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For Bill, Lynne, and Todd

It is a profound miracle when
family bonds weave beyond themselves
and bind us into true friendship.
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For Annette, Andrew, and Spence Richards,
Steve and Sarah Carter, and Joe Hays

It is another kind of miracle entirely
when friendship bends beyond itself
and binds us into family.
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And most of all, for Aaron and Henry

For sharing with me the daily glittering miracles
of marriage, motherhood,
and love.
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It would be good for all of us if Shauna Niequist would promise to write a book like Cold Tangerines every year or two for the rest of our lives. Her sensitivity would sensitize us. Her honesty would puncture our pretentions. Her spiritual insight would take us deeper. Her beautiful literary style would ignite our imaginations. And her love—for life, for family, for God—would recenter us on what matters most. Let’s hope this is the first of many books from this talented, new first-rate writer.
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I could not put down this remarkable book. But after the last page, I wanted to hug my kids harder, really taste the raspberries at dinner, and do a happy dance for the stunning gift of life. Shauna uses words to tap into the raw emotions of our humanity—joy, deep sadness, surprise, anger, jealousy, and most of all, delight. Not only do her stories open up a window into the life of this young woman, they also tap into all of our stories, reminding us of the wonder and privilege it is to walk for a time on this planet.
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introduction

This book is a shameless appeal for celebration.

I know that the world is several versions of mad right now. I know that pessimism and grimness sometimes seem like the only responsible choices. I wake up at night and think about pesticides and international politics and fundamentalism and disease and roadside bombs and the fact that one day my parents will die. I had a hard year this year, the hardest I’ve yet known. I worry about the world we’re creating for my baby boy. I get the pessimism and the grimness.

And that’s why I’m making a shameless appeal for celebration. Because I need to. I need optimism and celebration and hope in the face of violence and despair and anxiety. And because the other road is a dead end. Despair is a slow death, and a lifetime of anger is like a lifetime of hard drinking: it shows in your face and your eyes and your words even when you think it doesn’t.

The only option, as I see it, is this delicate weaving of action and celebration, of intention and expectation. Let’s act, read, protest, protect, picket, learn, advocate for, fight against, but let’s be careful that in the midst of all that accomplishing and organizing, we don’t bulldoze over a world that’s teeming with beauty and hope and redemption all around us and in the meantime. Before the wars are over, before the cures are found, before the wrongs are righted, Today, humble Today, presents itself to us with all the ceremony and bling of a glittering diamond ring: Wear me, it says. Wear me out. Love me, dive into me, discover me, it pleads with us.

The discipline of celebration is changing my life, and it is because of the profound discoveries that this way of living affords to me that I invite you into the same practice. This collection is a tap dance on the fresh graves of apathy and cynicism, the creeping belief that this is all there is, and that God is no match for the wreckage of the world we live in. What God does in the tiny corners of our day-to-day lives is stunning and gorgeous and headline-making, but we have a bad habit of saving the headlines for the grotesque and scary.

There are a lot of good books about what’s wrong, what’s broken, what needs fixing and dismantling and deconstructing. They’re good books. I read them, and I hope you do, too. But there might be a little voice inside of you, like there is inside of me, a voice that asks, “Is that all? Is this all there is?” And to that tiny, holy voice, I say, “No way, kiddo, there’s so much more, and it’s all around us, and it’s right in front of our eyes.”

To choose to celebrate in the world we live in right now might seem irresponsible. It might seem frivolous, like cotton candy and charm bracelets. But I believe it is a serious undertaking, and one that has the potential to return us to our best selves, to deliver us back to the men and women God created us to be, people who choose to see the best, believe the best, yearn for the best. Through that longing to be our best selves, we are changed and inspired and ennobled, able to see the handwriting of a holy God where another person just sees the same old tired streets and sidewalks.

These are my stories, the stories of life as it reveals itself in my field of vision, and the cast of characters are my friends and family and neighbors. I’m telling these stories because they’re the only ones I know and the only ones I have the right to tell, believing that in them you will find your own stories, with your own beautiful and strange characters and plot twists. I believe that these love letters to my own quotidian life might possibly unmask the tiny glimmers of hope and redemption masquerading as normal life in your corner of the world.

The world is alive, blinking and clicking, winking at us slyly, inviting us to get up and dance to the music that’s been playing since the beginning of time, if you bend all the way down and put your ear to the ground to listen for it.



I
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on waiting

I have always, essentially, been waiting. Waiting to become something else, waiting to be that person I always thought I was on the verge of becoming, waiting for that life I thought I would have. In my head, I was always one step away. In high school, I was biding my time until I could become the college version of myself, the one my mind could see so clearly. In college, the post-college “adult” person was always looming in front of me, smarter, stronger, more organized. Then the married person, then the person I’d become when we have kids. For twenty years, literally, I have waited to become the thin version of myself, because that’s when life will really begin.

And through all that waiting, here I am. My life is passing, day by day, and I am waiting for it to start. I am waiting for that time, that person, that event when my life will finally begin.

I love movies about “The Big Moment”—the game or the performance or the wedding day or the record deal, the stories that split time with that key event, and everything is reframed, before it and after it, because it has changed everything. I have always wanted this movie-worthy event, something that will change everything and grab me out of this waiting game into the whirlwind in front of me. I cry and cry at these movies, because I am still waiting for my own big moment. I had visions of life as an adventure, a thing to be celebrated and experienced, but all I was doing was going to work and coming home, and that wasn’t what it looked like in the movies.

John Lennon once said, “Life is what happens when you’re busy making other plans.” For me, life is what was happening while I was busy waiting for my big moment. I was ready for it and believed that the rest of my life would fade into the background, and that my big moment would carry me through life like a lifeboat.

The Big Moment, unfortunately, is an urban myth. Some people have them, in a sense, when they win the Heisman or become the next American Idol. But even that football player or that singer is living a life made up of more than that one moment. Life is a collection of a million, billion moments, tiny little moments and choices, like a handful of luminous, glowing pearls. And strung together, built upon one another, lined up through the days and the years, they make a life, a person. It takes so much time, and so much work, and those beads and moments are so small, and so much less fabulous and dramatic than the movies.

But this is what I’m finding, in glimpses and flashes: this is it. This is it, in the best possible way. That thing I’m waiting for, that adventure, that movie-score-worthy experience unfolding gracefully. This is it. Normal, daily life ticking by on our streets and sidewalks, in our houses and apartments, in our beds and at our dinner tables, in our dreams and prayers and fights and secrets—this pedestrian life is the most precious thing any of us will ever experience.

I believe that this way of living, this focus on the present, the daily, the tangible, this intense concentration not on the news headlines but on the flowers growing in your own garden, the children growing in your own home, this way of living has the potential to open up the heavens, to yield a glittering handful of diamonds where a second ago there was coal. This way of living and noticing and building and crafting can crack through the movie sets and soundtracks that keep us waiting for our own life stories to begin, and set us free to observe the lives we have been creating all along without even realizing it.

I don’t want to wait anymore. I choose to believe that there is nothing more sacred or profound than this day. I choose to believe that there may be a thousand big moments embedded in this day, waiting to be discovered like tiny shards of gold. The big moments are the daily, tiny moments of courage and forgiveness and hope that we grab on to and extend to one another. That’s the drama of life, swirling all around us, and generally I don’t even see it, because I’m too busy waiting to become whatever it is I think I am about to become. The big moments are in every hour, every conversation, every meal, every meeting.

The Heisman Trophy winner knows this. He knows that his big moment was not when they gave him the trophy. It was the thousand times he went to practice instead of going back to bed. It was the miles run on rainy days, the healthy meals when a burger sounded like heaven. That big moment represented and rested on a foundation of moments that had come before it.

I believe that if we cultivate a true attention, a deep ability to see what has been there all along, we will find worlds within us and between us, dreams and stories and memories spilling over. The nuances and shades and secrets and intimations of love and friendship and marriage and parenting are action-packed and multicolored, if you know where to look.

Today is your big moment. Moments, really. The life you’ve been waiting for is happening all around you. The scene unfolding right outside your window is worth more than the most beautiful painting, and the crackers and peanut butter that you’re having for lunch on the coffee table are as profound, in their own way, as the Last Supper. This is it. This is life in all its glory, swirling and unfolding around us, disguised as pedantic, pedestrian non-events. But pull off the mask and you will find your life, waiting to be made, chosen, woven, crafted.

Your life, right now, today, is exploding with energy and power and detail and dimension, better than the best movie you have ever seen. You and your family and your friends and your house and your dinner table and your garage have all the makings of a life of epic proportions, a story for the ages. Because they all are. Every life is.

You have stories worth telling, memories worth remembering, dreams worth working toward, a body worth feeding, a soul worth tending, and beyond that, the God of the universe dwells within you, the true culmination of super and natural.

You are more than dust and bones.

You are spirit and power and image of God.

And you have been given Today.


spark

I loved going to church when I was little. Our church used to meet in a movie theater, and my Sunday school class was right by the candy counter, so it always smelled like popcorn, and we would press our faces up against the glass of the counter, looking at all the bright shiny candy boxes. It felt glamorous and exciting and busy, and there was something exhilarating and illicit about being in a movie theater when they weren’t showing movies, like you were at an after-hours party. While I was in Sunday school, my parents were in Big Church. My dad gave the message and sang in the band, and my mom played the flute. When church was over, I’d run down the sloped theater aisle to find them on the stage, and I was very fast, especially because of the sloped floor.

I loved going to church until about halfway through high school, when I got tired of being a church girl, of being one of the only church girls in my group of friends at school, the only one on my pom squad, the only one at the party who never had to worry about taking a Breathalyzer. When I played powder-puff football, I missed the day we chose nicknames for our jerseys, and my friends chose mine for me. All their names were thinly veiled drinking references or allusions to scandalous dating experiences. When I picked up my jersey, it said, “Church Lady.”

I knew they loved me and that they knew I was more than a Saturday Night Live sketch, but it hurt me. I didn’t want to be that person anymore. I was tired of being different, and underneath that, I wanted to know why it was worth being so different. I was different because that’s the way I had grown up, and I needed to see if it was what I would have chosen on my own. I was starting to think that being a Christian, for me, was like being Italian or being short—something you’re born into, that’s out of your control, but something that will define your life. I wanted to see what I could do with my life on my own terms.

I went to Westmont College in Santa Barbara, two thousand miles from my town and my high school near Chicago. My decision to go there was partially out of heartbreak and desperation, having been rejected from my dream school, and partially out of a strange, deep feeling in my stomach that almost felt like hunger, a feeling I believe was God’s urging. The great thing about a Christian college is that if you have some good old-fashioned rebelling to do, it’s not that hard to be bad because there are so many rules. I had a tiny tattoo that I got in high school, and I got another one in Santa Barbara, a thin vine winding around my toe. I skipped chapel and pierced my nose and lived off campus and smoked cigarettes, and that’s about all it took to be a bad girl. Another truly great thing about a college like Westmont is that there are lots of really good people, professors and fellow students alike, who will catch you when you fall down, and I fell down a lot.

During that season, all I could see about faith were the things that offended me, the things I couldn’t connect with, the things that had embarrassed me in front of my friends. But even then, there was this tiny hope inside me, not like a flame, more like a lighter that’s almost out of juice, misfiring, catching for just a second, this tiny hope that maybe there was a way of living this faith that I just hadn’t found yet.

I thought about God, even though I didn’t talk about him. It wasn’t really about God, for me. I didn’t have big questions on the nature of the Trinity or the end of the world. Essentially, I wanted to know if there was room in the Christian world for someone like me. Because it didn’t always seem like there was.

The journey back toward faith came in flashes and moments and entirely through pain. I wanted to build my life on my own terms. I felt like having faith was like having training wheels on your bike, and I wanted to ride without those training wheels even if I fell. For a while, I loved it. I felt creative and smart and courageous.

And then everything unraveled over the course of a year. I had three best friends, and two of them went to Europe, and I fell in love with the third one, or more accurately, admitted to him that I’d loved him for years. I thought we’d get married. We talked about it, and we made plans, and we dreamed about our future. And then one day it was over. We screamed at each other in the driveway of my house in Montecito, my roommates trying unsuccessfully not to eavesdrop. He was, in his words, simply not ready for such a serious relationship. Oddly enough, soon after we broke up, he was ready for a very serious relationship with one of my friends. Ah.

I was heartbroken and confused and very much alone, and I started doing the craziest things. If you’re a really sensible, stable person, and somebody breaks your heart, you might do something wild, like go out dancing and drinking all night, but that’s what I did on normal days.

I dug out my Bible. I have no idea why, really. I sat alone on my bed on a Saturday afternoon with the light slanting through my window. I was a literature major, so my room was crammed with books, and underneath a tall stack of books on the windowsill, I found my Bible. I just held it. I don’t think I even read it that day. I just held it on my lap with both hands, like it was a cat.

I joined a Bible study with some fine upstanding girls from my college. I’m sure they wondered what on earth I was doing there. I was wondering the same thing.

There was something inside me that was pushing me toward God, pushing me toward the church. And it was like learning to walk after an accident—my body recalling so much, feeling so familiar, but entirely new this time. I started going to church, but that didn’t work right away, because when I went, I could still only hear the things that distanced me or the things that made me mad, the clichés and assumptions that had pushed me away in the first place.

I wanted to connect with God somehow, so I decided that I would go to the beach every night at sunset. It was the most sacred thing I could think to do. I wasn’t ready yet for church, but I was ready for God, and I have always believed that the ocean is one of the surest places to find him. I sat on the wall at Biltmore Beach in Montecito and waited. I started praying a little bit more honestly and listening a little bit more closely. It was like seeing an old boyfriend, all shy and tentative, but really excited on the inside.

There was something inside me, some hopeful, small, faltering voice that said, “There’s room for you.” I don’t know why, but I trusted that voice.

And against all odds, demonstrating that God is in fact very gracious and kind of a jokester, here I am, deeply, wholly committed to God and to his church. I tried as hard as I could to find a better way to live, to move past or through or beyond this tradition and set of ideas and practices that had defined my life. I separated myself from the language and the circles and the people who represented that world, and I couldn’t wait to find that other thing, that better thing. And as I traveled and pushed and explored, I started realizing with a cringe that the road was leading me dangerously close to the start, and I was finding myself drawn against all odds, against my intentions, to this way of living, this way of Jesus, this way of passion and compassion that I had grown up in.

My parents, I think, were as surprised as I was. They watched me fall in love with several of the loveliest but most unsuitable boyfriends, watched me barrel down several of the most ridiculous paths, watched me learn from the same mistakes over and over and over until it seemed like maybe I wasn’t learning at all.

There’s a lot of pressure on pastors to coerce their kids into looking the part, or to distance themselves from kids whose mistakes reflect poorly on their churches. My parents did just the opposite: they flew across the country several times a year to be with me, to demonstrate to me that no matter how ferociously I fought for space in a world that felt like it had no room for me, they would be right there, right next to me, helping me fight and helping me make peace.

I loved those years. Those years made me believe in the journey and respect it, the way you respect deep water if you’ve ever swam out too far and been surprised by the waves. I know what that journey can do in people. I know what it did in me, and I don’t take it lightly. I have some very sobering scars and memories that I carry with me as reminders of that season. They remind me how dangerous that path is, and how beautiful.

Along the way, I’ve collected more questions than answers, but I’ve fought for a few ideas that have formed a bed I can rest on, a life I can make peace with, a dream I can cling to. I’m not a doctrinarian, mostly because for me, doctrine is not the thing that God has used to change my life. I’m a reader and a storyteller, and God chose literature and story and poetry as the languages of my spiritual text. To me, the Bible is a manifesto, a guide, a love letter, a story. To me, life with God is prismatic, shocking, demanding, freeing. It’s the deepest stream, the blood in my veins, the stories and words of my dreams and my middle-of-the-night prayers. I am still surprised on a regular basis at the love I feel for the spirit of God, the deep respect and emotion that I experience when I see an expanse of water or a new baby or the kindness of strangers.

I’m immeasurably thankful to have been born into a community of faith. And I’m even more thankful that my community of faith allowed me the space and freedom to travel my own distances around and through the questions I needed to answer. I’m thankful for the patience and grace I was given, for the forgiveness I was extended, and the guidance I needed.

I’m thankful for God’s constant flickering and sparking flame inside me, planted in me years ago and fighting to keep burning. For a season, I didn’t think it mattered much, but now I know that tiny flame is the most precious thing I have, and that it can ignite a forest fire inside any heart and can burn away a lifetime of apathy and regret and distance.


becoming family

Aaron and I were married five years ago, on a hot August night on Michigan Avenue in Chicago, near the lake and Buckingham Fountain and the Art Institute. I walked down the aisle to a Beatles song, and we danced and ate crab cakes and chocolate cake from Sweet Thang in Wicker Park, and lots of our friends sang along with the band. We watched the fireworks over Navy Pier blend in with the sizzle of the city sky. It was both sweet and a little bit wild, like the best parties are.

On that hot shimmering night, one of the things I said to Aaron in our wedding vows was, “When I am with you, wherever we are, I am home.” It was, I thought, a beautiful and romantic thing to say, and I really felt it. Aaron has a way of settling me down and making peace in me when everything feels crazy and alien. The more time I spent with him when we first met, the stronger and more peaceful I felt, like I had eaten a delicious and nutritious breakfast.

I didn’t actually think, though, that I would have to put our vows into practice quite so quickly. We met and dated in the town both our families lived in, and when we got married, we lived in that same town, near old friends and cousins and siblings. And then just a few months after our first anniversary, a friend of ours asked us to think about moving to be a part of his church, three hours away, for Aaron to be a worship leader there. It was in Grand Rapids, Michigan.

The only time we had been to Grand Rapids was for a Faith Hill and Tim McGraw concert with my parents. My dad is a country music fan, and Aaron was taking one for the team, country music fan that he is not. I developed a little bit of a crush on Tim McGraw when he sang the one about the barbecue stain on the white T-shirt, and even Aaron could appreciate the show, although I think he was mostly appreciating Faith Hill’s legs.

We drove up to Grand Rapids to talk to our friend about the church, and when we got back into the car, I started to cry, and continued crying most of the way back to Chicago. Aaron, I could see, was very excited about the prospect of the move, and very puzzled by the tears. It was an honor that they would invite him into this job. And all I could do was cry. When he asked me, gently, why I was crying, the first thing that came out was, “I feel like I’m marching to my death.” He was silent for a moment after that. I’m not sure that’s exactly what he wanted me to say, and I’m not sure that’s exactly what I meant. I think what I meant is that I could feel, right then, the inevitability of it, that I knew somehow that we were moving, and I had already begun to mourn. I don’t think either of us knew then that I would mourn, in waves, for the first two years that we lived in Grand Rapids.

When I said to him on our wedding day that when I was with him, I was home, I did not mean, “Let’s move to Michigan and see if I’m right, okay?” I meant, “I love you so much, and let’s stay in Chicago where my parents and my friends are, how about that?” But I said, before God and seven bridesmaids, that Aaron is my home, my partner, my number one, and so now I live in Michigan. The moral of the story, I suppose, is that, if at all possible, you should make your wedding vows very noncommittal and easy to keep. Things like, “If you have an idea, I’ll consider it, most of the time,” or “If it doesn’t interfere with my own plans, I’d be happy to hear your request.” I, however, was quite naïve and promised to live, no matter what, with and for and deeply connected to this other person. Thank God.

I had thought that we became a family the day we were married. What I have found, though, is that the web starts as just one fine filament on that day, and spins and spins around us as life presents itself to us day by day. And on some days, the strands spin around us double-time, spinning us like a top and binding us like rubber cement.

September 11, 2001, was a Tuesday. Aaron and I had been married for two weeks and had arrived home two days before from our honeymoon to Sydney and the Great Barrier Reef. And I’m using the word home loosely. Aaron was moving into my little house, and I had not made any space for him or his things before the wedding. The floor of the loft was covered with wedding presents and ribbons and torn wrapping paper, and every available surface was littered with one or another wedding related item — leftover programs, clothes for the honeymoon that didn’t make it into the bag and needed to be returned, favor ideas gone awry. All his earthly belongings were piled into the basement and the garage, and I remember secretly thinking that that wasn’t a bad place for them, given the limited space in the house. The bathroom and the closet were of special concern, and he lived for a few days like a college student in a dorm, with his toothbrush and razor packed into his shaving kit, toting it in and out of the bathroom.

Immediately before the wedding, I had acted on an ill-conceived idea to use the tiny dining area as a sort of Roman reclining-and-dining area, with two enormous but extremely uncomfortable wicker-ish throne-like chairs, each with an ottoman. I guess I thought that rather than a little table for four wedged in between the kitchen and the living room, this would be a more interesting and less conventional use of space, and I liked the idea of us curled up on these palatial chairs, watching the news and talking about our days. They were so big that we had to turn sideways to get to the kitchen, and so uncomfortable that Aaron boycotted them almost immediately. The only reason I remember them, I think, is that on September 11, we sat on them and watched the news for hours. Later that week, the chairs went back to the store at Aaron’s insistence.

I remember coming home from work that day and having the clear sense that that night, the evening of September 11, was one to be spent with family. At that time, and at our age then, we didn’t totally understand the implications of what had happened. No one did, of course, but perhaps least of all us, who had grown up in an age of so little violence and war, at least to our awareness. We knew, though, instinctively, that that was a night to spend with family, and we realized with a jolt that that’s what we were. We were family.

It’s hard to imagine now, now that we have been married for five years, now that we live in another state, in our home, one with space for me and space for him. Now we are, certainly, family. Aaron is my first thought and last thought, the companion with whom I walk through every part of life.

But he wasn’t yet, at that point. A wedding didn’t make him my family, or a honeymoon, or grudgingly giving him one half of the storage space in the bathroom (let’s be honest— one quarter). What did make him my family, though, was the decision to stay home with him on that Tuesday night, to sit in those horribly uncomfortable chairs, holding hands across their massive, prickly arms, watching the news for hours. Our first impulse was to go home, to my parents’ house and to his, and we stared at each other for a moment in the living room, wondering what to do. We stayed in a house that didn’t particularly feel like home for either one of us at that point, and I think it became a little bit more of a home that night.

That’s how family gets made. Not by ceremonies or certificates, and not by parties and celebrations. Family gets made when you decide to hold hands and sit shoulder to shoulder when it seems like the sky is falling. Family gets made when the world becomes strange and disorienting, and the only face you recognize is his. Family gets made when the future obscures itself like a solar eclipse, and in the intervening darkness, you decide that no matter what happens in the night, you’ll face it as one.

And so, Aaron, thank you for becoming, and for being, my family. Thank you for persuading me to take back the chairs, and thank you for sitting with me that night, and thousands of nights since then, watching and listening to our world change, with two sets of eyes and ears instead of one. Thank you for the millions of ways you have been my family since then, but especially, thank you for being my family that night.


puppies


for Ashley, Stacey, Rosey, Stef, Mer, Krystina,
Christel, Kristin, Katharine, and Jes



I was so sad one night just after we moved to Grand Rapids, and I was trying to find the words to tell Aaron how I was feeling, and this was the only way I could describe it: when I lived in Santa Barbara, my friends had a Jack Russell terrier named Little, and when Little had puppies, I helped take care of them. There were six of them in a cardboard box, and they huddled together to keep each other warm, and they didn’t want to be held, even if you held them very tight, because really they just wanted to be back in the box with the other puppies. I told Aaron that I felt like someone took me out of the box, and all I wanted was that feeling of being right next to my puppy-friends. I told him that I felt like I was freezing cold all the time, and all I wanted was to be back with the rest of the little puppies who kept me warm.

Eight years ago in Chicago, I began leading a small group of ten girls, which is a little bit oxymoronic, especially if you met these girls. There was nothing small about this group. They were sophomores in high school when I met them, and I have a theory that sophomore year is one of the circles of hell, for the sophomores, for their loved ones, and for anyone caught in their path. Freshmen girls are timid and young, and they still have some little girl inside them, and by junior year, they build some identity, some solid blocks of self to stand on, but sophomore year is a free-for-all, one whole year on the verge of disaster, with all the attending emotion and drama and insanity of running with the bulls or of a bad horror movie. Ten sophomore girls in one room multiply somehow, and you could swear there are a hundred of them.

To make matters worse, I couldn’t really tell them apart at first. About half of them had almost the same name: Krystina, Christel, Kristin, and Katharine, and Stacey and Stephanie. And they had the adolescent habit of wearing almost identical clothes. It was like they stormed Abercrombie and demanded one in every color, ten hooded sweatshirts, ten pairs of carefully ripped jeans. They were a blur of bright tank tops, flat-ironed hair, and Birkenstock clogs, and I always felt like I was in the middle of a tornado or a high-speed chase.

I didn’t actually intend to be their small group leader. I’m not sure they knew that. I worked on the student staff at church, and one year we were short on volunteer leaders for a retreat. I said I could take a group, just for the weekend. Somehow, it was communicated to the girls that I would be their leader forever and ever, and when they found out, they pounced on me and hugged me and jumped up and down, and in that moment I didn’t have the heart to say that I had really only agreed to love them for the weekend.

We made it through that weekend, although I called them by the wrong names most of the time, and when we got back, we started meeting every week. And you know, it was okay. I’d prepare a discussion, and then they’d want to spend the whole time talking about tampons. I’d invite them to my house and find one of them going through my cupboards and another going through my trash. They called at all hours of the night and day, and stopped over at my house and my office constantly, and apparently never had anywhere else to be after their visit. They sometimes got so excited to see me that when they hugged me, they knocked me down, even though it was never more than five days since I’d seen them last. There were moments of brilliance, tiny though they were that first year. Sometimes one of them would tell me something that was really true and important about her life. Or one of them would ask me something about life with God that really mattered to her.

To be honest, I planned to make it through one year and then quit, and find a new leader for them in the fall. I worked long hours, and nights and weekends. I was engaged and planning a wedding. They needed so much more than I was prepared to give them — more time, more honesty, more support, more help. But just before the summer, when I planned to quit, something happened. Something happened in me.

Somewhere between going through my trash and asking me about tampons, in between the recitals and games and phone calls, they burrowed into one of the deepest parts of my life and my heart. They became something between friends and little sisters and extensions of my younger selves. They became a central part of my world, my thoughts, my prayers. My schedule became more and more wrapped around their term papers and proms and problems, and my home became more and more the safest landing spot for this strange, whirling little gypsy wagon of girls.

I began to love them, not because they were the finest, most-upstanding kids in our student ministry, because actually they weren’t. They had their moments of upstanding-ness, and they had moments of absolute insanity. I loved them because they were mine, because we were us, because of the funny and sweet and strange things they did and said. They’re smart and honest and they make big mistakes and dream gorgeous bright dreams. They fall in love hard, sometimes with the right people and sometimes with the wrong people. Sometimes they tell me everything, and sometimes they try not to tell me things, but then the other girls tell me anyway. I think at this point, I know almost all the things they think I don’t. And I love them more than they know.

When we left Chicago, leaving them was one of the very hardest things. They changed my life, and I didn’t expect them to. I thought it was the right thing to do—to volunteer, to be a mentor, but I was totally unprepared for what was going to happen in my own life. I drove back to Chicago several times that first year, to shop for prom dresses and take pictures before their prom, to go to their graduation and their parties, to see them off as they left for college.

In the last eight years, the eleven of us have lived together through first loves, breakups, parents’ divorces, parents’ weddings, one mother’s cancer, another mother’s death, an anxiety disorder, ADD, a learning disability, epilepsy, heartbreak, driver’s tests, SATs, one sister’s overdose, another sister’s suicide, and several funerals of friends. They threw me a wedding shower and put together our wedding programs and helped me throw my mom’s fiftieth birthday party. I went to their recitals and plays, and I watched them play powder-puff football, and helped them get ready for dates and cried with them over breakups and failed tests and college rejection letters. We prayed together and sang songs standing next to each other in church, and in some ways their versions of faith were quite young, but in many other much more important ways, they instructed me in matters of practice and theology. They were passionate and articulate and fervent in their prayers, and equally so in their frustration when it seemed like the day-to-day realities of life with God were harder to figure out than they should be.

Now they are graduating from college and dating men they might marry and moving into apartments. We email and talk on the phone. They visit me in Michigan, and when I go back to Chicago for a weekend, we have breakfast at Egg Harbor or coffee at Einstein’s.

When I think about how God made us to live, when people talk about true community or true intimacy, I think of them, this lovely, bizarre group of teenage girls who came over unannounced and never left when they were supposed to, who let me into their fears and their secrets, and cared about my fears and my secrets. They loved me with a force that I think only comes with youth, a wide and fierce and expressive force, and I loved them with that same love, because being with them let me live like I was young.

They uncovered something good in me that had started to get crusted over by grown-up life and dress pants and mortgage payments. They taught me more than I ever taught them, and they gave me more than I ever gave them, and the best things they gave to me were ten gorgeous examples and all the permission in the world to love with that wide-open love, unmeasured and uncalculated, like a puppy in a box with all of her puppy-friends, right up close to them, feeling warm and safe.
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