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For Charlie.


You are my sunshine.


I will always play the music loud for you.












Introduction


“The Honeymoon” and Paul’s Benediction


What can I say about the honeymoon phase, other than it should be bliss. Should be. I so wish someone had encouraged me to take a breather before embarking on the baby journey. Although to be totally honest, if a neighbor or friend had told me to enjoy that newly wedded era in a well-meaning over-the-fence conversation, I wouldn’t have listened. Stay on your side and I’ll stay on mine. There are too many voices from too many sides offering advice at that stage of life. Your married friends tell you to hold off and enjoy the freedom. Meanwhile, parents and anyone over fifty whisper, “So when are we going to have some little ones running around?” wink wink, nudge nudge. It’s advice overload. Soon enough, the system shuts down and reboots, wiped clean of anything but your own agenda.


I was twenty-five when I got married and not ready for the question about kids or the answer that would come years later. However, as a girl with a zesty obsessive-compulsive bent, I let the idea of babies infiltrate the early days of wedded bliss. I had one foot on the baby train even on the honeymoon. The Mai Tai cocktail hour had nothing on the future bliss that I thought was motherhood. It was the life upgrade I’d been waiting for. Cue the imaginary shopping at Pottery Barn Kids. I knew I wasn’t ready yet. “We” weren’t ready yet, but I’m not great at treading water. Sink or swim. “Be still and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10) is my most underlined verse in the Bible for a reason. This, if you ask my husband, Jody, is a continual source of both excitement and irritation in our marriage. I want to live in the moment, but deep down, I feel like I can do it better if I’m also allowed to plan ahead just a bit. Cultivate my spontaneity, like Mario busting through walls and aiming for the next magical coin.


God shows himself best in hindsight. I wish I had enjoyed those early years of marriage when I was learning how to be a grown-up living with another grown-up. It was a season ripe for learning. We ate large quantities of peanut butter and jelly on Wheat Thins, because who has time for knives and bread those first few years? We saw a lot of live music, eardrums buzzing for days. We slept in and went out to our favorite local coffee shop, sitting in the sun on their porch, sipping Americanos and competing at crossword puzzles. We learned how to work full-time jobs and still be nice to each other. We combined finances and CDs (back when those still existed) and furniture as best we could. We met up with friends and traveled aimlessly as only unencumbered twenty-somethings could. And we joined a Sunday school class for those newly married, admission to a club of other confused and fumbling people with an excess of unreturnable wedding gifts. God bless the married veterans who took us all on for that season of life. Because despite all of these newly married happenings, I could not stop thinking about the next “happening.” After two years the honeymoon finally ended and the “process of trying” began.


Here’s what got that train in motion. Jody and I were driving back from his parents’ home a few hours away, where we had gone to tailgate and attend a football game. His was a college town, do or die by school pride. Autumn was just beginning to make itself known—the time of year all the ladies whip out scarves and boots, despite the weather, and the men live the life of fantasy football stats, despite reality and limited funds. This, for me as a high school English teacher, has always been the season of anticipation. Pens are still full of ink. Post-its reach towering heights, a spectrum of possibility. And I’m finding the different rhythm with each of my classes. It’s soothing when the blinding light of summer mellows and the first round of essays and football games begin.


Jody drove. And while I graded with feet propped up, I felt it in a corner of my mind, a gentle tapping. The conversation we had only just tiptoed around had finally come knocking, like a Girl Scout with cookies.


Jody is a warmer-upper. He’s the kind of man who likes to get used to an idea, see it from every angle, read all the reviews, before tentatively clicking “Purchase.” I knew this by now and had already done the priming: “Can you believe we’ve already been married two years?” I’d say over a dinner that involved actual utensils, just a tiny question slipped in every now and then to make sure he noted where we fell on the timeline. “Did you know so-and-so is pregnant?” I’d say when we passed the Pottery Barn Kids at the mall, tiny little nautical quilts hanging in the window. Hear me when I say I did try to temper my expectations. I didn’t want him to think I was desperate. I can be a tsunami of need if I’m not careful.


But on this particular fall day, I felt the moment ripen. And so, we had “the talk.” He later admitted I was not the cool cat I thought I was. I scream loudly, even in the pauses. Isn’t that always the way in marriage and with God? We’re never as sly as we think we are.


Wilco was on the radio and our team had won and we had made good time getting home. All was well. I plunged in: “When do you think we should start trying?” And before he could answer, I added, “You know, if we started now, we could have the baby in the summer and I wouldn’t have to take time off from work.” This was to prove I was being practical, had thought it through, and was not the crazy lady who already, and secretly, owned a baby-naming book. He let a moment pass and I stopped breathing, afraid to break the moment and watch it tilt away from me. But as we pulled into our driveway on that Sunday afternoon, he parked the car, nodded, still not quite looking at me, and said, “Now sounds like the perfect time.”


And then we had a baby.


Oh wait, no, that’s someone else’s story. Ours is much longer.
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When Paul was ending his letter to the Thessalonians, he did what he always did and gave them one last nugget of wisdom as a farewell. A benediction: Adieu, my good men and women, and remember, always do X and don’t forget Y. It’s the parting instructions as the students rush out the door, the final reminder before real life resumes. Paul told those Thessalonians, “Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus” (1 Thessalonians 5:16). I like this reminder. It feels like a task, and I’m good at those. This is how I approached motherhood. I would be thankful for all the bumps along the road and would present all my anxiety to God, assuming the bumps were small and the anxiety only the two-minute wait for the pregnancy test.


I had been on birth control pills for over a decade due to irregular periods. Yet somehow, I expected to be functioning like a well-oiled 1950s baby-making machine. I wanted my 2.4 kids and I wanted them now!


When a few months went by and nothing happened, a mild panic set in, like a low-grade fever. I tried to live joyfully in the moment. I lit lavender-scented candles and took the dog on long walks and thanked God for the ability to sleep in on a Saturday and have a glass of wine with dinner. And I really tried not to Google herbal remedies for encouraging menstruation and femoral massage. I aimed for giving thanks “in all circumstances,” hoping to nail that lesson so we could move on. Level 2 in the video game of life. But God is not Player 1, and you are not Player 2. He is the creator. He doesn’t gamble with your feelings and He doesn’t barter, as much as we wish He did.


Hindsight would show me that staying in the present was the only way to stay sane in those early years, and all the ones to follow. It’s the lesson I needed to learn even as we sat on the black sands in Saint Lucia on our honeymoon, and the lesson I needed to learn when it was September and I began the countdown to Christmas, and it’s the lesson I still need to learn when I wish myself past this house, this hair length, this episode of This Is Us.


I don’t have to love the moment I’m in… I’m too much a realist for that, but God does call me to be present in it. That is my prayer and benediction for you as you juggle your expectations of motherhood. As disorienting as it might seem, may you remember to stay present, be still, and take notice of the moment you are in. That is what the women of the Bible learned to do in each of their impossible situations, and that is why they are included in each chapter of this book. I hope you will learn from their stories and mine. You do not need to “do” anything. Just be willing to be. That is, for better or worse, what trusting God looks like most of the time. It’s a lot of waiting and seeing and then taking the step He lights up… even if it’s tiny, even if it’s a step backward over a cliff into a new territory. Because ultimately, He sees forward and backward and always will lead you in the right direction.












The Wanting








[image: ]























Chapter 1


“The Trying” and Hannah


It felt comfortable stepping into the gently flowing river of couples who were trying to conceive. Many of our friends already had babies and were on to their second or third, like a round of drinks. We felt like part of the gang, Cheers-style, where everybody knows your name—and your business. But I didn’t mind the questions at first. I wanted to talk about cycle length and ovulation days and the days that Jody needed to move heaven and earth to avoid being sent out of town for work so that this baby magic could happen. A few friends even started pawning off their kids’ outgrown shoes, baby hats, Melissa and Doug puzzles. It was like we had cruised right into pregnancy and babyhood without the conception part. Because that’s what happens. People take it for granted that you’ll get pregnant. I mean, if teenagers can look at each other and make a baby, and movies like Knocked Up and Nine Months exist, then surely a nice Christian married couple can follow in good stead.


But if there was a secret to this particular parlor trick, we weren’t in on it. No amount of smoke and mirrors was going to make that pregnancy test show two lines. This was the part I did not share with friends. I barely spoke it to myself.


You remember Hannah, mother of Samuel, right? She was married to a man named Elkanah, who never gets much screen time in this story. Elkanah was also married to Peninnah. She was a vending machine of fertility. She had lots and lots of babies. Hannah had none. Peninnah was the kid in the cafeteria who always had the best lunch, the fun stuff, like psychedelic Goldfish and two desserts. That’s also the kid who always lines it all up on the table so everyone can see but no one can touch. Peninnah tormented Hannah year after year, the bully in the lunchroom. Every time Hannah walked into the house, Penninah “kept provoking her in order to irritate her” (1 Samuel 1:6) and brought her to tears, prodding her into more of a weepy hormonal mess than she already was.


Poor Hannah, she, too, probably knew that stress was bad for conception. There’s nothing less conducive to a calm uterus than stressing about stress. Elkanah wasn’t much help. “Why are you weeping?” he asked her. “Why don’t you eat? Why are you downhearted? Don’t I mean more to you than ten sons?” (1 Samuel 1:8). He could not understand why she wouldn’t just be happy with him, sans kids. “Aren’t I good enough?”


Yes and no, I wanted to say every time Jody and I had a variation of the same conversation. How do you explain a part of you that can be filled only by a child? Hannah couldn’t explain it; but she took her wishes to the Lord and prayed, “If you would only look upon your servant’s misery and remember me, and not forget your servant but give her a son, then I will give him to the Lord for all the days of his life” (I Samuel 1:11). We all know how that went. Baby Samuel.


In that first year, I thought about Hannah often. I wept and prayed. I prayed and wept. I thought up deals in my head: Dear God, please just let me ovulate this month and I’ll rest and spend more time reading Scripture and do my daily gratitudes. Dear God, please let this cycle be a normal twenty-eight days and I’ll make a home-cooked meal every night and not skip community group at church. Dear God… I offered bargain after bargain. I prayed with my hands on the Bible as if it were a Ouija board. Please spell out B-A-B-Y. And with every month that passed without success, I slowly lowered the dimmer switch on my view of God’s goodness. Clearly, He didn’t care whether I got pregnant or not. Clearly, I wasn’t that important to Him. I wasn’t Hannah, or any of the teeming millions of pregnant women who suddenly seemed to live within a five-mile radius of my house. This menacing train of thought made a station stop in every part of my life. I issued demerits to my high school students one second after the bell rang to begin class. Grace period was for elementary school. I refused to allow Jody to have any issues other than conception. Trouble with work? I did not even pretend to listen, because it seemed so small in comparison. Even the poor dog was too needy. “What, you need to go out again?”


The only surprising thing about this time was that I was not perpetually depressed. I had my ups as well as downs. I am, if nothing else, a roller coaster of emotions. I will always spend too long trying to pick an emoticon. During the long wait, I still laughed when we watched The Office and I still took the dog for walks. I still lost myself in teaching The Catcher in the Rye and Lord of the Flies, kids gone wild, a Freudian curriculum slip. But it all felt a bit hollow. Or I was hollow and none of it was doing the trick to fill me up. Jody did not know whom he would be coming home to at the end of each day. He waited, watching my face as he walked in the door before assembling his own. I do not envy him those few seconds.


The thing I didn’t realize at the time was that a baby wasn’t going to fill that hollowness either, or at least not in the eternally satisfying way that you picture getting the thing you currently want. If anything worked that way, commercialism would be out the window. We buy new clothes and new phones in the hope that the satisfaction will stick like a supersized value meal. Somehow, I had tacked the “baby” label on to “fulfillment” and could not see a Plan B. That was my one heart’s desire. Period.


Though I knew Hannah’s story well during that time, the thing about her situation that I did not care to notice until years later was the order of events. She didn’t ask God for a baby, have a baby, and then walk away happy. She asked God for a baby and immediately walked away happy: “Her face was no longer downcast” (1 Samuel 1:18). This was before the positive pregnancy test, my friends, before she got the “yes” to her request. She found a peace just in the naming of her desire and holding it up for God to inspect. She did not know the end point of her path, but she felt better in letting someone else walk it for a while, because now it was out of her hands.


Does that get you the way it gets me? Placing my hopes, desires, needs in God’s hands has never been my strong suit, or even a middling one. I always feel like there is a part of my life’s journey that is still under my operating instructions. Desperate to control my way to motherhood, I was playing life’s version of the Claw, the arcade game where you steer the dangling robot hand, cross your fingers, and aim for the biggest stuffed duck. If I could just maneuver my life a tad up and to the left, I’d be able to win the prize. Hannah’s lesson was not to guess God’s price for a baby and offer it, but to let it go and walk away from the levers. She knew there was someone whose plan was greater than hers, and who would answer her prayer in His time and in His way.


But for me, in that first year, as “It’s a girl/boy” Facebook posts increased exponentially as if someone were buying up Google Ads for babies, and I trudged along empty, I had not yet learned the lesson of unburdening. It was maddening to even consider. Instead, I took matters into my own hands. I went to see my general practitioner, who sent me to an OB-GYN, who put me on Clomid, the standard Phase 1 baby-inducing medicine. Here, take these pills; come back for a blood test. We’ll see if you’re ovulating and then get that baby on board. It usually works like a charm. Three months of this with no success and I became one of those “difficult cases.” They referred me to a RE (reproductive endocrinologist), saying I was outside the realm of their expertise. How terrifying. These people had gone to medical school and had helped thousands of women get and stay pregnant, yet I was beyond their abilities. But also, how exciting: a new option I hadn’t thought of. This RE person would fix it all! She would hold the litmus test to determine what I’d been missing all along. I couldn’t give the control to God, but giving it to an expert whom I could see and touch and hear explain all the ways she was going to fix it seemed easy. I became excited and hopeful again. This last year was really just a bump in the road, I told myself. I’m so glad I weathered that so well, I said, even as the water pooled around my psyche. The power of delusion is strong in me.


The doctor’s office tower was a nondescript concrete building downtown surrounded by other nondescript medical complexes. It was all a gray maze of one-way streets and no-parking signs and the elderly in wheelchairs waiting at intersections like abandoned shopping carts while police officers directed traffic. Jody and I drove together and talked of anything but what was coming. It was the one and only time I actually turned up the volume to Car Talk on NPR. It was autumn again. Another new beginning.


The office was on the top floor, and the elevator opened directly in front of the fertility clinic’s doors, their glass windows frosted and etched with the silhouette of a baby. It looked peaceful, asleep, waiting for the stork to drop it into my cage. Despite the fact that I had filled out reams of paperwork before the appointment, I had no clue how this was going to play out. After signing in, we received our matching wristbands. Jody’s stuck to his arm hair. It would happen each time we returned to the clinic and is the reason he still has a bald spot on his wrist.


And then, the awkward wait with all the other empty vessels. No magazine could have been engaging enough to make that wait go any faster. I would later come to learn the Rules of the Waiting Room: (1) No eye contact. Ever. (2) No small talk (that’s what support groups are for). (3) No talking loudly to your partner (we don’t want to know if you are in love or fighting or your plans for lunch). (4) And absolutely no children (this is an actual rule posted at the front desk). Please don’t parade your progeny in front of the needy.


That first initial meeting went smoothly. We discussed and dismissed Clomid (silly useless drug) in favor of stronger, more precise remedies. I would take a different oral medication to induce ovulation, and if that didn’t work, try injections, and if that didn’t work, try injections plus IUIs (intrauterine insemination), and if three to six cycles of those didn’t work, we would move on to the biggie: IVF (in vitro fertilization). So many ifs! But that was, of course, a last resort, our petite and precise RE amended. We also skirted over the costs of these methods. Doctors do not deal in numbers other than mls and ccs. We would not find out until later that insurance and barrenness weren’t friendly in our state. They did not play well together. But before all that, our RE said, standing and smoothing her skirt, “Let’s just do some blood tests to determine the root cause of the infertility.” Because this was now my initial diagnosis. I was “infertile.” Truth: It felt good to name it. Slap a label on me and mark for resale. I was ready to move on. My land was parched, and now the doctor could begin the process of irrigation.


We left that day with Band-Aids on our arms and just a small skip in our step. I love a plan, and this plan had so many parts, and most likely we wouldn’t even need most of those parts, but it was so nice to know that they were there just in case and isn’t the sky a lovely blue today? Jody was sweet and calm and tentative in his hopes (the rational winner in our partnership), but because he gets me, he let me revel in this burst of sanguinity. Our journey to parenthood would look a bit different than others, but hey, at least we’d get there.


Remember Hannah? Yeah, I forgot about her too. Her approach of waiting in peacefulness, stillness, and joy sat with me about as well as late-night Taco Bell. I kept burping up her passivity. She was clearly not a kindred spirit. Isn’t it so easy to parcel out the parts of the Bible you don’t need? What was vital one day was forgotten the next. Hannah got lost in a swirl of test results and cycle charts and high-speed interstate trips to the clinic during my planning periods. My days were marked by hormone surges and sperm counts and follicle measurements and Explanations of Benefits.


My dear friends, the benediction you receive at church is no joke. It is a weekly reminder to “stay rooted and established in love” (Ephesians 3:18) and to always acknowledge “Him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine” (Ephesians 3:20). Because I had a well-pressed medical professional sitting in front of me predicting my future, I placed my hope at her feet. Sure, I thanked God for bringing this option into our lives, but it was a sidebar gratefulness. No one but me could tell the difference. In my heart, I was still saving up the big “thank you” for delivery of services rendered. I still refused to live in the present because the present hurt too much, and God was in the present and He seemed to be ignoring me. We sat in opposite corners. It would take years to be thankful for the hard stuff. But years are better than never. And though practice doesn’t make perfect, it does make for a gentler pace.


So, practice the stillness even if you don’t feel it. Breathe deeply and sit with God even if you can’t pray a word. The Claw will eat your money and offer promises it can’t give. I wish I’d know that then.


Guiding Questions




1. How do you distract yourself from your needs with action?


2. Outline your agenda for your life here for the next year.


3. How could you give over each piece of this to God, Hannah-style?




Scripture




• 1 Samuel 1:1–20


• Ephesians 3:14–21














Chapter 2


“The First Step” and Miriam


This little pill was different from the others. It was not the small round yellow of birth control or the fat round white of Clomid. This little pill was blue and tiny. So tiny I always checked to make sure I’d swallowed it. My biggest fear was that I’d be flossing later and find it stuck in my teeth, an ineffectual sesame seed. It had zero side effects, except perhaps it was laced with a mild dose of cocaine. I felt energized in a way I had never experienced, jittery with hope. I cranked up the radio and rolled down my windows in November. I cooked and shopped and graded and walked with more bounce because life felt recognizable again. I had faith in “the plan.” I nestled myself deeply in the soft, hand-knit protection of the future as patterned by my doctor. This is what research and foresight get you, I was sure: a Monopoly pass to motherhood.


Does anyone ever stop to think of Miriam, Moses’ sister? You’d remember her if you saw the film The Ten Commandments with Charlton Heston. She’s the one who hides in the reeds after pudgy baby Moses is placed in the basket by his mother. She’s older, seven years older than her baby brother, and street-smart. She’s the sister who would tell you to skip the skinny jeans in middle school and which teachers to tune out, Charlie Brown style. She’d help you survive.


Miriam’s tale is not a tale of infertility; if anything, the Jewish community at this time had the polar opposite problem: They “were fruitful and multiplied greatly and became exceedingly numerous and the land was filled with them” (Exodus 1:7). “What’s the problem?” you say from your mother’s heart. “The more the merrier.”


But it wasn’t their land and the king wasn’t too keen on filling up space with the help. Excess, it seems, is just as much a problem as dearth. Hence the horrific command that makes any mother or want-to-be mother seize up with the rigor mortis of righteous anger: “If you see that the baby is a boy, kill him” (Exodus 1:16). No fertility clinics for the Israelites. And no plan either. Merely survival. This is the world into which Moses was born and Miriam was witness.


To save his life, Moses’ mom placed him in a basket and set him in the reeds in the shallow end of the Nile. But Miriam could not walk away from her bobbing baby brother. She wasn’t that kind of girl. So she hid in the reeds to watch over him. He was only three months old. There would be no sink or swim for him. Sometimes I wonder if Pharaoh’s daughter actually spotted Moses drifting in the stream or if maybe it took a nudge from Miriam. Hey, do you hear that? Is that a baby crying? Let’s go take a look. And, of course, it was Miriam who politely asked, “Shall I go and get one of the Hebrew women to nurse the baby for you?” (Exodus 2:7) as she was already five steps on her way to get Moses’ mommy. There, there, baby Moses, stop your crying. Kids have been lost in the supermarket longer than this. Miriam worked the whole show, the woman behind the curtain of reeds. You have to respect that kind of gumption.


This is the Miriam I carried with me through the heavy doors while the etched face of the sleeping baby looked down on me. Into the examination room I went after one charming month on the tiny pill to discover whether it had done its job in my uterus or was, in fact, just a sesame seed. There’s a wand that I am not going to describe too closely here because we will have our fair share of juicy details later, except to tell you that it looks like the missing part of every male manikin, twice as long. And it is nothing to be trifled with. The ultrasound technician wields this wand to get in for a close-up to see if your follicles are ripe with eggs and ready to meet your husband’s (hopefully) enthusiastic, fast, and plentiful sperm. The wand is not fun, but it is necessary. This is what I told myself while holding up the edge of my paper gown and humming a little ditty in my head so as not to sensory-process the entire intrusion. It was all for the greater good. It was going to show me the future.


Except that it didn’t. There were no follicles for me. No eggs in my basket. How to adequately describe this kind of disappointment? Crushing isn’t really it. Honestly, for me, it was a boatload of self-pity washed in on a tidal wave of guilt. Guilt that somehow I had messed it all up again. Typical. You always slip up at the sticking point, don’t you? I said to myself while the screen flickered blankly. And then the guilt shifted to anger that I had let myself feel free and optimistic. If the hope had not been so high, the hurt would not dig so deep. Thanks a lot, God, Jesus, you too, Holy Spirit. Way to pop my balloons. I was the old man in Up!, in a house adrift, quickly losing altitude. In that moment, as I lay on the crinkly examination table, with insides throbbing, He was the Old Testament vengeful, wrathful, merciless God. Capital O and T. I let myself get duped again, but He was the duper. My trickster God. I paradoxically believed that I had enough control to have ruined our chances and also that He had masterminded my downfall.


I left the clinic that day under a cold and cloudy sky with trees more barren in each passing breeze. With three classes left to teach and a phone call to Jody to make, nothing felt doable. But I taught thesis statements and discussed universal life lessons without trying to sound trite. Later, when I finally called Jody, he took up the mantle of soother. He was not entirely surprised. He had suspected it might take more than this. I, somehow, had not. I continued on. Days and weeks passed and my time of the month came again. Very much expected.


Over the next several months when each ultrasound revealed a wasteland of inactivity, the hope dwindled and the endorphin high of the tiny blue pill petered out, leaving me with nothing but the stark reality of my nonsuccess.


This is the point in the story where Miriam would have hatched her plan. She faced her own “mission impossible” and found a creative solution. Baby boys are in danger? What safer place than the palace to stick a stowaway? Because of her, we have Moses, the one who led the Israelites out of bondage. She got that egg to stick. And then she sang and danced with the mist in her face while the sea swallowed the Egyptians in its greedy maw. She “took a timbrel in her hand, and all the women followed her, with timbrels and dancing” (Exodus 15:20), a biblical conga line.


But I was not Miriam, and by this point my bitterness had fermented into a nice liqueur, a snifter of ire. There wasn’t even a sham attempt to be thankful and release it all to the wind and the will of God as Hannah had done. I did not listen to the benediction at church. No, I would not go out and do good and remember all the good that had been done to me. You can’t make me.


Somehow, I managed to forget that God had given me Jody and a job I loved and pretty good hair and a dog who thought I was the bee’s knees. Nothing had actually changed over the last few years except that I had pointed my finger at a shiny new desire and named it “mine,” and when it was not placed in my hand at the proper time, I pitched a slow-burn war on thankfulness.


But here’s the thing: It hurt so much. It hurt so very much. Every morning I woke up already tired by the vision of what the day would become. I was wearing down fast. What I see now is that He was prying my hand off the controls as gently as He could. He didn’t want me to become one of those irritating people. You know the ones who think they’ve got life figured out and their way is best? They have zero empathy because how could they when struggle and weakness and wrongness are unfamiliar? They already know what car you need to buy before you pull into the lot. I am reminded of a Dr. Seuss book, The Butter Battle Book. In it, the Zooks and the Yooks get into a full-scale war over what side to butter their bread, basically politics and faith in a nutshell. They obliterate each other, or at least that is what we are to assume when left with an ominous blank page while the Right-Side-Up Song Girls sing: “Oh, be faithful! Believe in thy butter!” Cheery stuff. God was holding me back from the precipice of single-mindedness. It was nauseating and a little like vertigo. Bread buttering and mothering are serious stuff.


Miriam and I had more in common than I was willing to see. Yes, she got it right with baby Moses in the beginning, and she got it right with the celebration leaving Egypt. She even earned the commendation of prophetess. Not too shabby. But there’s the rub. She let the plan and the “rightness” of everything go to her head. She forgot God was the one who launched Moses and led the people. She forgot she was a creature, not the creator. So later, when Moses marries a Cushite named Zipporah, she flips out. This was not part of her plan. She confers with Aaron, because that’s what siblings do. They team up, and if necessary, plot against each other. Moses had fallen off the path, and Miriam was going to get him back on track. Sometimes God can scootch us safely into His hands, and sometimes He has to grab us and swing us around like King Kong. He booms from the clouds, “Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?” (Numbers 12:8) when she disses her brother and then, to put a period on it, He gives her leprosy. Her skin became “white as snow” (Numbers 12:10). In a flash, Miriam becomes one of the untouchables… for a week. And then God heals her. Seven days to get her story straight. Seven days—a season to remember weakness and humility.


I do not understand how some people can learn this lesson with a case of the sniffles while others, me, must contract full-blown, limb-dropping “leprosy.” But if I have learned nothing else from this rickety road, it is that comparison pitches you in the ditch. You can’t stay in your lane with your eyes on the driver in the shinier car. It is not my place to know another’s heart. By now I know my lessons and my needs. My particular potholes to begin paving.


I think it is our human nature to want to run with the controls until we trip and jab ourselves with the sharp end of our delusion. I’m endlessly stitching up my conceits. I need constant reminding that I am not in charge. It’s an easy thing to forget. God isn’t standing before us with the cue cards. He’s offstage for the moment, and all He asks is that we turn and acknowledge the writer and director of the play we’re in. Part of the Serenity Prayer reads, “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change.” To me, the phonetic similarities of serenity and sanity are not chance. Sanity comes when you can see what is in your control and what isn’t.


It took me quite a few years to learn to feel relief when things were out of my hands. And let me tell you, I still like a plan and I still have my meltdowns when it veers off course, when I can’t manage to keep my eyes open in that otherwise perfect photograph. I want to know, and decide, just a little, how the world should work. When a friend calls to tell me a former student has been diagnosed with cancer, I catch myself wondering, Why, if it cannot be my plan, can’t it at least be a gentler one? And here’s what I’m left with: The screen didn’t show those happy follicles. Miriam and Moses didn’t get to enter the Promised Land. But my student did get healed from the cancer, and occasionally I do keep my eyes open in that snapshot. Ultimately, it isn’t for me to name the good and the bad and the why. I will jangle my timbrel a bit in relief over that one.


When you get that white-knuckled feeling, the one that makes you want to “get a grip” on life, my prayer for you is that you remember Miriam and all the times in your life that worked out despite yourself and your plan. The best gifts are the ones you don’t pick out yourself. The best memories are the ones you don’t manufacture. The same goes for life and all its turnings.


Guiding Questions
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