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This isn’t the book you’re expecting, I promise you that now. Rather than offer you a self-help guide or a comprehensive theology of singleness, I offer you my story. I am not an expert in much, other than in being single. I’m very good at that. I can’t give you all the answers or speak to subjects on which I have little authority. What I can do though, is create space for us.

I am inviting you on a pilgrimage into holy aloneness. In recent years, pilgrimage has become a wonderful tool of spiritual formation for me. It’s helped me look at my life differently and practice a deeper and more profound faith in God. I’ll be using pilgrimage to frame the way I talk about singleness throughout this book. You may be more familiar with your own singleness than you are with pilgrimage, and that’s okay. I am too.

Let’s start by getting on the same page. My working definition of pilgrimage is a journey to a destination, usually in the footsteps of others, to return to a place you belong.

I don’t believe the destination of singleness is marriage, contrary to everything we’ve been told in and outside of the church. I think the journey of singleness leads deeper into God’s presence, or what I like to call “holy aloneness”—the place where you are wholly known, wholly seen, and wholly loved by your Creator. That’s the place we all belong.

Pilgrimage happens in so many of our favorite movies and stories: The Odyssey, The Lord of the Rings, The Wizard of Oz, and all over the Bible, just to name a few.

Consider one of the most famous pilgrimages, the escape of Moses and the Israelites from Egypt and their forty years of wandering in the desert. Early on their journey, Moses has a holy moment alone with God in the middle of the mountains: “And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, ‘The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness’” (Exodus 34:6).

This claim God makes about his character is repeated throughout the Bible—in Psalms, Joel, and Jonah for example. For generations, the Israelites remembered who God showed himself to be on that original pilgrimage into the Promised Land. God proved his character over and over, in all the highs and lows with his people. He never changed.

In my own story, my own pilgrimage into holy aloneness, God has shown himself to be merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love for me too. At times he has had to invite me up to a mountain alone to do it. While this is a journey of aloneness in a relationship-oriented world, we’re never truly alone—God goes with us himself, with his promise to walk with us, and the truth that he walked this life before us.

These truths might be the start and finish of where my story and yours overlap. God is the same and has the same promises and invitations into his presence for us both. After that, it’s likely that our pilgrimages look wildly different. Nonetheless, we are pilgrims together. I want to make space for you, especially if your singleness has been different from mine.

You should know some things about me before we begin.

My singleness happens to be in a Western, evangelical, heteronormative context. I am an upper-middle-class, White, thirty-something-year-old, cisgender, straight woman. I’ve never been married or engaged, and, for the cherry on top of my singleness sundae, I’m a virgin too. I like to joke that I’m a dime a dozen, in that there are plenty of women just like me. But it’s true—they are funny, smart, educated, well-resourced, think similar things, live similar lives. I check all the boxes that my evangelical bubble wants me to, but I have grown weary of this bubble. I’ve needed to say yes to a pilgrimage beyond my context.

I know there are many of you out there, my fellow pilgrims, who have different stories and backgrounds. I want to honor that. Let the parts of my story that relate to you speak to your life and heart, and ditch the rest. It’s okay. Our journeys are different. My life is not prescriptive.

If your singleness is much younger, praise God. If yours is singleness after loss, death, or divorce, you are loved and welcome here. If your singleness doesn’t include virginity, know that it’s not less valid. Perhaps your singleness is much older than mine. God bless you.

I hope that some of your singleness out there is male singleness and BIPOC singleness and all types of queer singleness. And I hope my story is a blessing to you too. I hope some parts resonate deeply.

But your story is your own!

Your story is beautiful and important, and likely uniquely challenging. My singleness has privilege attached to it, which at times makes it a really comfortable singleness. There are so many ways I don’t have to struggle in my singleness because of the privilege given to my sexuality, gender identity, and race.

Although many hurdles may be found along the path of singleness, I cannot speak to all of them in this book. I simply share my story and offer some ways for us to step closer to our Creator. It’s all I can do here.

As you sit with me in my story, I encourage you to think of yours. Your story matters. You’ll notice repeating themes throughout this book—those I needed to learn over and over until they sunk in. Learning about God’s mercy, grace, patience, and love is still central to my daily life. I pray now that Jesus will show his mercy, grace, patience, and steadfast love in your life too.

In addition to sharing about my life, each chapter includes a “pilgrimage moment.” These are opportunities for you to pause before moving forward in the text. Pilgrimage is an ancient contemplative practice that’s been around for generations. Some of the pilgrimage moments are based in other contemplative practices of old. My hope is that they give you practical steps into the presence of God, to journey more fully with him in your singleness.

Have a blessed journey.
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“So, Morgan, what was your response tonight?”

We were sitting outside the student union on a late-September evening after our weekly gathering. Morgan was a new freshman whose parents had met in our InterVarsity Christian Fellowship chapter in the 1990s. She was eighteen. Truly fresh. I had just given a talk and invited the students to respond by writing down a burden they needed to lay at the foot of the cross. We set up a foam cross for students to tack them to.

“Well, I was thinking about my singleness,” Morgan said.

“Really? Why’s that?” I asked, curious because I hadn’t mentioned relationships in my talk that night.

“I’m just so afraid that I won’t meet my husband. What if I don’t? And I know, I’m young, everyone says that, but it’s just a worry that I have to keep giving to Jesus.”

I smiled. “That’s fair, Morgan. I’m glad you felt like you could do that tonight. But I do want to reassure you. You have your whole life ahead of you. You’re eighteen and so beautiful. You will absolutely find love. I’m sure of it.”

“I know, I know, but it’s just . . . what if I don’t?”

“What if you don’t? I’m twenty-seven and I haven’t found love—”

“Exactly! And my heart breaks for you!” She interrupted my point.

I threw my head back in laughter. “Don’t waste your heartbreak on me, babe! I’m twenty-seven and single and I’m happy with how my life is—I don’t look at all these years as less beautiful or valid since romance hasn’t been center stage. Life is so much more than finding love in one person. You were right to lay down that worry, tonight. I have to lay it down all the time. But rest assured, I am not heartbroken. Not right now anyway.”

Morgan will never know twenty-seven-year-old singleness. She did in fact meet her husband in our chapter, just like her parents. Her now-husband, Carson, was another one of my students; he was not overly concerned about his own singleness, but ended up being a huge blessing to Morgan and her family. They got together only a year after the family lost Morgan’s dad. I see God’s handiwork in their relationship. God was kind to connect her with a partner even before her freshman year ended. Her story is different from mine. She endured only a few months of adult singleness, whereas mine has lasted a decade and change.

People show undue concern all the time for my now thirty-something singleness.

“How are you still single, Bridget?”

“How is it that you have not been snatched up yet?”

“It’s an injustice that you’re not married.”

“Your husband is going to be so lucky.”

Usually, I’m having a wonderful conversation about life and God when I hear these sentiments from the mouths of my friends. I don’t always know how to respond. Sometimes I feel uncomfortable, sometimes I feel flattered. After years of hearing such things, a narrative has risen to the surface:

It is somehow wrong for me to be single.

I know that the truth of the matter is that my friends and family are experiencing a moment of delight in me when they say things like this; they actually mean to tell me they feel loved by me and find me incredibly lovable. And I write that without a hint of irony—I mean it. This is the most common response I get when people in my life are amazed by me and feel big feelings of love for me. They wish that I was regularly loved and appreciated by a spouse.

But I’m not.

In fact, I’ve been single for over a decade—and not for lack of trying, believe me. This fact often shocks people during bonding moments we share. They wonder how could I have gone so long without being chosen by a man?

And so, in that moment, rather than affirming and encouraging me for who I am, they feel confused that I’m still single, and they want me to answer for it. The confusion seems to suggest that my personhood is going to waste by not being in a romantic relationship.

To be honest, I’ve felt this way too at times when singleness makes me ache.

I’m not held enough.

I’m not told I’m beautiful nearly enough, in my humble opinion.

I rarely have anyone offer to make me a meal.

Days can pass without anyone checking in on my well-being or encouraging me to keep going.

I get to structure my life around me and me alone, which can be a bit unmooring.

And I agree that it is wild that I have yet to meet a man who wants to spend the rest of his life with me.

While all those things are true, it’s a lie to believe that my personhood is wasted just because I’m not being loved by a partner. In American culture, marriage is often discussed as a checkpoint in life, a sure thing. That sense of entitlement to marriage turns singleness into a problem, a curse, or a burden. But this mindset only makes sense when you’re looking through a lens that centers romantic relationships.

When we talk about singleness, dating, and marriage this way, it can be dehumanizing. We are wholly valuable regardless of our relationships, our accomplishments, or our lovability for that matter.

Dealing with my own singleness has been challenging enough without the consistent questioning from others. For most of my adulthood, I’ve treated myself with contempt because of my singleness. It’s only in the last couple years that I’ve been able to stop treating it like a curse and start peeling back the layers to understand who I am and how I got here. I’m single not because there’s something wrong with me or anyone else. I’m single just because. That’s how it’s worked out so far. I won’t blame anything or anyone but God and his mercy, because even though I cringe at calling it a “gift,” I know that God is not uncomfortable with my singleness. He knows what’s going on, even when I don’t.

A few years ago, when I became restless with having such a negative view of my relationship status, I decided to work on actively embracing it. I wanted to learn to trust God more with my life, and I thought it was time to unpack the intricacies of my singleness—what parts I have control over, what spiritual aspects are at play, and what value systems perpetuate my struggles. I was met with both encouragement and discomfort while seeking out answers and healthier conversations around singleness. Some of my friends felt this change in me was a breath of fresh air; others said I was defining myself too much by my relationship status. But that’s exactly what I had been doing before this move in a healthier direction. I was convinced that society’s judgment was right, that my partnerless, sexless life was less than valuable.

Society loves to center romantic pairing, love stories, and getting married—it’s a literary and historic reality. Traditionally, comedies are meant to end in weddings with the main characters living happily ever after. These days, most movies and TV shows include a romantic plot line in order to draw an audience. In many cultures, marriage is the final step into adulthood—a real coming of age, a solidifying of purpose and value.

From a young age we are overtly and subliminally encouraged to attain opposite-sex relationships, in which our identities make sense to everyone else and our lives seem stable behind the white picket fence of the American Dream (or something like it). We are sold one version of what life can be—packaged, boxed up, and limited. We are told that all the good stuff happens within that box, that it’s where all the fun and value is found.

As I become more comfortable with my own singleness, I rage against that box. I am bored by the story that I’m offered as a single person. Instead of being married by twenty-seven, like I imagined I might be, I became the Singleness Gal™ (just kidding, I haven’t trademarked it . . . yet). I hold the tension of wanting to be married with the knowledge that marriage isn’t all there is to life.

I’ve always been drawn to living a different kind of life, imagined for me by the stories of the kingdom of God. Scripture doesn’t center human love stories. They are in the Bible no doubt, but that’s not what the Bible is about. It’s not even about human marriage. It’s not about human reproduction. The story of Scripture is about a covenant relationship between humankind and its Creator. It’s about reproducing eternal life. It’s about being invited into the family of God as an heir to the kingdom. If you follow The Way, then you do not believe in a book of romantic fairy tales. You believe in the real deal of what life is all about. That’s why I am baffled when the church sounds more like the world than the Word.


THE REAL PROBLEM

One afternoon early in my ministry career, I sat in a coffee shop booth with my coworker and good friend Chris. Before we got down to business, he made a surprising admission.

“Bridget, your singleness has seriously opened my eyes.” Although he was only six months my senior, he had been married since his sophomore year in college.

“Oh yeah?” I asked curiously and cautiously, bracing myself for what he might say next.

“Yeah. I was at my dad’s church last weekend for a men’s retreat, and I couldn’t help but notice that all the content was geared toward husbands and fathers. Like, they just expected that we were all married with children.”

“Were there any single guys there?” I asked.

“Oh yeah, definitely, but it was the first time I realized that the content wasn’t for everyone in the room.”

“It’s as if the expectation is that those single men will one day be husbands and fathers, so it will eventually apply to them, right?”

“Yes! Exactly!”

“And how did that make you feel as a married man in the room?” I asked.

“Well, I felt a little ruined! I wouldn’t have noticed it had I not been exposed to your perspective as a single person. And it just sucks because getting married and having kids is no guarantee.”

How sweet that moment was for me, a hopeless romantic who was hopelessly single and whose friends were marrying left and right. Finally, one of them recognized what I see all the time in churches and in the content put out by Christian leadership.

And that’s that it often lacks imagination.

It often lacks a dreamer’s perspective and vision for what our lives can look like. These conferences, sermons, and devotionals encourage lifestyles that look more like the Western cultural ideal than the wild, upside-down, and unconventional kingdom of God.

In campus ministry, our aim is not to create an army of future husbands, wives, fathers, and mothers out of the young singles we work with, but instead to develop disciples of Jesus. To develop world changers here and now! They may eventually become husbands and wives, fathers and mothers, but we do not prepare them for something not guaranteed. We prepare them for the sure thing: Jesus’ eternal reign and our partnership with him as coheirs in the kingdom of God.

There needs to be a new wave of discipleship in singleness in our current cultural climate.

During my adulthood, things have been changing in the United States. The average age of first marriage has risen by years instead of months. It seems the longer I’m single, the closer that number gets to my age. Single people now make up a little over half of the adult population.

And yet, in the evangelical movement one can graduate high school with a deep theological grasp of traditional Christian marriage yet hardly have a robust understanding of what it means to be a part of the global church or even a grasp of engaging with God in their personal life. We’ve spent too much time on marriage discipleship for single people.

When the church and popular culture say the same thing about singleness, we have a major problem.

I get it. Marriage books, conferences, and materials exist to help marriages last, not to convince people to get married. But being hyper-focused on marriage leads many singles to believe they are missing something vital to abundant life.




LOCKED AWAY IN A TOWER

Disney’s Tangled is a telling of the fairy tale of Rapunzel, the princess with long flowing hair, locked away in a tower. It’s one of my favorites of all the Disney movies. I first saw it in theaters with my little brother Luke when I was twenty and he was just thirteen. It made me very emotional, but I tried so hard to hide my sappiness from him that only one tear escaped my left tear duct while he sat on my right. I don’t know why I was so eager to hide my emotions because as we drove home, I confessed them to him, and we had a good laugh. Now I openly weep when the movie makes me emotional.

The movie’s opening number shows a grown-up Rapunzel singing about her daily schedule—all the things she does locked away in the tower all day. After listing off her chores and hobbies, she sings, “Stuck in the same place I’ve always been, I’ll keep wonderin’, and wonderin’ . . . When will my life begin?”

All Rapunzel wants is to leave her tower on her birthday to see up close the annual display of stars she’s always admired from a distance. But her captor (pretending to be her mother) makes the excuse that the world out there is too dangerous for her, and so she traps her year after year.

There have been so many days I’ve felt like Rapunzel—trapped in my singleness, wondering and wondering and wondering and wondering when will my life begin? As if my life would begin when I was finally chosen by a man and I was finally in a marriage. The world of love, purpose, fun, and freedom wasn’t for me if I wasn’t married. That’s what I had heard from the world and the church.

But deep down, I didn’t buy it. Couldn’t I be enough just being me? Couldn’t I have a full and beautiful life as a single person? Couldn’t we stop believing and acting like being in a relationship or a marriage unlocks some kind of magical portal to a better life?

Too often, the answers we give each other for our deep hurts and longings are romance, dating, love, and marriage. None of these things are inherently bad, but they are not lasting answers to the problems in our souls. We need to find better ones—there’s a whole creation out there that God gave us to interact with and delight in.

Rapunzel’s desire to venture beyond her tower is so right on; she was right to imagine more for her life. It isn’t until she meets the film’s other main character, Flynn Rider, that she finds out the stars are actually lanterns in a festival that the king and queen put on for their lost princess on her birthday each year.

When Rapunzel and Flynn finally get to the festival and sing Tangled’s key musical number, I completely lose it. As they float on a boat outside the palace, lanterns start to ascend into the night sky all around them and they sing, “I See the Light.”

“Standing here it’s all so clear / I’m where I’m meant to be / And at last, I see the light.”

Rapunzel is finally getting what she wants: to see the lanterns up close. She doesn’t yet know they’ve been for her all along! Her parents never gave up on her return.

That first time I let the song and scene sink into my soul, I turned into mush at the thought of my Father. The King who waits and waits and sends out endless signs and light in the hope that his children will return to him. God wants us to have that same moment that Rapunzel has in the boat—the fog lifted, our worlds shifted, finally seeing him.

Tangled is not primarily a love story. It’s a pilgrimage. Rapunzel leaves behind the comfort of life as she knows it for a new experience. Along the way, she finds out that life has more to offer her than she could imagine. Tangled is a story of returning to who you are, finding out what life is really about, dreaming dreams, taking risks, and opening your eyes to the invitations left for you.

Rapunzel’s story is my story. It’s our story. We aren’t locked away in towers of single loneliness, but we may be missing out on real life with Jesus because of the false stories we’ve been told. We can venture out into all that life has to offer. We can open our eyes to the ways God beckons us into his kingdom, into his family, and into our positions as his royal ones.

Jesus says in John 10:10 (ESV), “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it abundantly.”

He offers all of us abundant life. That doesn’t mean a married life. That doesn’t even mean an easy and happy life. But it does mean a life that is full and free, with unwavering peace from God and constant access to joy unspeakable. Unconditionally, God’s promises are available to us. We don’t have to be married for that to be true.

But we do have to be willing to leave behind the lies we’ve been told and to seek out real life in Jesus. What are the stories you’ve been told that hold you captive to a limited life? What are the realities at play that keep you thinking that your singleness is less than God’s best for you?




MOVING FROM STARVATION OR GLUTTONY TO HEALTH

Sometimes you go through seasons of loving life, hardly thinking about your singleness. And then other times, it’s all you can think about. The truth is that singleness does define us in some seasons. We live in the tension of hating being alone—alone in our households, alone in our hurts and sadness and struggles—but loving the freedom and joy that singleness affords us at the same time.

We long for companionship. There is nothing wrong with this.

We long to be touched. Biological realities are at work in us, making this absolutely normal.

We long to be championed in our goals and dreams.

We long to be seen and understood because we want to validate our existence.

In a lot of ways, a romantic relationship can provide all these things. But that’s a tower we get trapped in: we wrap up the solution for all our longings in this one place.

What if, as in my case, it just keeps not working out? As much as I’ve tried, I haven’t been able to land a long-term romantic relationship.

Does that mean I go without my longings being met?

Some of us deprive ourselves of what we want and need when it doesn’t come in the package we expect. Others go out and get it by any means necessary. Both approaches are commonplace, but both only cause more strife. The first requires us to see ourselves as robots with a specific set of instructions for meeting our needs. The second requires us to see others as the means of getting our needs met. Where did this come from? I think the church encourages starvation and the world encourages gluttony. What an inhumane tension to live in! There must be a better way.

Throughout this book, we will explore a healthier approach to the longings and needs that arise in singleness.

We are made for companionship, connection, romance, love, and commitment. Relationships are supposed to be beautiful and fulfilling, to bring us joy, life, and wholeness. However, there’s a lot of brokenness, abuse, and unhealth in our relationships. A lot of us are living without the love and connection we are made for—romantic or otherwise.

So how do I go about getting that when time and time again, romantic relationships are not working out for me? How do I treat my longings with grace and kindness, and a bit of wisdom?

What we do with our longings is a great measure of our character and maturity.

I applaud people who go after what they want unapologetically, full force. I love seeing people ditch societal expectations to fully embrace who they are and what they’ve been made to do. It’s inspiring. I think we all love those stories to some extent, but the status quo of the church and the world pulls us back in over and over.

One of the biggest reasons I am grateful to be part of the kingdom of God is that it beats every human system. Every human-made construct eventually crumbles. And praise God for that! That’s his mercy. All the things we think we want and need become incredibly dull next to Jesus and the life he offers. Jesus has living water for us—overflowing, bubbling up. His life for us doesn’t ever end (John 4)!

The cost of following Jesus is high, however (Luke 9:23). And sometimes that means giving up a version of yourself meant to please others. Or giving up a version of your life you’ve come up with yourself. Either way, following Jesus means real freedom. Life with Jesus means you always have access to your Creator and that you reflect him with every inhale and exhale.

My aim in this book is to help you envision an abundant life, one that you are called to by Jesus, no matter your relationship status. Throughout my story, I share how Jesus has crushed the lies of the world and flipped anti-kingdom structures on their heads in my life. In my pilgrimage, God has helped me see how different and better his invitations are for me than those found elsewhere.

Let’s be like Rapunzel and leave our towers behind to discover true Life.


Pilgrimage Moment: Take the First Step


Are you ready for our first pilgrimage moment together?

Actually, that’s my main question for you: Are you ready to move in a new direction with your singleness? Maybe it’s your attitude that needs some change. Maybe you need an overhaul of your view and beliefs around your singleness as a follower of Jesus. Maybe you need to wrestle with God for a while over some things. No matter how you’re coming in, this likely will be a healing journey for you.

Take a moment before moving on, and consider where you’ve been and what brought you here. How’s the journey been so far? Is there something you need from God in order to take the first step on your pilgrimage into holy aloneness?

Ask him for it!

The pilgrimage began when you picked up this book. I’m excited for you.
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    God ruined my first kiss.


    No really, I mean it.


    I’ve been a romantic for as long as I can remember. In pre-kindergarten, I wrote my schoolyard crush a cute love note and left it in his cubby, hoping he would reciprocate. I can’t remember how he responded, but I was five. I don’t think I expected much. I’ve made a habit of shooting my shot with my crushes all my life. I don’t know what it is—perhaps the weight of my feelings becomes too much for my heart to bear that I feel I must get it off my chest. And even though I’ve been shot down time and time again, the hope in my heart remains. I keep trying.


    In middle school, I had the biggest crush of my life. So big that my homeroom teacher knew about it and offered to send me to his classroom for a “study period” so I could stare at him. I foolishly never took her up on that offer. He was the only reason I wanted to go to the school dances. To creep on him and dream up alternate realities. To feel the rush of romantic possibilities as a thirteen-year-old in a dimly lit cafeteria. Completely innocent. Completely normal. But as a child of a former drug addict turned born-again Christian, the dance wasn’t going to happen. We didn’t even listen to secular music at home. So I had to live with all my pent-up feelings the best way I knew how—I opened a file on our family desktop computer and started to write letters to my future husband. I wanted to let him know about my crush, even if it didn’t end up being him. (It hasn’t. So far. I mean, you never know, right?)


    This is just how romantic I am. The way I’ve functioned in the world has always been with wide eyes filled with wonder, head in the clouds, looking for love. The irony of it all is that for someone so romantic, so fixated on love, I hardly ever got any romantic attention. I wasn’t asked out on a legit date until college. I was never taken to prom. I never had a romantic valentine.


    One year in high school, I woke up before sunrise to leave flowers and carefully curated mixtapes of love songs at my friends’ houses on February 14. So even though I never really had a lot going for me romantically, I created moments of splendor, love, and delight. Romance is simply about the mystery and excitement of life. Seeing, feeling, and experiencing the fullness of it rather than staying complacent. I had survived my singleness this way for years.


    Don’t get me wrong, there were a lot of “almost” moments. Mutual crushes, pseudo-dates, chemistry, flirtation, and emotionally tense moments that ultimately turned into nothing. They remained as plot points in journals, or in those letters to my future husband, or in drawn-out phone conversations with my best friend Felicia on the landline after school. All these almost moments could have become romantic milestones in my life, but it wasn’t until my sophomore year in college that I had my first boyfriend and my first kiss.


    Sophomore year was the first year I lived in my own apartment. It felt like the first real year of being an adult. And I loved it. I was thriving. I lived on the edge of campus and had a part-time job nearby; my friends all lived in the same complex or in the next one over, and we were all in InterVarsity Christian Fellowship together, having a blast. Sharing life, community, and Jesus. It was a marvelous year. I remember one afternoon riding my bike home and just telling God, “I am so happy.”


    I felt utterly content. I had no need.


    And then Cupid struck.


    I had been trying to get the attention of one guy by flirting with another and ended up on an accidental date with the latter rather than the former. On a mid-February afternoon, I hung out with my college besties and told them I didn’t want to have the date later that night. I was happy. I had no need for a man’s attention—especially one whose attention I didn’t particularly want. They told me that was okay, it didn’t have to be a date—just enjoy myself.


    Brandon and I had a great time. We laughed, we played Boggle, we talked about serious stuff and then laughed some more. Before we knew it, it was after midnight. The clock struck February 14, and uh oh, I caught feelings for the decoy guy. Before long, I was knee-deep in my first-ever official romantic relationship.


    It would be safe to assume that I proceeded to lose myself in the throes of love, but the opposite was true. I became incredibly practical and serious amid my newfound romance. I even tried to convince Brandon that we should break up before it really got started because we would eventually have to go long distance. He convinced me otherwise.


    Brandon is a great man. He brought me flowers, helped me celebrate my half birthday, and made me laugh a lot. As time went on, we bonded more, spent more time together, and I began to want to hold hands and cuddle and, dare I say, kiss.


    These were things I had never done before. I didn’t know how long one had to wait. What’s the right timing for everything? Who decides—me or him? All I knew is that it was time. He was my boyfriend. I wanted to lay one on him. But it was my first-ever kiss and he knew that.


    It was not his first kiss. I have yet to know the pressure of introducing someone to kissing. Because of my age, I doubt that will be a burden I’ll have to bear, but again, you never know. So, one week after school ended and about a month before we were to start our long-distance relationship, Brandon invited me out to dinner and a movie. A classic date night, and he told me there was a surprise afterward.


    As we drove toward the mountains later that night, he asked, “Bridget, do you have any guesses as to where we’re going?”


    “McDonald’s for ice cream?” I knew we weren’t going to McDonald’s.


    “No.”


    “Oh really? I was really hoping we were. I’ll be disappointed in anything else.” I was nervous. I’m sure he was too. “Are we going to outer space? I’d like that, I’ve never been there.”


    “Close.”


    We drove up the mountainside to a spot that overlooked Tucson, our beloved desert city. Brandon wanted to make the experience perfect for me and memorable. I was honored and wanted that too.


    Being the romantic that I am, I had built up this idea in my head of what my first kiss would feel like. I mean, so many of the romantic comedies I grew up with probably didn’t help. The Princess Diaries had us believing in the fabled “foot pop” when you have your first kiss with someone. Pop culture has us believing these moments feel like fireworks.


    There we were, cuddled up together in a blanket, looking at the stars over our town, our faces nice and close, and eventually he bravely laid one on me. Our lips met, and although it was my first-ever kiss, it felt familiar. There were no fireworks or foot pops. It was just a nice moment. A rite of passage. It was the next step in our relationship, and it made perfect sense. There was nothing awkward about it. Nothing weird. It was sweet and good.


    It hadn’t occurred to me that it didn’t live up to the mind-blowing experience I had come to expect until Brandon went back to his car to grab another blanket because it was getting colder. I stood there on the side of the mountain, looking down at the orange-lit city and then up again at the expanse of stars that I didn’t normally see from day to day. It was breathtaking.


    And that’s when God whispered. So . . . what do you think?


    “About the kiss? I mean, it was fine. Not what I expected, but that’s better than it being bad.”


    What about all this? God asked, referring to the scene that lay before me.


    “It’s gorgeous.”


    Breathtaking, if you will, he whispered.


    “I will,” I said.


    See, Brandon really got something right that night by bringing me to the mountains for my first kiss. He knew we needed to pair the big moment with a special place, some good scenery, and a little romance. What he didn’t know is that God would steal the show. I can give no credit to my only-ever boyfriend/first kiss for taking my breath away that night. He hadn’t. No offense to him—he’s a wonderful guy.


    God met me with the realest truth that night. This would be the first of many times he would meet me on mountainsides to let me know that life is all about him and how romantic that really is. Even the greatest love stories of all time pale in comparison to the reality of our story with Jesus.


    

      ROMANCE IS FOR EVERYONE


      Unfortunately, my middle school file of letters to my husband was lost to a computer crash, so I waited until I had my own laptop to pick the habit back up. I think I wrote those letters because I didn’t want to forget who I was before marriage. I didn’t want my future husband to think that my life started with him. It hadn’t. My life started on October 26, 1989. And long before that, really.


      Sometimes, we can get caught up thinking our lives don’t begin until we finally have the thing we always wanted—a relationship, sex, marriage, kids, a career. And then we find out we were living all along and none of those things answered the ache in our souls for more. How do we answer that desire for romance as single people? Do we have to wait for another person till we experience it? I don’t think so.


      God has convinced me that he is the most romantic one. If there’s ever a contest, he wins.


      First of all, he went way out of his way, showed up knocking at our doors (he uses this image in Revelation 3:20), and died to have us. His love knew no bounds—discomfort, humanity, suffering, death. He conquered it all for our love.


      A few years ago, I was ordered by my supervisors to take a retreat of silence in the desert. They knew this place just outside of Tucson in the Saguaro National Park called the Desert House of Prayer, where total silence is observed among visitors as a holy act of trust and listening.


      I had an equal amount of desire and dread going into my thirty-six hours of silence. I am a very chatty lady. Asked a simple question, I will often respond with a thirty-minute story instead of a simple yes or no. The people who love this quality of mine have stuck around, while others walk away probably thinking I should just write a book already. Joke’s on them.


      Going into this retreat of silence, I was not sure what would come of it. I knew my supervisor wanted me to experience God’s voice outside of my normal context, but I didn’t know what I should be looking forward to. At the time, I was incredibly stressed out. My anxiety and stress were leading to weird health issues I had never struggled with before. During this season my students often said, “Bridget, you’re always sick!” When it got to that point, I knew something was very wrong.


      I just hoped that thirty-six silent hours in the desert would solve all my problems. Have you ever been there? Thinking that one weekend, one spiritual experience will make all the yuck go away?
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