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      For Mother:
 you prayed for me.

      


      

      For Larry:
 you were her answer.
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PREFACE



      

      A FEW YEARS AGO, I WROTE A COMEDY SKETCH TITLED “COUPLES Therapy,” in which I took God to counseling. God showed up in a toga, and we proceeded to have a domestic argument: he was

         gone too much, I didn’t give him quality time; he was seeing other people, I was the clay complaining to the potter. Then

         Jesus showed up in tie-dye and beads and tried to get us to chill out. It was good fun.

      


      

      Until a couple of years later, when my life actually fell apart. I went to see a Christian therapist to repair my relationship

         with God. The therapist you meet in this story is a composite of the many therapists I’ve consulted in my lifetime. The therapy

         sessions you read in this book are fictionalized conversations of factual therapy sessions.

      


      

      Which brings me to another issue. Celebrated writer/editor William Zinsser edited a classic book of essays on the craft of

         the memoir titled Inventing the Truth. The first word was not lost on me: truth needs to be invented—that is, it needs to be crafted into a story worthy of your time. If, as Alfred Hitchcock once said, drama is life with the

         boring bits cut out, I cut out the boring bits. I also changed the names of some people to protect their anonymity; I left

         other people’s names intact (e.g., “Mom” and “Dad”) to honor their imprint on my life. I made composites of still other people

         (Rudy O’Shea, Mrs. Proctor, Pastor Craig, Julianne, Doug, Veronique, Cheryl, and Geoff), not to mess with you or the truth but to keep the story under a thousand pages.

         I moved a few events around just to streamline the story and, well, take out the boring bits. But this is the truth as I remember it.

      


      

      As a final point of clarification, I believe that Jesus is God; he’s part of the Trinity. But for this book, Jesus will just be “Jesus.” God the Father will be “God.” (I tried calling

         God “Abba,” but I kept hearing “Dancing Queen” in my head.) You won’t hear much from the Holy Spirit. Jesus once said that

         the Spirit is like the wind—you can’t see him; you can only see what he does. He’ll just be “around.” So Jesus is “Jesus”

         and God the Father is “God.” Unless I’m referring to God in generalized terms. Don’t worry—you’ll get it as we go along.

      


      

   

      

      

      
Introduction



      

      DON’T SKIP THIS JUST BECAUSE IT’S AN INTRODUCTION!


      

      I WAS SITTING AT A CAFÉ IN NEW YORK CITY IN JULY 2003. IT WAS A stifling hot afternoon, but I was shivering cold after a month of not eating. Heartbreak will do that to you. It hurt to

         eat; it hurt to breathe. I wanted to scrape off my skin just to get out of my body. I had starved down to a size 1 and I didn’t

         even want to live to enjoy the clothes.

      


      

      2003 was already going down as my worst year on record: my father died, my mother had a debilitating stroke, and my acting

         career tanked in New York (so I raced back to my native Los Angeles, only to watch it expire there as well). This happened

         just as my four best friends in New York got their big acting breaks—one was even cast in a hit TV show in LA, created by

         my very own high school sweetheart. And who says God isn’t in the details?

      


      

      The details got even worse. Those four suddenly successful friends got married that summer, just as my almost-fiancé and I

         broke up. For three years, Jack told me I was “The One.” A week after our breakup, Jack decided I had just been his first big relationship. You know, Trainer Girlfriend.

      


      

      So on that oppressive July day, I flew my broken heart back to New York to attend those four weddings and vacate my apartment

         for good. (When Jack and I broke up, he got custody of New York.)

      


      

      And that’s when a friend from church called—let’s call her Martha. She figured she’d come “be Jesus” to me: coax me out of

         my apartment, now a tomb of memories of Jack, and get me out for a stroll in Central Park, where the sun was shining and life

         was still being lived.

      


      

      As Martha and I meandered those miles of summer greens and happy visitors, I actually began to feel better. I had a life before

         Jack tore my heart out; I could have a life again. In fact, I guessed the Lord must be in New York City. After all, children

         were still playing, dogs were still peeing, and lovers were still wooing—just like that couple I saw French-kissing at the

         pretzel cart. Someday, that could be me.

      


      

      Wait. That used to be me.

      


      

      The guy making out at the pretzel cart was Jack. My Jack.

      


      

      They say when you die you float out of your body. I wanted to float. I wanted to rip my skin off just to escape. But I was

         stuck in my body, watching Jack stick his tongue down some woman’s throat as the adrenaline ripped my heart open like a dirty

         bomb.

      


      

      “Praise God,” Martha whispered. “The Lord is showing you that Jack’s moved on.”


      

      In a park six miles around, in a city of more than eight million people—a city I didn’t even live in anymore! How did God

         do it? And why?

      


      

      An hour later at that café, I managed to speak without sobbing. “No, Martha. God isn’t showing me Jack moved on; God’s showing me he’s moved on. I feel like God has abandoned me.”

      


      

      “And you don’t have anything to do with it?” Martha retorted.

      


      

      Be careful to whom you bare your grief, especially if it’s someone churchy, like Martha. Because the Marthas of the world

         can’t leave a question unanswered, a problem unsolved, or a sorrow unhealed; they have to fix it. And no matter how long you’ve

         been a Christian (I’d been one all my life), Martha will know a Bible verse you haven’t heard (or haven’t heard the right

         way), or she’ll have a book or a sermon tape or a worship CD designed to answer your questions, silence your doubts, muzzle

         your grief, and make Martha feel better.

      


      

      But then when your pain doesn’t go away—when it feels like your intestines are being ripped out and God has abandoned you,

         or worse: he’s there but he doesn’t care—when you realize that God himself has orchestrated your collapse—then Martha will

         wish she hadn’t come to be Jesus to you, because now she’s stuck in some crappy midtown café listening to your horrifying

         thoughts about God—the kind of thoughts she successfully dodges in the midst of her everyday life. But you’re not in everyday

         life. You’re in hell.

      


      

      “I know God is good, Martha. He’s just not good to me.”
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      I should stop and identify my spiritual orientation. But first I must tell you: I hate it when people say, “I’m spiritual

         but not religious.” That’s like saying, “I’m emotional but not psycho.” It turns religion into a dirty word. Religion simply

         means re-ligion: to reattach, to reconnect to the God you feel separated from. Yet I know we’ve all been burned by religiosity;

         even Jesus hated religiosity. That’s why I just say, “I’m Lutheran.” It sounds jaunty and nonthreatening.

      


      

      And it’s true, I was raised Lutheran: Bible-believing, Jesus-loving Lutheran. But as an adult I tried everything: Pentecostals,

         Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Rock ’n’ Roll Slackers 4 Jesus, Actors for Yahweh. Then I said, “Screw it,” and became a drunk

         and a slut. (Well, a Lutheran slut—I only slept with two guys.) Then I got sober and into AA, where they said I could pick

         whatever god I wanted. But I didn’t pick God; God picked me. I’ve known him as long as I can remember.

      


      

      From the moment I could sing “Jesus Loves Me,” I knew the words were true. Maybe I was just given the gift of faith the way

         some people get perfect pitch. But I believed in the God of the Bible and in Jesus, his Son. Of course, I also believed in

         Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy. But while those childhood myths died away for lack of evidence, my belief in Jesus gained

         momentum. One afternoon when I was about eight, I was standing in the backyard playing catch with our dog, and I got the sense

         that Jesus was standing there with me. He didn’t say, “I died for you so go help your mom set the table.” I just sensed he

         wanted me to know he was there. And knowing he was there, I felt loved.

      


      

      Later I watched my mother take Communion. Her face became weightless and bright. And I realized she knew it too: what it was

         like to feel Jesus standing next to you.

      


      

      Back then, our family had a telescope, and through it I could see the rings on Saturn and the moons on Jupiter. When my father

         explained that the stars were millions of light-years away, I began to understand how big the universe was, and how majestic

         the God who made it. I also realized how far Jesus had come to stand next to me in the backyard.

      


      

      I began to understand that sin was like a sickness. It was why we had the Vietnam War and poverty and why I hated my brothers.

         I knew I had the sickness. Then I began to comprehend how much God the Father loved me to send Jesus all that way through

         time and space to stand next to me, to heal my sickness, and to be my friend.

      


      

      As I stood at the edge of adulthood, I saw Jesus there at the top of the road, calling me into the grand adventure of life.

         So I went.

      


      

      It was a grand adventure at first. I could sit for hours praying, writing to God in my journal, and listening to his response. I

         didn’t hear him audibly, but I learned to hear with things other than my ears. We had amazing conversations, God and I. I

         told him how I loved him; he showed me those Scriptures about his plans to prosper me and give me a future and a hope, plans

         where my life mattered.

      


      

      But then there were rules to follow and programs to attend, sins to eradicate and special blessings to earn, all to get that

         big life or keep it big. I did all of it. I’ve been washed in the blood, slain in the Spirit, I walked through the Bible, I’ve been baptized—twice.

         I’ve done outward cleansing and inner healing. I even went through a therapy program for ex-gays, and I was never gay. Through

         that insanity, even if pastors hurt me or friends let me down or entire denominations went Shiite on me, I still believed

         God was good—I just needed to find out where God went. Maybe it was a corner of a cathedral or a monastery in the desert or

         a bench on the beach. But I could go there and be with the God who was good and the Jesus who loved me, this I knew.

      


      

      That is, until that moment in Central Park.


      

      From that point on, my thoughts about God began to unravel. (My heartbreak starvation diet didn’t help my critical thinking

         either.) Maybe God hated me. Maybe he felt nothing at all, for me or anyone. Who was at the helm of the universe? A distant, unfeeling God? Maybe God wasn’t even personal. And if he wasn’t personal,

         then my entire life—how I saw the world, how I’d tried to know his will and please him—had all been a lie. The ground under

         my feet split open into a Grand Canyon a mile down, and there was nothing but thin air between me and the bottom.

      


      

      It would have been easier to imagine God was not involved. But how else could I explain the cruel synchronicity of Central

         Park? Or the beauty I saw at the end of the telescope? No. When I stood in that backyard, I knew Jesus was with me. Once I

         was watching my brother fly kites in a March sky. The clouds were so high they embraced the curvature of the earth. Suddenly

         God felt so big, and yet so close. I knew at that moment I was loved, and I knew I was loved by a Person. Ever since then

         I had run toward—or away from—that knowing. But I couldn’t stop knowing it.

      


      

      Let’s be honest: this wasn’t Darfur. I hadn’t witnessed my family getting slaughtered; I hadn’t grown up in a gang war zone

         or been forced into a polygamous marriage at age thirteen. So what if my lifelong dream died and my relationship tanked? These

         were nothing but middle-class white girl’s tragedies. But I was a middle-class white girl, with a middle-class white girl’s

         faith. In fact, my middle-class white girl’s tragedies ceased to be the tragedy at all: the tragedy was God’s response—total

         silence. I couldn’t hear God or see God or sense God anywhere or in anything. Some people call this the Dark Night of the

         Soul. It was dark, all right. And silent. And I was alone.
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      Martha e-mailed me sometime later to check in, see if I was still “skinny and sad,” and tell me about the latest book that

         would solve my problems. “Have you read The Sacred Romance?” she asked. The book, Martha said, claimed our relationship with God was a love story. You know, because God pursued us,

         promised to love us forever, and called us to a life filled with purpose and meaning. “Susan,” Martha declared, “our relationship

         with God is nothing short of a marriage.”

      


      

      “Well, in that case,” I replied, “God and I need to go to marriage counseling. Because we’re not getting along.”

      


      

      The Sacred Romance wasn’t the first book foisted on me. Someone else told me to read Conversations with God, that new age piffle where God is like the Big Lebowski, telling you to “just follow your truth, dude.”

      


      

      Who on earth had conversations with God like that? If I wrote my conversations with God into a book, they’d be very angry

         conversations. They’d go more like:

      


      

      

      Susan: What the [image: image], God? Are you trying to kill me?

         


      

      God: Shut the [image: image] up or I will!

         


      

      And that would be the end of the book.


      

      Still, Martha’s idea grew on me—not to read The Sacred Romance, but to take God to marriage counseling. What if I could get God in a room with a third party and compel him to respond? What

         would I ask him?

      


      

      

         	

            So, Lord, is there in fact a “purpose-driven life”? A “secret”? A “best life now”? Or are those just your latest marketing

               campaigns designed to get me to buy books and CDs and to tithe?

            


         


         	

            Did you ever speak to me? Were you ever involved?


         


         	

            Your people love to quote Jeremiah 29:11: “I know the plans I have for you,… to prosper you and not to harm you.” How come

               I never heard Jeremiah 20:7: “O LORD, you deceived me, and I was deceived”?!

            


         


         	

            And don’t tell me, “Despite how it looks, I really do love you.” I’ve gone to Al-Anon. If it looks like abuse, it is.


         


      


      

      But what sane, licensed therapist would counsel a woman who claims her spouse is invisible? And what devout Christian therapist

         would dare question the Almighty?

      


      

      So I set out to find a therapist daring enough to take on a client whose spouse was the immortal, invisible, God only wise.

         God probably wasn’t going to change. But if this was a marriage and he was my husband, he needed to learn that (a) women just

         need to vent, and (b) men are wrong. More important, maybe the process of counseling could show me where I’d gone off track.

         Maybe I could find a way back to what I once knew: that God was good and Jesus loved me.

      


      

      Just in case I ended up a pile of charcoal, I decided to write this book; that it would serve as a record of my counseling

         sessions with this God whom I loved, whom I could not escape, and with whom I was very, very pissed off.

      


      

   

      

      
Chapter 1



      

      GETTING GOD ON THE COUCH


      

      WHEN CHOOSING A THERAPIST, ONE SHOULD CONSIDER CRITERIA such as the therapist’s reputation, field of expertise, affordability, and location. Since I was broke and my spouse was

         God, my criteria were “cheap” and “won’t call the psych ward.” Which is how in September 2003, I ended up working with Rudy

         O’Shea, a former pastor accumulating his hours for his therapist’s license.

      


      

      The therapy center where Rudy worked was at an old Baptist church. Rudy’s office must have doubled as the Baptist rumpus room,

         because it was massive. In addition to Rudy’s “counseling corner,” it housed a piano, a coffee table with mismatched chairs,

         bookshelves, and a trophy case. What kind of trophies did Baptists win? Maybe memory-verse competitions—my Baptist grandmother

         knew every Bible verse about hell.

      


      

      The walls were covered with photos of church secretaries, pastors, and missionaries of yore. And peppered among the photos

         were pictures of Jesus—Jesus with children, laughing Jesus, Jesus praying, Jesus tending sheep in the Alps, Jesus knocking

         on the door of your heart. (Actually, it was a farmhouse door; it looked like Thomas Kinkade before he went neon.) And last

         there was that famous portrait of Jesus—the brownish one where Jesus sits looking sober and kind. I grew up with that picture.

         More about that later.

      


      

      Rudy O’Shea staggered into our first session one minute before the hour. “Sorry, man. The traffic from Topanga was gnarly!”

         Rudy was a short guy in his late fifties with gray hair, buckteeth, and a Hawaiian shirt. He pulled out a file and beckoned

         me to sit.

      


      

      “You’re Susan, the girl who wants to take God to couples counseling?” I nodded. “I’ve been looking forward to this all week!”

         Rudy smiled broadly. He looked like Jimmy Buffett imitating a chipmunk.

      


      

      “Obviously, I don’t expect God to actually materialize and have conversations with us.”


      

      Rudy shrugged. “Actually, I think it would be cool if he did. But I also dropped acid before I got saved.”


      

      Maybe I was going to get the Big Lebowski after all.


      

      “That was thirty-five years ago,” he assured me. “I was a pastor for twenty years.”


      

      “Why’d you stop?” I asked.


      

      “Therapists help people who want to get well.” He smirked. Cool. I figured we’d get along.

      


      

      “So, Susan, tell me how you got here.”


      

      I gave Rudy a synopsis of my history with God, much as I wrote in the introduction. “Either God isn’t personal and I’ve wasted

         my time, or he is personal and he hates me.”

      


      

      “There’s a third option,” Rudy suggested. “God loves you, but crappy things still happen.”


      

      “That’s easy for you to say, sitting over there in your comfy therapist’s chair.”


      

      “It’s not comfy at all. No lumbar support.”


      

      “Rudy, I know worse things have happened to better people. Mine are just middle-class white girl’s tragedies. But I’m a middle-class

         white girl, and they’re my tragedies.”

      


      

      Rudy opened his legal pad and began taking notes. “So what do you want to accomplish in therapy?”


      

      “Did they teach you that question in therapy school? It’s really therapese.”


      

      “How else can I say it? What do you expect to happen here?”


      

      “God’s not going to change—he’s immutable, right? I want to change. But not all of this is my fault, is it? Some of this is God’s responsibility, or at least the church that represents

         him. Isn’t it?”

      


      

      There was a sadness in Rudy’s smile, as if he had an answer I might not want to hear. What did I want to hear? That it was all my fault? Actually, that would have been easier. Because then I would’ve been in control

         of the solution: me. But that’s not what Rudy said. His smile disappeared entirely. “I can’t tell you how many people come

         in here feeling disenfranchised, disillusioned, and disgusted with church. I’m talking solid Christians, lifelong churchgoers.

         They don’t know where their faith is or where God is. I think the American church got away from the gospel, and we took a

         lot of people with us. People like you.”

      


      

      “Have I been in a cult? Has Jesus left the building?”


      

      “I’m sorry. I was a pastor; I feel protective of people like you. I just want you to know that you’re not alone. And there’s

         good news. You can change with God’s help. So tell me why you want to do this as ‘couples therapy’ with God.”

      


      

      “It’s easier to complain to a person than a concept.”


      

      “Who’s going to speak for God?”


      

      “You are. You’re the therapist/pastor. We can role-play. I’ll be Susan the neglected wife, and you’ll be God the abusive deadbeat

         husband.”

      


      

      “I can’t speak for your God, Susan.”

      


      

      “But we believe in the same God: the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”


      

      “But my God isn’t an abusive deadbeat. I like God; I feel safe with him. I need to see God the way you see him. I need to hear how you hear him. You need to vocalize him, like he’s really in the room with us. Don’t turn him into Charlton Heston, but show me

         what you hear him say and see him do. And Susan, God can change: your perception of him can change. It has to, because you can’t stay married to an abusive deadbeat.”

      


      

      “Then what are you going to do?”


      

      “What any couples therapist does. I’ll moderate. I’ll confront. If you get off-base, I’ll try to bring you back.”


      

      “Will you separate us if we get violent?”


      

      Rudy smiled. “Let’s bring God into the room.”


      

      (Of course, God never showed up physically. And Rudy and I didn’t spend hours having conversations with thin air. But who

         wants to read counseling transcripts? So I turned it all into a conversation. You know, like the book of Job.)

      


      

      Rudy waited for me. How could I picture God in the room? I thought of the burning bush in The Ten Commandments. I thought of the cartoon God in Monty Python. I imagined God sitting there shaking his head in profound disappointment, just

         like my own father used to do. Hmm.

      


      

      

      Rudy: Lord, are you willing to show up for counseling every week? Rudy: Lord, are you willing to show up for counseling every week?


         God:   Yeah, whatever.


         Rudy: You don’t seem too enthusiastic.


      God:    I’ve got a universe to manage. Now I have to shrink my ineffability into some rumpus room so Susan can rag on me? (To Susan) You’re right. This isn’t Darfur. Get over yourself.

         


     Rudy:  Wow. Is this you being a loving God?


      God:    Loving someone doesn’t mean spoiling them rotten.


         Susan: There’s a difference between spoiling me rotten and rubbing my face in it. Come on, Central Park?


         God:    Got your attention, didn’t I?


      

      Just then Jesus showed up. In my mind, of course. He sat down and put his hand on mine. His eyes were just like the sad, kind

         eyes in the Jesus picture on the wall. I sure loved that guy.

      


      

      

      Jesus:   Hey, Suze.


         Susan:  Your dad is so mean to me!


              Jesus:    I know you feel that way, but he really loves you. Remember what I said, “When you’ve seen me, you’ve seen the Father”?


         God:     Yeah. The Trinity. Don’t you remember anything?


      Susan:  Then where’s the Holy Spirit?


         God and Jesus: Around.


         Rudy:   Susan, do you see how you’ve split Jesus and God into Good Cop/Bad Cop?


         God:     Yeah, how come I always have to be the Bad Cop?


         Rudy:  (To God) The sarcasm isn’t helping.


         God:    Don’t blame me; I’m just a figment of Susan’s imagination.


         Rudy: (Sighing) I’m going to earn every penny here. Clearly you are angry at each other. Anger is a sign of hurt. But we don’t get

            hurt by people we don’t care about. We get hurt by people we love. So there’s love here.

         


         God:   Jesus and I never get angry at each other.


         Rudy: I know you’re the Supreme Being, Lord, but right now I’d like you to listen.


      

      God rolled his eyes. Okay he didn’t, but that’s what I imagined him doing.


      

      

         Rudy:  Before we end, I’d like you to tell each other something you love and something you’re hurt or angry about. Susan, you start.


         Susan: I don’t have any problems with Jesus. Well, except when I was bullied for three years and prayed for your help and you didn’t

            come. But I guess you were busy. As for God the Father—I love your creation. I’m in awe of it, really. I love in the Bible

            how you cared about justice and fought the evil guys. But the way you’ve trashed my life—I guess I’m the evil guy now.

         




      Would God roll his eyes at that? Would he try to defend himself? Would he care?


      

      

      Rudy: Good job, Susan. Who’s next?


         Jesus:  I’ll go. Hey, Suze, I’m so sorry you feel like I didn’t help you.


         Susan: Thanks.


         Jesus:  We’ll talk more about it later, but for now, just know I love you.


         Susan:  I love you too.


         God:     I want to remind Susan that Jesus is me! You’ve seen him, so you’ve seen me. I’m not just the Bad Cop!

         


         Rudy:  Lord, is that what you’re angry about? The Bad Cop? Because you’ve said it twice now. If you’re going to speak, I’d like you to follow my instructions and start with something you love.

         


         God:    I don’t appreciate your correcting me.


         Rudy:   I’m not threatened by you. You’re just a figment of Susan’s imagination.


         God:    We’ll see about that. (To Susan) I love you. Not for anything you’ve done, but because it’s my nature to love.


         Susan: Boy, do I feel special.


         God:    I love your creativity, your chutzpah. You stuck with me all these years, when other people walked away. You hung in there,

            like a rabid terrier. However—

         


         Susan: Here it comes.


         God:     I resent you blaming me for everything. And I do not exist to give you what you want.


         Susan: Do I exist to give you what you want?

         


         God:     Well, actually—


         Rudy:   Enough. No responding, just listening. Did you hear each other? Susan loves the God who loves justice and mercy, but she feels

            rejected. God loves Susan, but resents being blamed for everything. And Jesus… is sorry. Remember: where there is real love,

            there’s real pain. I’d be more worried if you didn’t have any grievances, because then you wouldn’t be close. Okay?

         




      And just like that, God and Jesus were gone. You know, from my imagination.


      

      

      Rudy:  This is good.


      Susan: This is weird.


      Rudy:  Yeah, but it’s good too. It’s an adventure. For every session, I want you to write about a period of your life, bring it in, and we’ll discuss it. Tell me where that angry, sarcastic God the Father came from. Tell me about the Jesus

            who loved you but didn’t intervene. Where did you get that image of Jesus?

         


      Susan: There. (I pointed to the Jesus portrait on the wall.) That’s the Jesus I knew.


      Rudy:  Then write about him.


   

      

      
Chapter 2



      

      THE NICE JESUS ON EVERY WALL


      

      EVERYONE HAS IDEAS ABOUT GOD—THINGS THEY’VE LEARNED from religion, parents, and authority figures. Even atheists have ideas about God: like he’s a crappy God, which is why they

         don’t believe in him. I heard one of those new atheist fundamentalists on the radio. He must have had a lousy childhood because,

         man, he was one angry, arrogant turd. Anyway, even if you never stepped foot in a church or synagogue or Whole Foods, you

         have an idea of what God is like, and you got it from somebody, somewhere.

      


      

      My ideas about God weren’t all good, all bad, or even all Christian. They were a syncretism of good theology, bad parenting,

         Lutheran passivity, and American culture. I’ll deal with the Father in the next chapter, but my ideas about Jesus could be

         summed up in that portrait hanging in Rudy’s office. The Nice Jesus on the wall.

      


      

      You probably know the picture. Head of Christ, by Warner Sallman, is arguably the most recognizable image of Jesus of the twentieth century. Painted in muted yellows and browns, a kind, Norwegian-looking Jesus sits there looking sober, calm, and

         slightly depressed. His eyes are turned upward as if he’s listening to the Father. Maybe God just got around to telling him

         he has to be crucified, because Jesus looks pretty serious. You would too if you had to die for the whole world.

      


      [image: image]


      

      Sallman painted those other pictures on Rudy’s wall, and I knew them as a child too. The Lord Is My Shepherd shows Jesus tenderly carrying a lamb in his arms; there’s even a black sheep in the background, following along. Mom said

         it was because Jesus carried the weak and loved the outcast. Christ at Heart’s Door was my favorite. I saw the love and patience in Jesus’ eyes, as if he would wait forever for someone to answer. But the Head of Christ was the picture I knew best because it hung in every classroom, pastor’s study, and toilet stall at Olivet Lutheran Church

         and Day School.

      


      

      My mother was a beautiful Norwegian-American who took her four kids to church every Sunday, while my father stayed home and

         cursed at the TV. My two older brothers were already in junior high, but my sister Nancy and I went to Olivet Lutheran grammar

         school. Mom just wanted us to know Jesus. She wanted us to know that even if your husband ignores you and turns you into the

         most beautiful unpaid housekeeper in Orange County, you will still have Jesus. In fact, all you’ll ever have is Jesus.

      


      

      My mother spent her mornings reading the Bible and praying. I woke up every day to the smell of coffee and the sound of her

         prayers: whispers of adoration, urgency, and melancholy. Sometimes her voice cracked it was filled with so much longing. It

         was in her prayers that I first recognized what longing was: a hunger for something you couldn’t see.

      


      

      I saw that longing at Communion too. Most of the time our church played the grand old Lutheran hymns like “A Mighty Fortress

         Is Our God.” But on Communion Sundays, they mixed it up with Oakie waltzes like “In the Garden” or the hippie “Pass It On”—the

         Lutherans’ way of being edgy.

      


      

      I watched Mom get the wafer and grape juice. Sometimes Pastor Ingebretsen laid his hand on her head and prayed; sometimes

         he didn’t. But every time Mom came back singing through her tears: “And He walks with me, and He talks with me, and He tells

         me I am His own.” Always off-key, always crying, always longing. At first her tears scared me.

      


      

      “What’s wrong, Mom? Are you sad?”


      

      “No, I’m not sad,” she blubbered. My mother was sad a lot, but at Communion her sadness was different. It was as if Communion

         was the place her sadness could be heard, and the place where it could end. Communion was where she took her longing, and

         that’s where her longing was met. Years later I suspected my mother’s longing for God was fueled by the lack of love from

         my father. Perhaps our loneliness can never be filled with even the best of human love. Maybe the longing for human love is

         just the beginning, and the longing for God is always the end.

      


      

      All I knew at the time was that something happened at Communion. Mom tasted and saw that the Lord was good. And I wanted to

         taste it too.

      


      

      Every night after dinner Mom sat us down to read the Bible and pray. I loved the stories about Jesus. He healed the sick and

         fed the hungry. He talked back to the hypocrites. He raised Lazarus from the dead. He was my hero, like Mighty Mouse. And

         Mom was right: Jesus did love the weak and the outcast—that’s who he hung around with. If Jesus went to my school, he wouldn’t be in a clique. As a child I knew that was real love. I knew it the way you only have to see blue once to know what

         blue looks like.

      


      

      [image: image]


      

      My early years at Olivet Lutheran Day School were happy and uneventful. Most of my teachers were retired missionary spinsters

         who smiled and turned the other cheek. Pastor never got angry except when he preached about evil. In fact, no one at church

         got angry—which is why my dad rarely came to church.

      


      

      I liked going to a school where Jesus was present. We had chapel twice a week, we read the Bible in class, and there on every

         wall hung the picture of the Nice Jesus. I had a lot of years to study that picture. Yes, Jesus was nice, but he also looked

         sad. My third-grade teacher, Miss Toft, said maybe Jesus was busy praying for someone who was hurt. She said Jesus got up

         every morning to pray. I thought of my mom. Maybe Jesus wasn’t sad; maybe he and Mom were just lonesome for God.

      


      

      Once Miss Toft was out taking care of her invalid sick sister, and we got a sub. Mr. Lund told us about Jesus’ clearing the

         temple. “This was the area where pagans and outcasts were free to come to pray, but religious leaders turned it into a swap

         meet! This was just not cool with Jesus. So he went in and gave them all the fourth-down punt!”

      


      

      Wow! I wished we had a picture of that Jesus on the wall! When I looked at the Nice Jesus again, I thought maybe he was listening intently as God instructed him

         on how to go to the temple and kick butt.

      


      

      My happy world changed in fourth grade. Our class was joined by a Lutheran nightmare named Kirsten Shanahan. Kirsten hated

         anyone who did better than she did. And I was better at everything. Once I beat her out for a choir solo. So she got the entire

         alto section to kick my chair for an hour. Another time I knocked her out in four square. She got everyone to leave the game.

         When I got A’s on tests, she taunted me throughout recess.

      


      

      “Susie thinks she’s so smart!”


      

      “Do not!” I shouted back.


      

      “Dhoo hnnotttth!” She mimicked me like I was retarded.


      

      “Stop it!”


      

      “Hhhop itth!” There was no way to make her stop, no way to win, and no way out.


      

      Worst of all, Kirsten got other girls to go along with her. My friends came to me in secret. “We really like you,” Lori promised.


      

      “Yeah,” Sandy hissed. “Kirsten’s a… female dog!”


      

      “Then why do you go along with her?” I protested.


      

      “We don’t want her to get mad at us!” Lori cried.


      

      “How do you think I feel?!”


      

      “But you’re the only one who can stand up to her!”


      

      It was true. No one stood up to Kirsten. Not even the teachers. Except for the overweight choir director, Mrs. Proctor. When

         Mrs. Proctor saw Kirsten kicking my chair, her baton froze midair, her forearms jiggled to a stop, and she glared at Kirsten.

         “Is that how you behave at home, Kirsten? Do you kick chairs when you don’t get your way?… Kirsten?”

      


      

      “No, Miss Porker,” Kirsten replied.


      

      The choir erupted in snickers. Kirsten was kicked out of choir. From then on she led a choir of her own: a chorus of snotty

         kids who cackled “Miss Porker!” whenever the choir director walked by. “Miss Porker” morphed into “Porky Pig,” then snort, snort! Mrs. Proctor quit midyear from stress.

      


      

      The missionary spinster teachers turned the other cheek. That’s how they had survived Maoist China, and that’s what they expected

         me to do. But I couldn’t turn the other cheek. My cheeks burned with anger. Why wouldn’t Jesus give Kirsten a fourth-down punt? Our pastor said God was good to you if you were good and evil to you if you were evil. But wasn’t Kirsten

         the evil one here? Maybe God thought I was, because I got angry. Maybe my anger wasn’t the good kind. Maybe it was the bad

         kind of anger like my father’s.

      


      

      So as Kirsten whispered and kicked and got my friends to go along, I prayed to the Nice Jesus picture on the wall: Please, Jesus, make her stop. Please, Jesus, make her nice. Please, Jesus, make her die.


      

      The Nice Jesus sat there, his Nordic forehead turned toward the Father, eyes silently pleading for someone else. What happened

         to the Jesus who comforted the brokenhearted, who stood up for the defenseless? Jesus loved me, that I knew. But Mom said Jesus loved Kirsten too. Which made him a traitor or a wimp, like everyone else.

      


      

      Some days I came home and lay on my bed. My cat, Tig, always jumped up to join me and buried his head in my side. At least

         Tig loved me. Then a thought came to me: I got Tig as a surprise two months before Kirsten came to school. Maybe Tig was God’s

         gift. Maybe he knew I’d need a real friend, one that Kirsten couldn’t control. Maybe Tig was his way of saying, “I’m here,

         I love you, and it’s going to be okay.”

      


      

      “I know you’re here,” I prayed. “I know you love me. But I also want you to do something.”


      

      There was no reply, only a loving presence. Well, my cat helped. Maybe that’s what the Holy Spirit was—someone who came to

         be with you when God couldn’t fix things. Maybe Tig was the Holy Spirit.

      


      

      [image: image]


      

      “Susie?” My mother sat me down on her bed. It was right in the middle of my fifth-grade birthday party. “Susie, I hear you

         say that you’re angry a lot. And that’s not good, because if you’re angry, people won’t like you.”
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