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Praise for One Thousand Wells


“Original, perceptive, and compelling . . . In an astonishingly honest voice, Jena Lee Nardella reflects on the questions we ask ourselves when the odds are overwhelmingly against us—why hope that seems foolish is still necessary.”


—Amy Tan, bestselling author of The Joy Luck Club


“Very few people can write a book about how they have already changed the world before they’re even thirty. Jena is one of those rare gifts from God. Her story, her heart, and her journey of bringing clean, fresh, life-giving water to the people in Africa is one you will never forget. Read One Thousand Wells and then help her dig some more.”


—Kathie Lee Gifford, Today


“Buckle up, you’re about to meet one of love’s heroes.”


—Bob Goff, honorary consul, Republic of Uganda and author of Love Does


“An authentic and inspiring read for those who want to make a difference in the world.”


—Tony Hale, Emmy Award–winning actor from Arrested Development and Veep


“This is a story of idealism maturing, step by step, into lasting love—and it’s a story every idealist, and every almost-cynic, must read.”


—Andy Crouch, executive editor, Christianity Today


“Jena Lee Nardella lives her life with honesty and humility—always learning and always adventurous. In One Thousand Wells, her indomitable spirit shows through! A delightful read that shows what can happen when you love others with your whole life, pursue passion with reckless abandon, and allow yourself to be changed along the way.”


—Gary A. Haugen, author of The Locust Effect


“Jena’s passionate, reflective and uncompromising journey has inspired me and the team at charity: water for years. Her leadership has not only directly impacted the lives of so many with clean water but inspired countless others to break from apathy and follow their passions to give and serve.”


—Scott Harrison, founder of charity: water


“Oliver Wendell Holmes put it best, ‘Give me the simplicity on the other side of complexity.’ That, in a phrase, describes where many social entrepreneurs stall out. They run up against complexity and are overwhelmed by it. Jena Lee Nardella is one of the very few who not only made it through that obstacle but now has the wisdom and skills to be a guide for others.”


—Fred Smith, president of The Gathering


“One Thousand Wells is the journey of a calling, from start to finish. It’s for the ones of us that always felt the call to something ‘big’ in our bones. What’s refreshing about Jena’s story is that it isn’t too massive for us—it gives us hope that the world can be shifted through persistence, a dedication to one’s cause, and baby steps. If each of us lived with the plain love and bold obedience of Jena, there’d be a thousand more tales of loving the world—instead of saving it—out there. It is so evident—the world needs more stories like this one.”


—Hannah Brencher, author of If You Find This Letter
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For the thirsty and the satiated. May water be our bridge.




“We know from history that massive human failure is possible. It is foolish to assume that we will save ourselves from any fate that we have made possible, simply because we have the conceit to call ourselves homo sapiens . . . on the other hand, we want to be hopeful, and hope is one of our duties. A part of our obligation to our own being and to our descendants is to study our life and own condition, searching always for the authentic underpinnings of hope. And if we look, these underpinnings can still be found.”


—Wendell Berry





Foreword





A good story needs a lead character who is humble and at the same time has a good ambition, something that actually matters. Good stories have to be risky. And the best stories are the ones where the protagonist risks something in an uncertain pursuit, and if she fails, she may lose her life, or be left alone, or be terrified, or ridiculed. My friend Jena Lee Nardella has been living out one of these great stories, a story that you will not want to miss.


Over the last ten years, I have been witness to Jena’s singular pursuit of an audacious goal to build a thousand wells in Africa, literally saving lives all over the continent. This was risky. This was the sort of thing that might fail. But nobody wants to read a story about wanting to be as safe as possible. We need some suspense questions that drive us to keep watching or reading. Will Romeo get to marry Juliet? Will the Apollo 13 astronauts survive? Will the Hoosiers win the state championship? These questions propel us and keep us on our toes. Jena’s is a story you want to root for, a protagonist you want to believe in.


You can also tell a great story and a great protagonist by this little test: if the protagonist in the story dies, what dreams die with the protagonist? If the lead character gets hit by a bus, what doesn’t happen? I remember three years into Jena’s effort, we were together on her twenty-fifth birthday. I was at her party thinking, “What would happen, God forbid, if Jena just walked out of this restaurant and got run over by a bus?” Hundreds of thousands of people would go without water and some may even die. People would die if Jena’s story does not get resolved. That’s a good story. That’s a really, really good story. As we read Jena’s story, we are challenged to listen to our own lives and to ask the question, “If I am hit by a bus, what doesn’t happen?”


In these pages, Jena not only shares her ambition to bring water to Africa, taking you through villages, mountain ranges, and tour buses. She also brings to life, with as much honesty as she can, the doubts and failures she faced on the way to doing a good thing. She brings you into the drama of closed doors and uncertainties of trying to live out a good story. And though the work she does is serious business, she never takes herself too seriously. She invites you into her world like an old friend; there are no facades.


We are each telling a story with our lives. And sometimes I think God is asking us if the stories we’re telling are good ones. Not all of us will devote ourselves to Africa, nor should we. But we all must find a suspense question that will drive us. We must start with the knowledge that life itself will end, and that by living our stories we are setting the compasses of the people around us through example. And Jena’s is an example that will inspire you to go out and live a great story.


—Donald Miller, bestselling author of Blue Like Jazz





Prologue





I could smell my breath against the bandanna. I had tied it over my mouth to protect myself from the dust-filled air, but my throat was still sore from breathing it. Soil caked my hair and eyebrows; my eyes felt dry as paper. A United Nations Land Cruiser, with its radio antennae wagging into the limitless sky, overtook us on the right and kicked up a plume of dust from the dirt road. I rolled up the last crack in the window, but dust continued to blow through the vents. Baboons watched us curiously from the roadside.


Three of us sat crammed in the backseat of a double cab pickup. Our sweaty backs stuck to the vinyl bench as we drove over a bridge across the rushing Nile River toward a place called Lira. We were on the final stretch of what felt like an endless journey from Nashville, Tennessee, through Kampala, Uganda, and then north for five hours through a region marked by a generation of violence and fear. It was 2005, almost twenty years since the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) had begun waging guerrilla warfare in northern Uganda—raiding villages, capturing children, and raping women.


Brakes. Brakes. Brakes!


Men in military uniforms appeared on the road ahead, guns pointed at our truck. As we slid to a stop, a soldier approached the driver’s window, and three other men with AK-47s surrounded the car. They were angry, and they asked our driver something we could not understand. His response was apparently unsatisfying to them. They gestured for him to get out of the vehicle.


“Not today,” our friend Vincent responded from the passenger seat. “We have visitors.”


Looking inside the window, the armed men saw Edward, our Ugandan colleague, and my friend Joel and me, white Americans in our early twenties.


I don’t know how I got here, I thought, but I know I made a mistake. I closed my eyes against a rising nausea.


More talking. Angry negotiating. Then I felt us start to move again. I opened my eyes and I looked out the back window to see the soldiers waving, laughing at us.


“What did they want?” I asked, breathing the dusty air again.


“A bribe,” said Edward. “They thought if they could scare us enough, we would pay them off.”


“But we would do no such thing,” Vincent added. “They are the cowards.”


As we continued on in the dust and the heat, military personnel still lining the roads, I felt like a coward, too.


Joel and I were there to visit the small town of Lira, where more than a thousand people lived in an internally displaced persons camp. Our fledgling organization, Blood:Water Mission, had sent funds to Edward and Vincent’s well-drilling operation so they could build ten clean water wells in Lira as a pilot project. This was our opportunity to see what had already been done and visit the camps where more progress was needed.


We finally reached the outskirts of Lira, where makeshift shelters packed both sides of the road—hastily constructed huts with mud and sticks for walls, thatch and tarps for roofs. The instant we turned into the camp itself, crowds surrounded our vehicle. Joel and I got out amid a rush of children, chickens, and goats.


As Julius, one of the camp’s leaders showed us around, I felt like I was walking through news footage of a natural disaster, only this disaster was man-made. Families—as many as seven people to a hut—lived in shelters smaller than most American walk-in closets. A barbed-wire fence surrounded the camp, although it was unclear if it was keeping the LRA out or refugees in. Plastic Port-a-Johns overflowed with excrement. Some of the children had no clothing, everyone was coughing severely, and teenagers stood around with nothing to do because they had no access to school. As we’d been told, the camp had no drinking water, because the well pump was broken. Food was scarce, fear was high, and hope was far away.


Most of the people we talked to had been at the camp for at least three years. This was not their home any more than it was mine, but staying here was safer than living in an isolated village that was vulnerable to the LRA’s rampages. The day before we arrived, the LRA had killed five women who had gone back to their village to tend their fields. An entire generation was waiting for the war to end, though they had never known life without it.


A little boy in shorts and a torn, unbuttoned shirt met my eyes. He was playing with a piece of wire. His stomach was bloated—the ironic sign of severe malnutrition.


I remembered how my mom used to correct me when I was a child and told her I was starving. “Jena, sweetie,” she would say. “You don’t know what starving means. You are hungry, but you are not starving.”


Looking around the camp that day, I saw what starving looks like: It looks like blank stares from children who have never lived outside a barbed wire. It looks like parents in anguish because they cannot save the lives of those they love the most. It looks both helpless and ferocious. It looks like the absence of a good God.


I had been traveling through East Africa for the past three weeks, but these communities were still new to me. In the face of such brokenness, I ached to close my eyes and wish it all away, to get back in that dusty truck and curl up with my doubts and fears. The safety of my childhood had not prepared me for war zones or beaten landscapes. My faith had once felt unshakable. Places like this were deflating almost every conviction I held.


But I had decided early in my life that, whether or not I had faith, I could do something. So I smiled at the boy, the truly starving child. He hid behind his mother. Then I looked at Joel, and we began to follow Julius toward the camp’s broken well. Toward the reason we were there.


.  .  .


It was two years earlier, when I was twenty-one, that a vision for something extraordinary came to me. It came not as a gentle suggestion, but as an overpowering desire for change. It came from the convergence of a global health emergency, a collection of young musicians, and a personal need to live out a promise I had made to a homeless man twelve years before.


The vision included serving African villages where women and children walk several miles a day to find water to keep them alive. It included advocating for families whose immune systems were so weak from HIV that diseases in that water caused mothers to bury their babies and children to bury their parents. It included providing clean water for one thousand of those African communities.


And it included the consistent urge to walk away.


In Kenya, the people say pole pole, or “slowly by slowly.” In Zambia, they say panono panono, or “brick by brick.” These phrases refer not just to speed, but also to the uneven, up and down, three-steps-forward-two-steps-back nature of life.


If you look at the time it takes for corn to grow in western Kenya, or for a girl to walk with her bucket to the nearest watering hole in the hills of Rwanda, you see why the pace of life follows the growth of the land. If you witness a community coming together to build its own well, only to see its destruction through a senseless war, you begin to expect an uneven path in all things. And if I look at my own life, I see that the only way to reach an audacious goal is slowly by slowly.


When I was in high school, my classmates voted me Most Likely to Devote My Life to a Lost Cause. I took it as a compliment. But the thing about lost causes is that they’re only lost if you leave them behind. If you stay in there, if you keep hoping in action, if not in feeling, if you listen to how circumstances are shaping your calling, you may discover they are not lost after all. You may discover they are the most beautiful, extravagant examples of abundance in your life. You may start keeping your eyes open to causes that seem the most lost of all—whether they are in your backyard or in a small community in Lira, Uganda.


My story of cofounding an organization to address the HIV/AIDS and water crises in Africa is not really mine. It is more a story about forming relationships in villages, tour buses, and living rooms with people who act every day, trying to make a better life for others. They have names and faces and families who love them fiercely. They have that same passion for change that began in me as a child. My dreams, like theirs, have matured in the dust of dry African summers when rain didn’t come. In the deceit of broken relationships and lost money. In the rhythm of children dancing.


I don’t believe in as much as I used to. I don’t believe in ending global poverty. I don’t believe that people will always make choices based on the good of others. And I don’t believe the world is mine to save.


But what I do believe in, I believe in more. I believe that to love well, we must choose love every day. I believe that the point of life is community: letting others transform us. I believe that our grief over wrongs can become a passion to make things right. And I believe that God is good.


As I stood in that displacement camp among a weary crowd of men, women, and children, I recognized that even in their hopelessness, they had the will to survive. They had a longing, just as I did, to flourish.


I began walking to the well because I was in too deep to turn away. I was too certain that, as long as there are still people in the world who face unbearable obstacles, we cannot give up. I was too convinced that I was right where I belonged.





Part One





The World Opens Out


“A kind of light spread out from her. And everything changed color. And the world opened out.”


—John Steinbeck, East of Eden
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Union Square


My parents had experienced a thing or two in the world by the time I arrived. That might explain why security—and fear—were such a part of my early childhood.


My father was the first American-born member of his Chinese immigrant family. Even though he lost his mother at age five, endured beatings from bullies in San Francisco’s Panhandle, and weathered the abuse of a stepmother who refused to feed him, Dad made something of himself as a prosecutor who put bad guys in jail. My mother survived martini-mixing socialite parents from the Midwest and became a psychiatric nurse with compassion deeper than the bottomless drinks of her father.


Mom and Dad fell in love on a blind date one San Francisco Christmas Eve and married soon after. They lost their first daughter to a congenital heart defect when she was eleven months old. As their next child, I was fiercely protected—my parents set out to ensure that I would know little want, fear, or loss. When my brother arrived nearly three years later, their circle of protection enclosed him as well.


We grew up with alarm systems in our home, emergency whistles on our backpacks, and lunch pails filled with food too healthy to be traded in the cafeteria. On the first day of kindergarten, my dad drove behind the school bus to make sure the driver made good use of turn signals. If my parents had occasion to fly, they took separate airplanes so that, should one plane go down, they would not orphan us as their parents metaphorically had.


Restaurants were complicated for us. If the nonsmoking section smelled at all like the smoking section, we walked away. If the nonsmoking section passed the first test, Dad still wanted to sit facing the door.


We had an earthquake plan, a fire plan, and a Y2K plan. “Be prepared” was our motto. And so I went to day care with a Cabbage Patch Kid in one hand and Caution in the other. I refused to risk slides on playgrounds, salt on my food, or the deep end of the swimming pool. I lived for rules, seat belts, and year-round SPF 50 sunscreen.


My dad had logical reasons for all this protection: he made legal enemies through his work. My mom had research-based reasons: she knew the data; she knew about all possible threats to children. They both had intuitive reasons: the world had been a dangerous place thus far.


.  .  .


When I was nine, our family moved to Burlingame, a small suburb in the San Francisco Peninsula. Known for its affluence and Victorian neighborhoods, Burlingame hosted a Pottery Barn, United Colors of Benetton, and one of Starbucks’s first non-Seattle shops.


Our new house was tucked securely into the neighborhood cul-de-sac. Brick stairs lined with honeysuckle climbed from the street to our front door. A towering row of eucalyptus trees shaded the nearby boulevard of El Camino Real. My existence fit into a four-mile radius and was filled with all the right activities for a Bay Area third grader: piano lessons, ballet, T-ball, and Kumon, an after-school speed math program that was popular among Asian students. Burlingame, like my childhood, was beautiful, safe, and smelled like peppermint patties.


At that point, it hadn’t occurred to me that my life was privileged and protected. Our family lived and looked like our neighbors. I enjoyed riding my pink Huffy bike around the block, going to sleepovers, and watching Full House on Friday nights.


But on a crowded San Francisco street, my world opened out.


Mom and I were walking to a bistro near Union Square. People crowded the streets—hurried men in suits, tourists in matching t-shirts with cameras around their necks, an old woman pulling a shopping bag on wheels. I treaded carefully on the gum-stained sidewalk, over grates and cigarette butts. Graffiti defaced the parking meters. Chinese characters embellished the awnings of restaurants. The air smelled like the concrete public bathroom we avoided at the farmers’ market on Saturdays.


I felt small and uncertain.


Then, walking up Geary Street, I saw him. He was a tall black man with sunken eyes, standing on the edge of the sidewalk. He balanced himself on the balls of his feet, calling out to passersby. Calling out to me.


“I’m hungry,” he said.


I looked around to see if anyone else was listening. The outside world scurried forward. My world stopped. I paused to listen to him. He sounded defeated, like something had broken him.


“I’m hungry,” he repeated. His face was sad. It seemed that every person who ignored him hurt him more. I felt a pain in my body—something wasn’t right. Then Mom called from farther down the sidewalk, and I shuffled to join her.


At lunch, my hamburger sat on my plate untouched. I fiddled with the paper wrapper of my straw. As a third grader, I had already learned a lot about the world. I had learned that pickles and cucumbers are the same thing and that the earth orbits the sun, not the other way around. I had learned that we have to say goodbye to friends sometimes and that Christmas presents can be disappointing. But it was inside that bistro, with a plate full of food, that I learned that there were people in the world whose lives were very different than mine.


For a moment, I forgot that I was a shy, accommodating child. That hamburger didn’t belong to me, and I knew it. Mom knew it, too, when I asked for a to-go box. I whispered a request to find the man.


“We can try,” she whispered back.


We traced our steps from the restaurant to the parked car, my patent-leather shoes tapping along the sidewalks. He won’t be hungry anymore, I thought. He’ll know I heard him.


We arrived at the block where the man had stood, but he was no longer there. The streets were less crowded, and the summer sun was creeping its way behind the cityscape. It hadn’t occurred to me that he wouldn’t be there. I had his hamburger, after all.


Mom and I walked a few more blocks, circling Union Square in search of him, but we both knew he was gone.


Mom’s caution was rising as the sun sank.


“We need to go home, sweetie,” she said. “It’s not safe for us to be here.”


The Styrofoam container I held suddenly felt heavy with disappointment. Not just disappointment that we couldn’t find the man, but disappointment that streets existed where grown-ups could walk by a hungry man’s pleas for help. In my child’s mind I wondered: What did they believe that made them capable of ignoring a person in need? Did they think this man deserved to be hungry? Did they feel they had permission to walk past him?


As I stood silently on Geary Street with a hamburger in my hands, I knew that what happened to that man on the street was wrong. I knew that no human being deserves to be hungry or ignored or forgotten. Though I could not express it at the time, I knew that every person is worthy of dignity—no matter what.


.  .  .


What is it about childhood perception that makes us able to see right and wrong for what they are? What is it that makes such awareness slippery in our adult minds?


Since that San Francisco day, I have seen a thousand wrongs in this world: Mothers with no option but to give their children dirty water. Men abusing power. Death so common in a community that funerals are held nearly every weekend. But I see through worldly eyes.


When I try to see Kenya or my Nashville neighborhood as I saw the streets of San Francisco as a child, experience gets in the way. The wrongs in this world do not hurt me the way they did once. The injustices don’t seem as shattering. But whether or not I feel the ache that I knew as a child, I want to act on those young convictions.


Because if we believe that we are not better than a hungry man on the sidewalk, if we believe that the death of someone else’s child is not different than the death of our own, if we believe that sensitivity to injustice is imperative, then we should be outraged when we look at the world. Our outrage doesn’t need to lead to helplessness or, worse, cynicism. It can be the impetus that opens the world out.


I never found the man whose voice called to me, whose eyes chase me down the alleyway of my memory.


In more ways than I can count, I am still looking for him.
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She Breathes the Air and Flies Away


My awareness of others would one day define my calling. But as a heartsick third grader on a San Francisco street, and then as a shy preadolescent, my sensitivities seemed more a burden than a gift. My days of consciousness began to include extreme self-consciousness. And a preoccupation with all things Shana Glick.


Shana Glick was the most popular girl in the fifth grade. She wore her thick, wavy hair in braids, dressed in coordinated outfits, and was Jewish. As Shana’s most avid follower, I wanted to be like her—which meant trying to become Jewish, too.


I learned songs in Hebrew, lit a menorah for the eight nights of Hanukkah, and searched for the hidden matzo on Passover. I went to Jewish camp and attended temple with Shana’s family several times. I loved the rituals of the Jewish tradition. I loved the rhythm and poetry of Hebrew—a language that seemed beautiful enough, sacred enough, to communicate with a God who might be both majestic and near.


I had carried questions about the universe and my small place in it since the day the homeless man opened my world out. Was there a Being out there who cared about that man? Who cared about me? As I tried to be like Shana, my curiosity about God grew. I wanted to communicate with him—or her—or it. Whatever the case, I longed to be heard.


At the time, my parents were on their own journey of faith and began taking my brother and me to a Presbyterian church. The new community of friends there was good for our family, but I still preferred the serious devotion of Jewish practices over Sunday school arts and crafts. I began to believe that if I lit candles and recited Jewish prayers, perhaps this God of Israel would speak to me, just as he had to people thousands of years ago. Even more important, just as he did to Shana Glick.


I found comfort in following Shana and receiving the benefit of grade school popularity by association. I had no idea how good I had it socially until my parents told us we were leaving California for Colorado. At my new school, girls my age huddled together like flies, out to swarm whatever vulnerable specimen they could find—which, unfortunately, happened to be me.


It didn’t help that I was “slow to develop,” as my mom said, referring not just to social reticence, but also to my chest size. When an eighth grader called me “Kansas” and I said, “No, I’m from California,” it seemed the whole school was laughing. Not for the first or last time, I retreated into the bathroom to cry.


I began to wear a training bra, though I had no need for it. (I still don’t have a need for it, despite years of training.) Wondering if I was simply a late bloomer, I asked Mom how old she was when she developed. She replied, “Not until I had them surgically augmented, sweetie.”


I was doomed.


I considered my options: submit myself to the insecurity of chasing boys with a pack of thirteen-year-old girls or disqualify myself from the entire junior high game. The answer was easy. I decided to stop trying to be pretty for the boys and acceptable for the girls. I would be a tomboy instead—a wimpy tomboy, but at least I would have a place in my school’s social structure.


Thanks to my dad’s obsession with the 49ers, I was good with a football and knew a lot about the game. I also played on softball, basketball, and soccer teams—though I was never the best player. At the height of my tomboy phase, I subscribed to Sports Illustrated, decorated my bedroom walls in sports posters, and dressed up as Steve Young (the 49ers quarterback) for Halloween.


Years later, my comfort level with being “one of the guys” would come in handy while traveling the country in a bus with a bunch of men. My love of sports would make for easy conversation with wealthy businessmen over beers and burgers. In junior high, my tomboy phase meant that girls didn’t mind me because I wasn’t competing with them for attention, and I could be with boys without worrying about getting kissed.


I avoided the discomfort of any dance, social event, or non-sports-related after-school activity. Instead, I retreated to my bedroom, where I lay on the carpeted floor and stared at the ceiling for hours. Sometimes I doodled in my journals, penned questions to God, or wrote poetry. I am a sensitive girl who wants to understand life, I wrote. I hear the cry from every suffering heart. I see my hopes and dreams in the millions of stars. I want everything to be okay.


I lit candles and recited my Jewish prayers: “Baruch ata Adonai, elohaynu melech ha’olam asher kidshanu bemitzvotav vetzivanu l’hadlik ner shel Shabbat.” (Praised are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the Universe, who makes us holy with mitsvot and instructs us to kindle the lights of Shabbat.) I didn’t know what mitsvot or the lights of Shabbat were, but I prayed the words anyway, with fervor. My room was my temple. My prayers were smoke signals to a God I wanted to believe in, a God who might even be real.


Could it be, I wondered, that the God of the Universe cared about everyone? Even me, no matter what others thought of me? There, in my basement bedroom, I started asking the questions that would one day shape themselves into faith.


.  .  .


In my isolation, the popular musicians of the mid-nineties kept me company. I put socks in my training bra and danced in front of the mirror, lip-synching to “Dreamlover” in my best Mariah Carey impression. I hammered through my schoolwork while listening to R.E.M.’s “Nightswimming.”


But the music that resonated with me the most was a self-titled album by a band called Jars of Clay. I spent many nights lying on the carpet with the CD on loop as I flipped through the album booklet. In open fields of wild flowers, one song began, she breathes the air and flies away. I imagined the words referred to me. In no simple language, someday she’ll understand the meaning of it all. They made me wonder if perhaps, beyond junior high, I might encounter people whose questions and prayers were similar to mine.


I felt I had company in the lyrics of the album, just as I did through the words of the Jewish prayers. But these words were about Jesus—about a love that heals pain. They say that love can heal the broken, they say that hope can make you see, they say that faith can find a Savior, if you would follow and believe. I wanted to believe.


I didn’t know then that my introspection gave me a head start in cultivating a moral seriousness that would become part of my life’s vocation. I did hope that in some way my devotion would grant me greater understanding of life, beyond the walls of my bedroom. In the meantime, I lit my candles, recited my prayers, and allowed a rock band’s CD to serve as the hymnbook of my adolescence.
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Taking on a Mountain


One summer in junior high I learned my scrawny legs held the power to climb mountains—literally. It happened when my grandparents paid for me to attend Cheley Colorado Camps, a monthlong residential outdoor adventure camp at the base of Rocky Mountain National Park. Cheley’s Outward Bound–style programming took suburban kids like me away from television, air-conditioning, and summer idleness and placed them on a mountain trail, class IV rapids, or a western saddle. It was where my mother had spent summers when she was a girl. And where I did not want to go.


Despite my protests, that July I found myself unpacking my socks and underwear (carefully labeled with my first initial and last name) into wooden drawers next to rows of bunk beds. I worried about getting stuck with a top bunk. What if I needed to go to the bathroom in the night? What if I fell off?


On the first weekend of camp, all sixty girls in our unit gathered to create the Code of Living—a collective set of values we would agree to live by for the month. The Code of Living was a sacred practice that created common ground among all of us outside the influence of peers at home. I remember my first summer’s Code of Living even now. It included compassion, teamwork, carpe diem, and sense of humor.


To my relief, that rookie summer I not only got a bottom bunk but I also discovered an “adventure” that was just my style: I spent the first three weeks at the archery range. Most campers resorted to archery when they were sick or injured. But caution preceded me, and I chose day in and day out to shoot arrows at a bale of hay. I was branded the “Archery Girl” as I mastered a sport that I could just as easily have done at the archery range less than a quarter mile from my backyard.


On the final week of camp, I looked at my activity sheet and saw that my request for archery had been denied. Instead, I had been signed up for a three-day backpacking trek that included climbing a 13,000-foot mountain. I pointed the mistake out to my counselor, who kindly suggested I begin packing my backpack. I believe her response included the words “push yourself a bit more.” I cried all night.


The next day, I found myself standing at the trailhead with nine other girls, our backpacks at our feet. As I struggled to hoist the backpack up on my own, two of the girls offered to help. Once the girls and I managed to secure the pack, my knobby knees began to shake from its weight.


I stayed in the back of the single-file line, feeling slightly less alone than I had one hour earlier. I counted my steps as I walked, and a rhythm began to inform the journey. We played word games. We told embarrassing stories. We sang songs, sounding like mountain hippies as we belted out James Taylor and Joni Mitchell. We guessed at the names of wildflowers and pines and stopped to look at them. The weight of our packs was overwhelming, the trail steep at times, and the air thin as we gained altitude. But no one complained, not even me. We were in this together, each carrying some part of what we needed for the days to come.


Years after that first hike, I would climb the hills of Rwanda with women and girls who carried buckets of water for survival instead of backpacks for recreation. They, too, would sing, tell stories, and play games as they walked. But they were not at an adventure camp, they were on a quest to live that day. They would teach me just how heavy a weight could be.


.  .  .


Our campsite that night sat at ten thousand feet, tucked at the base of South Arapaho, the mountain towering three thousand feet above us that we were going to climb the next day.


Early the following morning, we unzipped our tired bodies out of our sleeping bags, and with gloves, hats, and fleece sweaters, we assembled, shivering, outside our tents. We gathered water and began boiling it on our stoves to make oatmeal and hot chocolate.


I had never climbed a mountain before. I didn’t have the slightest idea of what would be required. As we began to walk, South Arapaho looked very far away and very high. I kept my eyes on the ground and tried not to think too hard about what I was doing. The air was cold as the sun began to rise.


Several hours into the hike, the rocks became scattered boulders. I climbed up on all fours, not trusting my feet or my ability to balance. The air was becoming thinner, and each step from one boulder to another cost more oxygen than I could take in. The other girls moved ahead quickly. The triumph I had felt the day before dissipated, and my insecurity and fear returned.


I crawled, sweating and fighting tears. I wanted to quit. I wanted to negotiate with God and figure out if there was any way I could get out of this terrible place and time. I didn’t want to climb this mountain. I’d never wanted to climb a mountain. I stopped moving.


A girl named Ali sat next to me on the rock, pulling my water bottle out of my pack and handing it to me.


“You’re doing an amazing job, Jena. You can’t stop now. We’re so close to the top.”


Another girl named Victoria descended from the rocks above me. Her backtracking humbled me.


“I can’t do it,” I admitted to them.


“Look at how far you’ve already come! We totally believe in you.” Where did these people come from? “Teamwork, remember? We all peak together or we don’t peak at all. Let’s go!”


We began to climb. The counselors and other girls cheered me on from about one hundred feet shy of the peak, waiting for me. When Ali, Victoria, and I reached them, we all grabbed one another’s hands and took our final steps to the top together.


White beauty surrounded us. Everything was both still and alive at the same time. We donned warmer clothes and huddled in a circle, our arms around one another’s shoulders. Carpe diem.


As I stood 13,400 feet above sea level on that rocky peak in the company of an intrepid group of girls, something inside me shifted. I could do this. I could take risks. I could be part of a community. And we could reach the summit together.


I returned to Cheley for the next six summers, learning physical and relational skills that would one day carry me through the deserts of Africa and the rocky land of running a nonprofit organization. Those summers prepared me for a job that involved living in places with no water, toilets, or electricity. I learned how to get dirty and cook over a fire. I learned how to pace myself and travel light.


Most important, I learned that to take on immovable mountains, the first thing you have to do is move. You have to grow used to the weight of your pack, adjust your lungs to the quality of the air, and build muscle for the grade of the incline. You have to trust your boots on wobbly boulder fields, get up at three in the morning to beat the afternoon storms, and find people to climb with who share the same code of values. In other words, before you try to conquer something as big as a mountain, you have to change.
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Finding Shelter


Back in Colorado that first summer, my parents had found a church for us, a landmark brick building in the center of downtown Colorado Springs. I liked it because it had a basketball court in the fellowship hall and because a janitor named Jim let the kids sneak into the bell tower. Beyond that, it was the place I had to be because my parents were there.


During the church service, I sat in the balcony with my youth group friends, passing notes. The rituals of singing hymns and drinking from tiny plastic cups of grape juice for Communion felt less sincere to me than temple, less poetic than the music I listened to. The view over the heads below was certainly dull compared to my mountain experience. I squirmed—physically and spiritually.


One January day when I was fourteen, I sneaked out during the sermon and walked to Arby’s. There, I noticed a homeless man at the corner table. I pulled out my allowance money and bought him coffee. He looked up at me with squinty eyes, thanked me for the coffee, and told me his name was Frank. Then he returned to scribbling on a brown paper bag from a stack of bags in front of him. He mumbled words that were as unclear as the ones on the paper.






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
One
Thousand
Wells

How an Audacious Goal Taught Me to
Love the World Instead of Save It

Jena Lee Nardella
Foreword by Donald Miller

};% HOWARD BOOKS

AN IMPRINT OF SIMON & SCHUSTER, INC.

New York Nashville London Toronto Sydney New Delhi











OEBPS/images/9781501107443.jpg
HOW AN
AUDACIOUS GOAL
TAUGHT ME TO LOVE THE
WORLD INSTEAD
OF SAVE IT

JENA LEE NARDELLA

FOREWORD BY DO'NALD MILLER









