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Introduction


Redefining Hope


This is a book about hope.


Technically, yes, it’s our story. In the pages that follow, we’ll share the details of our childhoods, how we met and fell in love, and our lives in Laredo and, now, California. Below the surface, weaving together every triumph and trial in our lives, is the silver thread of hope.


We don’t mean hope the way it’s often used today. You might hope you win the lottery or get a promotion at work, or that your favorite team wins the Super Bowl (go Eagles!). That kind of hope is nothing more than wishful thinking. You wouldn’t bet your soul on it.


In Christ, however, we find a different definition. It’s the definition we live by, the definition that carried us through the early days of knowing each other, through a mission trip in Central America when we weren’t sure how the other person felt. It carried us through a long-distance relationship spanning from Springdale, Arkansas, to Laredo, Texas. It carried us through sleepless nights as new parents and a move across the country to a new home on the coast.


This hope is the reason we’re happily married and genuinely delight in each other. It’s the reason that, while we’ve had plenty of disagreements, we can honestly say we’ve never had a fight. It’s the foundation that’s held us steady through the uncertain early days of our relationship and even the loss of our unborn baby. Like a diamond that sparkles and shimmers differently in sunlight and shadows, hope might not always look the same, but it’s still there, independent of our circumstances.


Make no mistake, we’re not perfect. We’re sinful people like anyone else, saved by a holy God. The marriage we have today and the path we walk are rooted in our hope in the person and promise of Christ. He’s sovereign. He’s all-powerful. He’s good. He’s unchanging. Other people, even our spouse, will fail us. We will fail others despite our best intentions. But the Lord never will. Because we trust Him, we can trust that He keeps his promises. When Scripture tells us He will never leave us nor forsake us, you can take that promise to the bank. The storms of life might drag us underwater, but, like a buoy in an ocean, our hope in Christ pulls us back to the surface. This is the lens through which we view life, the lens we invite you to use as you read our story.


We find this lens in the book of 1 Peter, beginning in Chapter 1. The Bible has no shortage of hopeful passages, but this is one of our favorites:




Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who by God’s power are being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory, obtaining the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls. (1 Peter 1:3–9 ESV)





These words are nothing short of a miracle. Even when we were trapped in the muck and mire of our sin, the Lord showed us mercy—not just any mercy, but great mercy. God chose to transform us through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and He didn’t stop there. He promises that those who believe can look forward to an inheritance in Him. We have everything to gain in glory, and nobody can touch that or take it away.


This hope doesn’t mean we’re protected from trials. In fact, this passage warns that we will endure grief and struggle. But even in our grief, we can be confident that our trials aren’t for nothing. Each trial is a fire that purifies our faith, refining us, bringing us into God’s glory. We can rest in this promise, thanking God in the trial, and even asking Him how we can glorify Him. These words are a balm to the aching soul. God is not only with you in the fire, but He promises to carry you to the other side as new creation. This is the ultimate hope that transformed our lives, that’s available to all who accept it.


We’re about to share with you our highest highs and our very lowest lows. We’re getting vulnerable with you because we want you to see the hope of Christ woven through our story. It hasn’t always looked the same. Like a diamond sparkles differently in the light and shadows, it’s still true, still shining, whether we’re on the mountaintop or deep in the valley.


This isn’t a how-to guide for life or marriage. We don’t pretend to have all the answers. As Peter said to the lame man in Acts 3, we have no silver or gold, but what we do have, we give to you. There is hope in Christ for every person, every marriage, every walk of life. There is an inheritance of glory, a life richer than you can imagine, if you only walk with the Lord.















Chapter One



Going with the Flow


Jinger


The questions always came. They came during trips to Aldi, or as we licked our dollar ice cream cones at the Springdale, Arkansas, McDonald’s.


I could feel the eyes of strangers on us as my siblings and I trailed behind my mom like little ducklings on the sidewalk. Finally, somebody would work up the courage to approach us.


“Are these all your kids?” they’d ask incredulously, drawing out the word “all.” “How do you do all that laundry?”


“How do you cook for so many people?”


“How many bathrooms do you have?”


Sometimes, they’d turn to me. “Do you like having all these brothers and sisters?”


The questions didn’t bother me. I was used to the intrusion. Besides, I couldn’t blame them for noticing us. My childhood wasn’t exactly what you’d call normal—not by the rest of the world’s standards, anyway. By the time I was born, my family was already larger than most. I was baby number six in the Duggar family, sandwiched between my big sister of thirteen months, Jessa, and my brother Joseph, who was born about a year later.


Every year or two, my parents, Jim Bob and Michelle Duggar, announced a new brother or sister was on the way. We saw each one as a blessing, and every baby was greeted with the same squeals of excitement, whether it was baby number nine or nineteen.


In my eyes, a family our size was nothing out of the ordinary. Mom and Dad had decided to welcome as many babies as the Lord gave them, and most of our friends had the same philosophy. Each week at church, we were surrounded by families with eight or more children. In my childlike eyes, I accepted what I saw before me as normal. Who wouldn’t like living with a house full of playmates?


I was happy in our home. It was noisy and bustling with activity from morning until late at night, and I loved it that way. Somebody was always around to play kickball in the backyard or go bargain hunting at the local thrift shop. Somebody was always there to listen to my secrets or giggle over a new joke I’d heard. Somebody was always up for picking apples or cherries from our backyard trees or playing with trucks on the giant dirt pile outside.


Running off and doing your own thing wasn’t an option most of the time in our 2,000-square-foot, three-bedroom house. That was OK with me. My siblings and I preferred to be together anyway. Our parents set us up dormitory style on blue and red metal bunk beds, with all the girls in one room, all the boys in another. While we gravitated toward the siblings around our own ages, I felt close to each brother and sister. Jessa, especially, was my best friend from day one. People often mistook us for twins, as we were just one year apart and looked quite similar, and sometimes, we liked to imagine that was true. We loved dressing alike and whispering in our bunk beds long after the lights were out for the night.


It’s a good thing we kids enjoyed one another. Most days, there was no escaping my siblings. Mom homeschooled us, we sat side by side during our daily Bible study and prayer, and we even took piano and violin lessons together. With so many people living in our house, I learned quickly to go with the flow, to be the family peacemaker. I didn’t like getting into trouble and wanted to please Mom and Dad. Not that I never found my way into mischief. Jessa was the more headstrong one between the two of us—ask her, she’d tell you so herself!—and she always told me or Joseph to pull somebody’s hair or play a prank that inevitably led to trouble.


From the beginning, Mom and Dad realized they couldn’t run our household as referees. They taught us that we need to think of others before ourselves. “It’s not all about you,” they must have said a thousand times. “The world does not revolve around you.” I heard those words when we battled for seats near the air conditioner in our fifteen-passenger van, or when I complained that somebody pulled my hair or sat on my bed. “You need to talk sweetly to your sister,” they’d say. “Be patient with each other.”


I learned what patience looked like by watching Mom. As loud and chaotic as we could be, I don’t ever remember her yelling or even raising her voice. In a house full of kids, she was our calming force, our rock. We knew we could come to her with any problem and we’d have her full attention. “Do you want to stop and pray about that right now?” she asked every time. “You pray first, and I’ll go after you.” Mom didn’t always have the answers, but she pointed us to the one who did. Even today, she regularly prays with me over the phone when I bring her a concern or problem.


Mom and Dad went out of their way to make sure none of us kids felt lost in the shuffle. Somehow, they managed to give us one-on-one attention, whether that meant my dad bringing one of us to work or Mom letting us tag along on a trip to the bank. I leaned back in the car seat and chattered away to them about the latest game my sisters and I were playing or a boy who caught my eye. I never doubted that my parents truly knew me and my heart, that they loved me, that they thought I was special.


If Mom and Dad weren’t available, Grandma Duggar was there. She and Grandpa stopped by our house almost every day, and if Mom and Dad needed a date night, they would come over and watch us. If I was craving ice cream, I could count on her to be up for a quick trip to Braum’s for a cone. We Duggars are known for our bargain shopping, but it was Grandma Duggar who taught me the tricks of the trade. She knew all the best places to find cute clothes for incredible deals, and she had an eye for outfits with potential that other people might have overlooked. And there was no ripped seam or torn skirt that she couldn’t fix. I felt grown-up as she handed me a needle of my own, showing me how to fit the thread through the tiny eye and sew on a button so it wouldn’t fall off again. Grandma Duggar was tough, with a strong personality, but that was one of the reasons I loved her so much.


On weekdays, Mom ran our house like a well-oiled machine. Our daily schedules were carefully organized and displayed on the kitchen wall with color-coded Post-it Notes. Each day tended to start on the later side—my parents were night owls, and the rest of us followed suit. We preferred staying up late playing, and we always waited until the last minute to sneak in our required minutes of violin and piano practice. Every once in a while, Mom declared we had to get on an earlier schedule and stop staying up so late. They would wake us up at the crack of dawn, sometimes even carrying us to the breakfast table wrapped in our comforters. Inevitably, though, we slipped back into our later routine.


Getting up early had its advantages. Since we were homeschooled, we could work at our own pace. If you finished your lessons for the day early enough, you could hop in the van with Dad and go with him to scout out real estate properties or work on any number of his house projects. Anyone who stayed home could play at the Christian school playground next door, across a cow field.


Everyone was expected to help out around the house, with each person having assigned chores, which my parents called our “jurisdictions.” Somebody cleaned the girls’ room and boys’ room, someone was assigned the bathrooms, someone helped stock the pantry, and on and on. My favorite jurisdiction was laundry. As big a job as it was, I liked the challenge of getting it all done as quickly as I could. Grandma Duggar, who was a constant presence in our home, helped me throw loads into our four washing machines, and a sweet woman from church visited twice a week to help us fold and put away clothing. I loved going through the family clothes, tossing what was too worn out to use, and organizing the rest in the family closet in the laundry room, where all the kids’ clothes were kept. It made more sense to keep everything together in one big room, since some of us wore the same sizes and neither bedroom was big enough for each of us to have a closet. By the time I was finished putting everything away, I felt a surge of pride, like I’d truly accomplished something great.


Feeding a family our size required a massive pantry stocked like a grocery storeroom. Our trips to Aldi required all hands on deck to load flats of canned food into cart after cart, and our final tab regularly topped $800. As kids, we thought nothing of opening up a can of green beans or beef ravioli and eating it as a snack, straight from the can at room temperature.


Once, Dad encouraged Mom to head out of town for a women’s conference. “Don’t you worry about us, Michelle,” he assured her. “I can handle the kids. You go and enjoy yourself.”


Mom stocked the deep freezer full of meals before she left and even wrote out instructions for how each one should be prepared. Dad wasn’t much of a cook, and most of us kids were too young to help him.


But if Dad knew about those meals, he didn’t let on. When Dad called us to dinner that first night, there wasn’t the familiar scent of a casserole bubbling away in the oven or meat simmering in a Crock-Pot. We sat down at the table to find cans of lima beans, corn, green beans, and potatoes sitting in front of us. Dad stood up with a can opener, cracking open the cans and pouring the cold, undrained contents on our plates. I stared at the unappetizing mound in front of me. I may have been used to cold canned food, but I drew the line at lima beans.


“Oh wait, you guys need some protein too,” Dad said, walking back to the pantry. A moment later, he appeared with cans of tuna, a bag of bread, and a bottle of barbecue sauce. I watched in horror as he spread barbecue sauce on slices of bread and slapped pieces of tuna fish between them.


“Here you go,” he said, as he handed out his creation. I shrugged. If I had to choose between barbecue tuna fish sandwiches or cold lima beans, the lesser of the two evils was obvious. I sucked in my breath, closed my eyes, and took a bite.


“Hey, this is good!” I said with surprise. My brothers and sisters nodded enthusiastically. A chorus of “Mmm!” and “Yum!” broke out around the table.


The reviews were unanimous. Dad nearly burst with pride at having created a new favorite meal. He couldn’t wait to tell my mom that she had a new recipe to add to the rotation. To this day, I’ll open a can of tuna and drizzle it with barbecue sauce for a snack. It’s still delicious.


On weekends, sometimes Dad yelled, “OK, everybody load up in the van!” We buckled our seat belts and took off, driving for what felt like hours but in reality was probably only a few minutes. Sometimes, we ended up at a park or an ice cream parlor. Most of the time, we stopped at a house or property along the way. Dad worked in real estate and couldn’t resist the opportunity to check out a new prospect. Looking back, I realize those drives were his way of including the family even when he had work to do. He didn’t want to choose between being with us and working hard enough to support us all, so he found a way to do both. To us kids, those drives weren’t work. They were an adventure, with a world full of possibilities ahead of us.
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I was still a little girl when Dad was elected to the Arkansas House of Representatives. The legislature met in Little Rock, about three hours away from our home in Springdale. Most other state legislators kept apartments in the capital city and drove home on weekends when the legislature was in session. That wasn’t an option for Dad. He didn’t want to be away from us that long if he could help it.


Instead, we all headed to Little Rock with him. We rented a house and kept up our homeschool studies and music lessons. Sometimes, Dad took one or two of us along to the Capitol Building with him. I felt breathless as I held his hand and stepped into the white domed building where our state’s laws were made. I stood next to Dad on the House floor as representatives voted and the Speaker banged the gavel. Every once in a while, I looked around the semicircular room at the high ceilings and ornate pillars surrounding me and sighed, completely in awe of its beauty.


Given the nature of Dad’s position, he was often invited to political banquets, rallies, and Lincoln Day dinners. Usually, that invitation included his family too. Of course, he didn’t bring the whole family, but would take the older set along while the younger kids stayed home with Grandma and Grandpa Duggar. Just who was included in the older set depended on who showed enough growth and maturity to sit with Mom and Dad without getting restless. For the longest time, only Josh, Jana, John-David, and Jill were invited along. As much as we loved those evenings with Grandma and Grandpa, Jessa and I sat at home dreaming of donning our fanciest dresses and elegantly choosing the right fork at the same table with the older kids.


We always assumed Jessa would be ushered into the older set first. She wasn’t older by much, but she had me beat by thirteen months. So, when Mom and Dad invited both of us to a Lincoln Day dinner, I felt Jessa tense up.


“Jinge is coming too?” she asked.


I braced myself. She didn’t say the word “already,” but she didn’t have to. I knew Jessa had waited longer than she wanted to be considered part of the older set. Jessa was the tomboy of tomboys, while our next oldest sister, Jill, was remarkably calm and composed and never even scuffed her shoes. My go-with-the-flow tendencies demonstrated themselves as maturity, so we were both invited to join the older crowd.


If she couldn’t beat me into the older set, Jessa decided to make the best of it. We were still the best of friends, and we relished picking out matching homemade dresses and bows for the occasion. Whether we got there separately or together, we were the older kids now.


Dad had served a couple of terms in the Arkansas legislature when he decided to run for the US Senate. I wondered if we’d move to Washington, D.C., but it turned out, I didn’t need to worry. Dad’s run wasn’t successful. I figured our lives would go back to normal now, that we’d return to Springdale full-time and pick up right where we left off. The Lord, however, had other plans.


You see, on Election Day, my dad brought the whole family to the polling location, just like he always had for his previous runs, and a photographer from the Associated Press snapped a picture of all fourteen of us kids trailing behind him at the voting booth. Somehow, that picture found its way into the hands of someone at Parents magazine. That led to Mom writing a short article about our family, explaining how she ran our household of fourteen kids and sharing our faith. All of us huddled around the glossy magazine when it arrived, excited to see our names in print. I thought it was cool to see our family in a real magazine, but we all thought that would be the end of it.


It wasn’t long before Mom and Dad sat us down in the living room for a family meeting. I knew something was up. A family meeting always meant big news, usually a new baby on the way. They had also sat us down like this to tell us Dad would be running for office. So, I wasn’t expecting the words that came out of Dad’s mouth next.


“Guys, listen up,” he said, quieting us down. “A TV channel has asked to do a documentary about our family. It’s called Discovery Health.”


I looked around at my brothers and sisters, my eyes wide. My ten-year-old mind could barely comprehend my dad’s words. I had never seen a TV show beyond animated Bible stories and Lowe’s home improvement videos. Our family TV didn’t even sit in our living room. My parents stored it in a closet, only to be hauled out for special occasions, like a major news event. The idea of being on TV myself was completely foreign.


“We need to pray about this,” Mom said seriously. “This is a big decision.”


In the end, my parents said yes. Discovery Health sent them a couple of documentaries they’d done in the past—Mysteries of Cold Water Survival and Joined for Life. Mom and Dad felt peace of mind after watching those documentaries and believed the channel would handle our story well. And, as a bonus, those DVDs were now approved by Mom and Dad. We watched them so many times we practically had them memorized.


My parents had one condition for Discovery Health. They didn’t want the documentary to edit out our faith.


“It’s your story,” the channel executive told my dad. “We’ll let you tell it.”
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The first thing I noticed were the cameras. A line of men on our doorstep carried giant black boxes on their shoulders so big I wondered for a moment if they might fall over. My eyes followed the cameras to the thick cables connected to them, running to the boom microphones held by still more crew members.


We’d spent countless hours dreaming of this moment, wondering what the crew would be like, and practicing our most polite greetings. We slicked back our unruly chestnut curls and slid into matching homemade clothes—plaid dresses for the girls and polo shirts for the boys. We were so excited we hardly slept the night before the big first day of filming.


Now that the camera crew was here, everything I’d practiced in my head suddenly disappeared. I stared at the man before me, drawing a complete blank. I remembered the words my parents had coached me to say in the nick of time. I looked the cameraman in the eye and smiled. “Hello, my name is Jinger,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t shake too badly. “It’s nice to meet you.”


The man smiled back. “I’m Scott Enlow,” he said. “I’ll be shooting the documentary.”


The documentary. Even with the cameras in the house, it still hardly seemed real. We were a normal family, with nothing particularly special about us. Why would somebody want to put us on TV?


Scott warned that while they might ask us to do something several times, like walk through a door over and over, he wanted us to act natural. “Be yourselves,” he told us. “Don’t look at the camera. Act like we’re not here.”


Those words were much easier said than done. How was I supposed to not look at the massive equipment filling up our whole living room, or at these strangers I’d never met?


I could feel my knees shaking as crew members Kirk and Deanie lined us up in the living room by our birth order. All we had to do was smile and say our name, they told us. This seemingly simple task suddenly seemed incredibly daunting. I practiced the words in my head over and over until it was my turn. I’m Jinger Duggar. I’m Jinger Duggar.


I breathed a sigh of relief when the words came out as I practiced them. My little brother Jedidiah wasn’t so lucky.


“I’m Josiah—Jedidiah Duggar,” he stammered. We still tease him today about the moment he was so nervous he forgot his own name.


My eyes wandered toward the camera that followed us as we loaded the washing machine and fixed tater tot casserole for that night’s dinner. The crew recorded us playing kickball in the backyard and sat us down for interviews on our bunk beds. In between takes, they let us play with the boom microphones and try on their headphones. One of the sound men, Dee, was so tall that we begged him to try to touch the top of our highest doorway. Slowly, we forgot about the cameras. Scott and the crew became new playmates to us, people we were thrilled to have in our home. By the time the crew packed up and left for the day, I was on cloud nine. I’m sure Mom and Dad were exhausted, but I couldn’t have been more excited.


The crew visited our house a few more times over the course of several months. They were there when we learned baby number fifteen was a boy, and when we met little Jackson for the first time. When we all said goodbye after their last visit, I felt like we were saying goodbye to family. I wonder if we’ll ever see them again, I thought.
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My heart pounded when Mom and Dad showed us the DVD they’d received from Discovery Health a few months later. Our documentary, 14 Children and Pregnant Again!, was finished. As long as we gave our approval, it would air on Discovery Health. The whole world would see our family, our house, how we lived.


I wasn’t sure if I was more nervous or excited as Dad popped the DVD into the player. As soon as our images appeared on the screen, any nerves I might have had disappeared. I grinned so hard my cheeks hurt as I watched myself, my siblings, and my parents on the screen. Sitting in my living room and watching our lives on a TV show was surreal and incredible all at once. By the time the credits rolled, we all agreed it was adorable and absolutely perfect.


Even if no one watches it but us, I’ll remember this as long as I live, I thought. I figured this was a fun chapter of our lives that was over now. I didn’t realize it was only the beginning.















Chapter Two



Pastor’s Son


Jeremy




The hallway was dark as I crept out of my room. I could hear my older brother, Chuck, roll over in his bed, the creaking floor interrupting his deep slumber for a brief moment.


I was only five years old, but my conscience was on fire. Maybe it was the sermon my dad had preached that morning, or the gospel message my Sunday school teacher shared with my class before church. Whatever it was, I didn’t want to live in my sin for another moment, even if it was eleven o’clock at night.


My parents had already turned out their light when I opened their bedroom door. “Dad?” I whispered, tapping him on his shoulder.


“Jeremy?” Dad was always especially exhausted on Sundays, his mind and body spent after a day of preaching and ministering to his congregation. “What’s wrong, son?”


I searched for the words to explain my feelings, to make them understand the overwhelming concern for my soul that kept my eyes open long past my bedtime. Finally, I said simply, “I want to know Jesus.”


Dad scooped me onto the bed and sat me between him and Mom. I could hardly wait to pray and ask Jesus to save me from my sin. They prayed with me, and my parents now tell me they saw an immediate change in me. Where before they had seen deep concern and alarm, they could now see relief wash over me. I was so happy that I wanted to get what I called my bug-eyed Bible—which was really a children’s Bible with large-eyed animated characters—and make up a song to celebrate. I made up a song to the tune of the Barney and Friends theme song: “I love God, he loves me, I’m as free as I can be, ’cause he took my sins and nailed them to the tree, I love God and he loves me!” It seems cheesy as I look back on that moment, but at the time, the joy in my heart was real, and I had to show it somehow.


“Jeremy, you’re part of Jesus’ family,” my dad told me.


From the beginning, my parents provided me with a godly example. My mom, Diana, was a professional violinist who had recently been saved when she met my dad, Chuck, who served Cambodian refugees at an inner-city church in North Philadelphia. They fell in love, got married, and had two other children, Chuck and Val, before they had me.


I grew up to the sounds of violins and Bible verses, symphonies and sermons. At home, Mom played so much Beethoven and Tchaikovsky that if I heard a few notes from one of their symphonies today, I could probably hum the rest. On Sundays, my siblings and I crowded next to my mom in the pews of The Reformed Baptist Church of Downingtown while Dad preached.


Dad made it clear that serving Christ wasn’t about putting on a show each Sunday morning, and he meant it. My parents loved a very real God who impacted how they lived, how they talked, how they interacted with others. Even in the varying circumstances of ministry, they always responded with humility and grace, even when he was wrongly criticized. Once, my dad returned home from hours of meetings with church members, his face calm and composed.


“Dad, why aren’t you angry?” I asked him, flabbergasted. “Why don’t you say something to them?”


Dad shook his head. “Son, I need to examine my heart first. I need to seek the Lord and see if what they’re saying is true.”


My mouth gaped open. Not only was my dad not angry, but he was also gracious and even kind. I couldn’t understand it. I sure didn’t have that kind of self-control. I wondered if I ever would.


Our family lived about half a mile from the church in a little brick two-story house on a corner lot. I grew up ducking in a holly bush on the side of the house during games of hide-and-seek and sneaking into my tree fort that served as my imaginary blacksmith shop, hammering away at spoons I borrowed from our kitchen. I like to think of myself back then as an energetic, fun-loving kid. Others might have called me hyperactive.


My dad’s church felt like our second home, considering the amount of time we spent there. Chuck, Val, and I roamed the pews and played tag in the churchyard long after the last parishioner had left a Sunday morning service or Wednesday night prayer meeting. Sometimes, Dad brought us to the church to play while he studied for his upcoming sermon. A soccer field sat outside the church, and Val and I liked to kick the soccer ball around whenever we had the chance.


Val and I were on the field one evening as a team using the other half of the field ended its practice. I turned from the goal to see three boys walking with their dad toward us. They were strangers to me, but later, I’d learn they were triplets named Mark, Mike, and Keith Lesch. I wiped the sweat from my forehead and watched them approaching me, wondering what they wanted. I knew from their uniforms that the brothers played travel soccer, something I’d wanted to do too. I was only eight years old though. Mom and Dad said I wasn’t ready for a travel league yet.


“Hey!” Mike called out to me. “Our team’s having a tryout tomorrow night if you want to come.”


All I said was, “OK.” But something sparked inside me. For reasons I couldn’t explain, that simple, offhand invitation sounded irresistibly appealing. I sprinted to my dad’s office as fast as my legs could carry me and burst through his door, gasping for air.


“Dad!” I shouted between breaths. “They’re having tryouts tomorrow. Can I go? Please?”


Dad looked up from his sermon notes and raised his eyebrows. “Who’s having a tryout?”


I paced around his office with excitement, talking as I walked. “It’s a travel soccer league,” I explained. “And they said I could try out tomorrow if I want to.”


“OK, OK.” Dad held up his hand, trying to stop the constant flow of words tumbling from my mouth. “We’ll check it out.”


I showed up the next day in my cleats and shin guards, confident beyond my ability. I really wanted to be a goalkeeper, even though the team was an age bracket above me, but I tried out as a field player too, just in case.


It turned out I didn’t make the A team, but they gave me a slot on a B team called the Mako Attack, named for an incredibly fast species of sharks. Each weekend, I showed up for morning practice, the weather cold and brisk, the air thick with the smell of freshly mowed grass. I tightened my cleat laces, now wet with dew, and kicked around the ball. Every touch of the ball against my cleats, every crunch of grass under my feet, was magical. This was only a youth travel soccer team, and not even the top team, and yet it was quickly becoming my all-consuming passion. I was only eight years old, but I knew I wanted to be a professional soccer player.


Many kids say they want to play sports professionally, but I meant it completely. I remember a church deacon looking right at me and saying, “Jeremy, you’re not going to be a professional soccer player. Very few guys actually make it.” The guy was probably three feet taller than me, but I stared at him, thinking, I’m going to be one of those guys. Even as a kid, I didn’t see the point of playing if you didn’t want to go pro. This wasn’t about entertainment for me. This was an insatiable desire to be the best. I called myself disciplined, but obsessed might be a better word. By the time I was twelve years old, I set my alarm for 5:45 each morning. I didn’t care if it was raining or snowing, I still tied on my cleats, zipped up my jacket, and spent over an hour running technical drills in my backyard. I wore the grass down to nothing but dirt. I never felt like I’d trained enough. Every morning, I didn’t stop until I’d beaten my previous days’ record for how many consecutive juggles—left foot only, right foot only, both feet, head, and thigh. I recorded my juggles on a sheet of paper. Before long, I could count my juggles by the thousand.


Since I was homeschooled, I finished my work as quickly as I could so I could get back out in the yard and practice. Then I sat around, anxiously biting my nails until 3:00 p.m., when my buddy Pat Powers got out of public school. I called him as soon as I thought he was home and asked him to come over and practice with me. Pat definitely contributed to the dirt patch I cultivated in the yard.


My parents set one limit to make sure our family priorities placed God first: I could practice all I wanted and play in travel leagues, but I couldn’t play games on Sundays. I didn’t argue with them. I wanted to honor the Lord too. That limit came with a price though. I didn’t make some of the best teams because the big tournaments were always held on Saturdays and Sundays. If it came down to me and one other guy in tryouts, the coach went with the guy who was available all the time. That stung, but it also motivated me. I knew that if I couldn’t play Sundays, I had to work that much harder and be that much better than everyone else.


Even though I was committed to the Lord, by the time I was fourteen, I found myself staring at the ceiling above me at night, my mind racing with questions. Do I really love Jesus? I wondered. Or do I just know the right answers? I believed that the Lord had done a work in my heart at age five, but I was different now. I was older, with the hormones and temptations that went with my age. Friends on my soccer team had already turned from the Lord, and that left me with questions, especially one that haunted me most of all: Lord, if I died right now, would I go to heaven?


When these questions came up, I should have done exactly what I’d done at five years old, when I walked straight to Mom and Dad’s room and poured out my concern for my soul. Instead, I stuffed those questions deep inside. I told myself that if anyone found out that I wasn’t even sure if I would go to heaven, I’d make my dad look bad. He was the pastor, and I didn’t want my immaturities and sin to discredit him.


I kept my struggles buried inside, even as I felt less and less secure in my eternal destiny. Meanwhile, I was a teenager surrounded by kids who didn’t worry about what God thought and didn’t wrestle with the same internal struggles I did. I was torn between genuinely wanting to honor God and just going along with everyone around me. As I enjoyed success on the soccer field, my social circles expanded. By the end of my sophomore year, I thought my life couldn’t get better. I had a reputation as a dominant goalkeeper, I was days away from turning sixteen and getting my driver’s license, and my parents had even agreed to let me attend public school the upcoming year. I felt confident. A bit overconfident.


Maybe that’s why I made the less-than-brilliant decision to throw a party for the soccer team while my parents were out of town. We told our families we were having a preseason get-together at my house, which wasn’t unusual for our team. But we didn’t mention the beer one friend supplied and the girls we invited.


I cleaned up after the party and thought I hadn’t left behind a trace of the mess. Mom, it turned out, was a better detective than I suspected. Later, she told me she noticed the sofa pillows were arranged carefully, yet not like she typically arranged them, and that when she went on the deck, she noticed the sun glinting on a tiny piece of broken glass that could only have come from a beer bottle.


“What girls were here?” she asked bluntly.


I was busted. My parents, disappointed that I’d gone behind their backs, decided I wasn’t prepared to jump into public school with a driver’s license. What crushed me more than anything else was the look of disappointment on their faces.


“Jeremy,” Mom said gently but firmly, “you’ve been dishonest. You’ve let deceit grow in your heart.”


For the second time in my life, I felt the full weight of my sin. “I know, Mom.” I didn’t break down crying often, but in that moment, I felt tears well up in my eyes. “I want you to be able to trust me, I really do.”


My dad sat by my side as I cried out to the Lord, just as he had when I was five years old. I wanted to follow Him. I saw where my pride and deceit could lead me, and I didn’t want to go there again.


But then came my last year of high school. I was finally allowed to attend public school for the first time, and I was the star goalkeeper of the soccer team. My status as the new guy and an athlete brought with it a popularity I never experienced before. Kids wanted to hang out with me, and party invitations came fast and furious. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t go to my head.


I told myself I was done with partying when I started my freshman year at Hartwick College. I wanted to make a difference for the Lord and focus on soccer. I couldn’t do any of that if I got drunk every weekend.


The right approach would have been to stay home from parties and focus on how I could make an impact for Christ on my campus. But I didn’t do that. Instead, I joined my soccer buddies at party after party, the whole time thinking, I’m not gonna drink, I’m only going to hang out with the guys. I might as well have walked to the edge of a cliff and hoped I didn’t fall. Inevitably, I gave in to one beer, which led to another, and another, until I lost count. I woke up the next morning hungover, again and again.


You idiot, I yelled at myself in my head. Why did you do that again? I sometimes went to church on Sundays so hungover that I vomited in the bathroom, and I promised to do better. And for a few weeks, I did. But it was never long before I eventually gave in again.


The same scenario played out week after week, party after party, hangover after hangover. Lather, rinse, repeat. From the outside, it looked like I was having the time of my life, but the truth was, I was miserable. I couldn’t even enjoy the parties because I was so racked with guilt. I don’t want to do this, I prayed. Why do I keep going back to my sin?


The problem was getting worse. The parties were becoming more frequent, the drinks becoming harder. I felt myself becoming distant from my parents as I left out large chunks of my college experience while I talked to them on the phone. I never outright lied to them about what I did, I simply didn’t open up about it. They assumed the best.


When I told Mom and Dad I was returning to Hartwick for a January term over winter break, I left out a few details. They knew I could knock out an entire class in a few weeks. What they didn’t know was that J-Term was notorious for constant partying.


One Tuesday night during J-Term, I’d finished class for the day—I can’t even remember what the topic was anymore. A buddy invited me to play beer pong and hang out with a few friends at his apartment. At first, I said no. I was tired, and I knew I should get rest. When my friend wouldn’t take no for an answer, I gave in.


After a few hours, my friends had the brilliant idea to head to a bar. We drank a few cheap beers before walking to the pizza place next door after last call. We were about to head home when I noticed a guy staring at one of the girls in our group. I didn’t like it. And in my inebriated state, I caught a sudden case of beer muscles.


I stared the guy down until he glared at me, jerking up his chin. “What’s up?” he yelled, daring me to say something.


“C’mon, man,” my buddy said quietly. “Forget this dude. Let’s go.”


“No.” I brushed him off. “I wanna see what’s up with this guy.”


“Bro, it’s not worth it,” he said. “But if you wanna stay, I got your back.”


Cold air stung my cheeks as I pushed the front door open and walked outside, the stranger right on my heels. I whipped around to face him. “You got a problem?” I snapped.


“Yeah. I got a problem.” The guy was in my face now.


Adrenaline coursed through my body as we squared up, two of them, two of us. I was furious. The beers I drank that night turned me into a macho version of myself I didn’t recognize. I was the tough guy, the guy who wouldn’t back down, the guy who refused to look weak no matter the cost.


I noticed a police cruiser out of the corner of my eye as tensions rose. The cruiser kept driving and turned down the street. My buddy was next to me now, shouting and throwing himself into the mix.


Someone threw a punch, and the verbal altercation turned into a fight. By now, people inside the pizza joint had rushed outside to watch, like a cliché from a bad teenage movie. Time moved in slow motion as I watched the guy’s fist crash into my buddy’s nose. Blood poured from his nostrils as he tumbled to the ground. He was out cold.


The other guy and his friend took off running right as the police cruiser returned. This time, the officers slowed to a stop. My stomach churned as two policemen climbed out of the car and jumped in front of us.


The first officer rushed to my buddy, making sure he was OK. I think the second officer actually thought I was trying to break up the fight—which I wasn’t—but for some unknown reason, I yelled at him. I’m not sure what I said. It certainly wasn’t, “Hey, you’re a great public servant!”


“Sir, please leave the scene,” the officer said firmly, trying to clear the area.


“I ain’t going anywhere,” was my eloquent response. I reached over and grabbed the officer’s arm. Big mistake. In a flash, the officer’s hands were on my arms. I felt my face slam against the police cruiser, the metal freezing cold against my cheek. I heard something clink and felt handcuffs tighten around my wrists.


I saw the crowd staring at me, all of them wondering what kind of idiot grabs a cop. And then, my eyes fell on something else. A familiar face, someone I recognized from church. He stood in the back of the pizza place, spreading sauce on a pan of dough. For a split second, he looked up and caught my eye.


Immediately my face flushed with shame. This man was a Christian. He wasn’t acting a fool or embarrassing himself like I was. He was faithfully serving the Lord. He knew I went to church too. And now, he saw me for the hypocrite I was in the worst moment of my life. I felt exposed and guilty.
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Hours later, I sat in a drunk tank. I heard another drunk snoring in the cell next to me, but I couldn’t sleep. Not on that hard bench, surrounded by metal bars. I sat with my head in my hands, already feeling the sickening nausea of a wicked hangover coming on. I’m such a fool, I thought. What have I done?


I thought of all the people I’d have to confess to—my coach, my pastor. I wondered how I’d pay the fine I was sure to be charged, and what I’d do if I was charged with assault. The sin I allowed in my life led me to a place so dark I had no idea how to escape. There was no way out. Not on my own.


God, I cried out in prayer. I’m done. I can’t do this anymore. I don’t want to live for myself anymore. I want to live for you. I’m not going to do the Christian life halfway anymore. I knew I either had to live for Christ or live for myself. But I couldn’t call myself a Christian and live like this.
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Months later, I sat in front of my computer. The cursor flashed on the e-mail I’d written to the entire Hartwick College campus from my college account. I couldn’t take my eyes off the first sentence I’d written: “My name is Jeremy Vuolo, and I am a Christian.”


The night of my arrest, I decided things would change. I had been lucky to avoid an assault charge and was sentenced to community service, which I completed willingly. I confessed what I’d done to my coaches, and I’d started to meet regularly with a local pastor who’d agreed to disciple me.


“Jeremy, one of the best means of accountability for you is to be outspoken as a Christian,” the pastor had told me. “It’s easy to give in to sin if your testimony isn’t out there.”


I took his advice to heart and decided to start a chapter of the Fellowship of Christian Athletes at Hartwick. I was sending an e-mail out to my fellow students to let them know about our first meeting. Now, though, my heart pounded as I imagined people around campus reading my e-mail. “Wait, isn’t this the guy I saw get arrested?” I pictured them saying. “Isn’t this the guy who gets trashed at parties?” As soon as I hit send, I’d be going public as a Christian—one who had certainly not walked the walk.


I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, slowly exhaling. This was my chance to get serious about serving the Lord, even if it meant humbling myself. Before I could think about it further, I hit send. My testimony was out in the world. There was no going back now.
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