriarch of the twelve tribes of Israel, had 
a story riddled with mistakes. And yet, God chose him to be a leader of his people. 
Does this give you any comfort, and how so?  

2. Isaac and Rachel are just one example of imperfect families in the Bible. Favoritism, 
deceit, manipulation, and maltreatment are common threads. How does the inclusion 
of these dysfunctional families in scripture encourage you and your imperfect family? 

3. Did you gain any new insight about yourself and your family of origin in reading 
Jacob’s story? If so, what? 

4. Chapter 3 begins with the humorous story of the third-grade note-passing incident. 
My blunder was minor, and certainly not worth the lost sleep. But I was devastated. 
Even at eight years old, I believed my mistake pushed me beyond redemption. And 
my shame over that incident followed me for years. How about you? Is there a failure 
in your early years that nags you? 



5. The subtitle of this chapter is “A God Who Meets You Where You Are.” How has God 
met you where you are, even if you aren’t where you thought you’d be?

6. From beginning to end, Jacob’s story is marked by God’s mercy. Jacob didn’t 
deserve it, and yet he received it again and again. How has God given you unde-
served mercy? 

7. “As far as I can tell, Jacob walked with a limp the rest of his life. And I can’t help but 
wonder whether Jacob’s dislocated hip was as much an altar as the stone pillow he 
once slept on.” Do you “walk with a limp”? Have your choices and circumstances 
marked you in some way? If so, how can you turn that limp into an altar stone of 
God’s presence with you through it? 

8. Share your third altar stone with your group. 



Chapter 4—A Pillar of Cloud and Fire:
A God who is with you when you wander

1. At the beginning of Chapter 4, I mention visiting the Mother Cabrini Shrine in 
Denver, CO in my quest to feel close to God. Although there is nothing magical about 
a place of worship or a memorial, there are times when a particular chair, chapel, 
prayer-walk, mountain hike, labyrinth, park, or shrine lend us both space and quiet as 
we attempt to focus our attention on God. Do you have a place you like to visit in your 
pursuit of God’s presence? 

2. The story of the Israelites is one of my favorites, chiefly because they never 
seemed to escape their dysfunctional patterns. Generation after generation, they 
kept making the same mistakes. Although God corrected them, He never stopped 
loving them. His affection remained steadfast, even when their faith didn’t. What does 
this mean to you personally?  

3. Review the attachment styles mentioned on pages 74-75. Which of the three 
attachment styles do you most identify? How do you see your attachment style 
playing out in your primary relationships? How do you see it playing out in your 
relationship with God? 



4. Have you ever feared making God angry or doing something that would cause Him 
to stop loving you? If so, how has this fear impacted your spiritual journey? 

5. “A rule-following faith can do nothing to bring the healing we all need. Hard work 
and strict morality aren’t enough.” Do you agree or disagree? Why? 

6. Share your fourth altar stone with your group. 



Chapter 5—A Tabernacle: 
A God whose mercy carries you

1. What are some prayer practices that have helped you to connect with God? 

2. The tabernacle was temporary. It was never intended to be the sole means to 
humanity’s connection with God. The same is true for us today. We don’t need to 
enter a tent or building to draw near to God’s presence, nor is God’s presence acces-
sible only on Sundays. What does this mean for you? 

3. At the beginning of this chapter, I shared the story of well-intentioned church 
leaders who wounded me and, as a result, marred my spiritual journey. The means of 
their “confrontation” created a stumbling block in my relationship with God. How 
about you? What formative experiences have colored your spiritual journey and 
perception of God? 

4. The Old Testament Tabernacle eventually became the Jerusalem temple, which 
then contributed to what we now experience as the local church. In a word or two 
only, how would you describe your church experience? 



5. “More often than not, we don’t really want a God of fire; we want a God of friend-
ship.” What do you think this means? And what kind of God do you think we truly 
need? 

6. What role has prayer played in your life, if any at all? There is no shame in your 
answer, regardless of what it is. This question is simply to discover our varied experi-
ences with prayer, both positive and negative. 

7. When do you most struggle to pray? What is your biggest obstacle to prayer? 

8. Share your fifth altar stone with your group. 



Chapter 6—A Cleft in a Rock: 
A God who is with you when you 

reach the end of yourself

1. For fun, take a moment to brainstorm some of the most “unhelpful” advice you’ve 
ever been given. These are the clichés and maxims that others offered in an attempt 
to encourage. Rather, it was all you could do not to roll your eyes. I’ll start: “God will 
never give you more than you can handle” and “Everything happens for a reason.”  

2. How can we “feed” and “touch” those who suffer in much the same way God minis-
tered to Elijah in his suffering? 

3. Trauma can come in all shapes and sizes, and it can impact individuals in widely 
varying ways. In the simplest terms, a trauma is a deeply distressing and disturbing 
experience that leaves an imprint on the body that can impact future reactions and 
responses. Much like a recorded message that randomly plays at times when you 
don’t expect it, trauma responses can be triggered when similar sights, sounds, 
smells bring back the memory. Have you ever had such an experience? Or have you 
ever witnessed someone else having a similar experience? 



4. Have you ever felt the pressure—either within or without—to appear stronger and 
more confident and optimistic in your faith than you actually feel? 

5. “One of the most dangerous Christian practices (and expectations) is the compul-
sion to present a put-together, unflappable faith.” Do you agree or disagree? 

6. Have you ever reached the “end of yourself?” What did you learn in that season? 

7. With prayer and a keen eye, spend some time considering that season. What 
glimpses do you see of God’s nearness with you, even if you couldn’t feel Him at the 
time? How did He feed you and touch you when you needed Him most? 

8. Share your sixth altar stone with your group. 



Chapter 7—An Incarnation: 
A God who is with you in your humanity

1. Read Romans 8:31-39 out loud. Compare and contrast God’s love with human love. 

2. Do you believe your weaknesses are a turn-off to God? Why or why not? What 
about those mistakes you make over and over again? 

3. Pain is a powerful teacher, whether that time you burned your finger on the stove or 
when your school friend talked about you behind your back. What are some of the 
lessons you’ve learned from pain, big or small, seen or unseen? 

4. Feeling unseen or misunderstood can be even more painful than physical pain. 
When was a recent time when you felt misunderstood? How did you work through it? 



5. Take a minute to talk about Jesus’ humanity. What human experiences did Jesus 
have that are similar to your own? Get as specific as possible. 

6. God willingly entered in to the human experience, and He did it for you. What did 
He give up in order to be with you? 

7. What are some practical ways you and I can “touch the scars” of the people around 
us? Appoint someone in your group to make a list of everything you come up with. 
Share it with each member. 

8. Share your seventh altar stone with your group. 



Chapter 8—A Prison:
A God who is with you in your doubt

1. Go back to the John Flavel quote at the beginning of the chapter and have some-
one read it out loud. What do you think he meant? Do you agree or disagree? 

2. On a scale of 1 to 10, how easy is it for you to trust someone (1 being almost impos-
sible, 10 being very easy)? 

3. I have no doubt John the Baptist and his followers prayed for his release from 
prison. However, they received the opposite. How does John’s story—and Jesus’ 
response—encourage you? 

4. Have you ever experienced doubt—big or small—in your faith journey? What 
caused the seed of doubt? And what specifically did you doubt about God?



5. Have you ever experienced a miracle? Being mindful of the time and others in your 
group, briefly share your experience. How did it impact your faith? 

6. Have you ever prayed for a miracle but didn’t receive one? Again, being mindful of 
the time and others in your group, share your experience. How did it impact your 
faith? 

7. What song or hymn encourages you when you are in a dark place? Share a verse or 
the chorus that means the most to you with the group.

8. Take a few moments as a group to come up with evidence of God’s trustworthi-
ness. You may want to pass out index cards or paper so each individual can collect 
their own evidence of God’s historical trustworthiness. 

9. Share your eighth altar stone with your group. 



Chapter 9—A Transfiguration:
A God who is with you in your transformation

1. At the beginning of this chapter, I talked about my love of sports, NFL football in 
particular. What is something you enjoy that others might be surprised to know about 
you? 

2. Read the transfiguration account in Matthew 17 out loud. Pay attention to every 
detail, every nuance. What did you notice that you may not have noticed before? 

3. Imagine what would happen if, for an entire day, your home, church, school, or 
office said “no” to GRACE and embraced only TRUTH, all the way. Get specific. What 
would that day look like? Now do the opposite. Imagine what would happen if, for an 
entire day, your community rejected all TRUTH and instead embraced 100% GRACE. 
What would that day look like? 

4. When it comes to Grace and Truth, none of us have perfected the harmony Jesus 
embodied. We tend to lean toward one extreme or the other. Which is your typical 
default response: Grace? Or Truth? (HINT: if you’re unsure, I bet your family could tell 
you!)



5. “To embrace either grace or truth without the other is immaturity and slavery.” What 
do you think this means? And do you agree? 

6. One of my favorite moments in the transfiguration story is when Jesus bends down, 
touches the disciples and says, “Don’t be afraid.” Now, close your eyes and picture 
Jesus reaching down and doing the same for you, His touch, His words. Pausing for a 
few moments of silent prayer, tell Him what his grace means to you. 

7. “What man can disfigure, God can transfigure” (pg. 156). How is God currently 
transfiguring something in your story that is broken and scarred?  

8. Share your ninth altar stone with your group.



Chapter 10—A Meal:
A God who is with you in your hunger

1. Many cultural traditions center around food and meals. What is one food-related 
tradition that is important to you? Why?  

2. What is one of your favorite memories around a dinner table? 

3. What is one small step you can take to make more space for table community with 
your friends, family, and those with whom you long to connect? 

4. Have you ever gone without food? How did that impact your view of human 
hunger? 

5. Besides physical hunger, what are you most “hungry” for right now? 



6. Read Psalm 90:14 and Isaiah 55:1-2 out loud. Several times in scripture the pres-
ence of God is associated with satisfying our hunger. What are some signs of spiritual 
hunger? What does it look like? What does it feel like? 

7. How might God be drawing you to find your satisfaction in Him right now? 

8. What are some practical ways you can find satisfaction in God’s presence? As a 
group, brainstorm ideas and make a list you can share. Then, have each person 
choose ONE idea to implement this week. 

9. Share your tenth altar stone with your group.



Chapter 11—A Cross:
A God who is with you in pain, suffering and death

1. Take a moment to make a list of everything we have at our disposal that can help 
us numb or avoid pain (of any kind). Do you think this helps us or hurts us? How might 
pain actually protect us? 

2. During my time in Cornwall, England, I walked through several old cemeteries and 
churchyards. I find cemeteries to be both sobering and strangely inspiring. They 
remind me of the brevity of life and help to clarify what really matters. Have you ever 
spent time walking through a cemetery? What was the experience like for you? 

3. Have you ever spent time exploring your genealogical roots? If not, why not? If so, 
what was the experience like for you?

4. Families are complicated, even the best of ones. And like my dad and myself, even 
the most well-intentioned family members don’t get it all right. How does this 
encourage you in your own journey? 



5. On pg. 21 in the introduction, I included the following quote by John Ortberg: “If you 
ask people who don’t believe in God why they don’t, the number one reason will be 
suffering. If you ask people who believe in God when they grew most spiritually, the 
number one answer will be suffering.” Have you discovered this paradox to be true? 

6. How much time do you spend considering (and dreaming of) heaven? We spend 
far more time losing sleep over this life than sleeping soundly in confidence of the life 
to come. Why do you think that is?

7. Consider Jesus’ crucifixion—His arrest, torture, and willing walk to the cross. He did 
that for you. What does this mean for you and for the wounds that you carry? 

8. Share your eleventh altar stone with your group.



Chapter 12—An Indwelling:
A God whose presence lives in you

1. Music has been an important part of my life since I was a little girl. It has also played 
a large role in my spiritual development. What role has music played in your life and 
faith? 

2. If you could pick one song as the anthem of your life, what would it be? If you’re 
feeling particularly brave, sing it for your group! 

3. You may not be able to read or play music and may have no understanding of how 
it works, but you can still enjoy and appreciate the end result. The same is true of the 
Holy Spirit. You may not fully understand how the Spirit works, but you can still love 
and enjoy His presence. What are your biggest questions about the Holy Spirit? Share 
them as a group, even if you don’t have any answers. 

4. There are many descriptions for the Holy Spirit in the Bible including Spirit of the 
Father, Teacher, Spirit of adoption, Comforter, Counselor, Spirit of truth, Spirit of life, 
Spirit of holiness, etc. Which name means the most to you? Why? 



5. If you and I had full access to all the cash in a bank, we wouldn’t hesitate to take it. 
In fact, we’d probably rush to be the first in line. Through the Holy Spirit, we have full 
and direct access to God’s presence, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 
He’s worth far more than any bank can buy. And yet, we rarely take advantage of it. 
Why do you think this is? 

6. How does the Holy Spirit function like life support for those of us who follow Jesus? 

7. 2 Corinthians 1:21-22 says, “Now it is God who makes both us and you stand firm in 
Christ. He anointed us, set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts 
as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.” The Holy Spirit is a promise of heaven, a 
place where we will finally live eternally in God’s presence, day in and day out. Reve-
lation says heaven won’t need a sun or a moon because the light of God’s presence 
will be our lamp. Imagine! No more darkness, no more fear, no more questions, 
confusion and grief. Instead, the fullness of God Himself shining perfect light on 
everyone and everything! What are you most looking forward to about that day? 

8. One day the wounds we’ve suffered and the wounds we’ve caused will be made 
whole, once and for all. God’s presence will make all things well. How does this hope 
help you forgive both yourself and others and move forward in the promise of what is 
to come? 

9. Share your twelfth altar stone with your group.



Conclusion—Living Stones:
A God whose presence is experienced with each other

1. “Doing what He did will wreck us. And it will save us.” What do you think this means? 

2. It costs us something to do real, hard life with each other. It costs us our time, our 
sleep, our comfort, our innocence and naivete. But being Living Stones in God’s 
church also comes with great gain. What do we stand to gain by doing real, hard life 
with each other? 

3. How might your altar stones cast light for others in places of darkness, both now 
and in generations to come? 

4. Trying to minister to others without first allowing the presence of God to minister to 
us is like trying to do CPR on someone while holding your breath. Both people will be 
hurt in the process. Think of a time when you tried to do “God’s work” without being 
connected to God Himself. What happened? 



5. The late Eugene Peterson said, “When we submit our lives to what we read in 
scripture, we find that we are not being led to see God in our stories but our stories in 
Gods’. God is the larger context and plot in which our stories find themselves.” Why 
does this distinction matter? 

6. Bring your “altar stones” to your small group, if possible. Depending on the size of 
your group and time allowed, spend 10-15 minutes sharing what this journey has 
meant to each of you and how you plan to use these stones to strengthen your faith 
moving forward. 

7. As you reflect on this journey through your story and God’s story together, what is 
your biggest takeaway? How are you different as a result of what God has revealed to 
you? 
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