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Not long ago, a little soul sat on a billowy cloud, passing the time with a game of Snakes and Ladders. Tap, tap, tap went the pebble in her hand as she moved it from square to square—only to land on a snake and slide all the way back to the beginning once again.

“Well now, are you playing all by yourself today?” a warm voice asked from above.

Little Soul looked up. Two eyes, shining like precious jewels, gazed down at her with all the tenderness of heaven.

“Mmm-hmm,” she answered, nodding, a trace of boredom in her voice. “Would you like to play?”

With a gentle smile, her friend Jesus sat down beside her and picked up a pebble of his own. They had played together many times before. Whether he let her win on purpose or whether it truly was chance, Little Soul did not know. But she loved it every time she reached the final ladder first and made it safely to the end.

They had just set their pebbles back at the starting square when something caught her eye at the far edge of the cloud bank. Another little soul was stepping through a golden gate she had never seen before. God wrapped the newcomer in a tight embrace. The little soul in His arms looked utterly exhausted and rested her head against His shoulder.

“Why is she so tired?” Little Soul asked, her voice suddenly serious. It was the first time she had ever noticed that gate, and she could not imagine how anyone in heaven could be weary.

“Because she has just returned from a long journey,” Jesus said, though he did not turn around. He seemed to know exactly what was happening behind him.

“Where has she been?”

“She was on Earth. She had many wonderful adventures there. Would you like to see?”

“Oh yes, please!” Little Soul cried, clapping her hands in delight.

Jesus rose and took her hand. Shortening his long stride to match her small steps, he led her to the very edge of the cloud. They lay on their stomachs and looked down.

Little Soul’s mouth fell open in awe when she saw the vast blue sphere below. It shimmered with countless souls—but they did not glow in soft colors as they did here. Instead, each one was wrapped inside a solid body. They all seemed to speak at once, many in different languages. Some hurried along carrying bags, as if they were terribly late. Others lay snug beneath warm blankets. Many were laughing. Some looked solemn and thoughtful. And others were crying somewhere all alone.

Perplexed, Little Soul turned to her tall friend and searched his face. Then she pointed to a boy who was weeping.

“Why is he so sad?”

“Life on Earth feels difficult for him right now. But that will change.”

“How can something feel difficult?” she asked softly. Until now, she had known only the radiant life among the clouds. The idea that someone could cry so deeply made no sense to her.

“Because he has forgotten where he comes from.” Jesus gently stroked her golden hair. “You can think of it like your game of Snakes and Ladders. Sometimes people on Earth find a ladder that helps them climb a little higher. But now and then, a snake lies in their path, and if they are not paying attention, they may slip and slide back down.”

Her small mouth formed a perfect O. “So it’s a game?”

Jesus smiled before answering. “Yes, a game. But along the way, they learn so much. And when they come home, they bring all those experiences with them.” He waited until she nodded thoughtfully, then gave her an encouraging look. “Would you like to go on an adventure like that one day?”

“Hmm,” Little Soul murmured, narrowing her eyes as she gazed once more at the busy world below. “I’m not so sure. Those snakes sound rather dangerous. And the ladders... are they very tall? What if I can’t climb them all by myself?”

Jesus rose and held out his hand. He waited until Little Soul placed her small hand in his, then gently drew her to her feet and lifted her into his arms.

“Then someone will be there to help you,” he said, looking steadily into her eyes.

“Yes? Who?” she asked, her voice bright with curiosity.

“Two people who will love you and care for you always,” Jesus promised. “You will call them Mama and Papa.” He tapped her lightly on the tip of her nose. “And an angel will go with you, too.”

She gasped softly. She knew of the angels—or at least she had often watched them from afar. They were magnificent beings, luminous and serene, glowing in a warm, gentle light. When they spoke to one another, it sounded like music. Little Soul did not understand their language, but she loved listening to their melodies each day.

“He will always be by your side,” Jesus continued, “and he will help you whenever you need him. He will hold you and guide you with wise counsel along your path.”

A flicker of fear stirred inside her. She slipped her arms around Jesus’ neck as he carried her toward the realm of the angels.

“But what if I can’t understand what he says to me? What if I’m on Earth and can’t find my way back home?”

Jesus’ chest rumbled with warm laughter, and she felt herself gently sway in his embrace.

“Don’t be afraid. You will understand him—I promise. It may take a little time at first, because the world can be loud and busy. But whenever you need him, he will be there. Just grow very still inside, and you will hear him.”

A short distance from the angels’ gate, Jesus set her down and took her hand again. Together they walked the remaining steps until they stood before a great gate carved from delicate ivory.

Here Little Soul stopped. A sudden wave of fear washed over her. She had never come this close on her own before.

“You don’t need to be afraid,” Jesus said gently. “They are already waiting for you. And one of them will travel with you.” He released her hand and, with a graceful gesture, invited her to step through the gate alone.

But Little Soul hesitated. She lifted her chin and swallowed.

“How will I know which one wants to go with me? I can’t even ask them.”

“You won’t need to ask. You will feel it.” He touched her lightly over her heart. “Right here.”

Then he gave her the softest nudge forward.

Her knees trembled as she crossed the threshold. She stood alone among the tall, radiant angels. How would she ever find the one who belonged to her?

Slowly, uncertainly, she took a few steps. She turned in every direction, her breathing shallow and quick. Her small heart pounded against her ribs, beating so hard it seemed to rise into her throat.

On either side of her, the angels hovered just above the clouds. They appeared busy, though their faces were kind. They greeted her with gentle smiles, but none paused, and none sang for her.

She was almost ready to turn and run back through the ivory gate when she saw him.

A little farther away, a magnificent angel sat upon a cloud, looking straight at her.

She froze.

At once, a warmth blossomed deep within her chest.

She turned quickly, searching for Jesus to ask if this might be her guardian angel. But Jesus still stood by the gate, too far away to hear her.

So Little Soul gathered every scrap of courage she had and took a step toward the angel.

One foot in front of the other. Very slowly.

With each step, the warmth inside her heart grew stronger—brighter.

Just one more step, she told herself. And another.

I am brave.

I can do this.

I’m almost there.

The more often she whispered those words to herself, the quicker her steps became—until suddenly the angel rose and closed the final distance between them.

He knelt before her and gently placed his hand against her cheek. A soft tingling warmth brushed her skin, light and ticklish, and Little Soul burst into laughter. The great angel smiled, too. Kneeling there, he no longer seemed quite so tall. He gave her a single, knowing nod.

And she understood.

Her companion had found her.

Though she did not speak his language, every one of his radiant sounds made sense inside her heart.

Joy swelled within her until it felt ready to burst like a bright balloon. She spun around and ran back to the gate, where Jesus stood waiting with open arms. She leapt into his embrace.

“You were right!” she cried, glowing with excitement. “I didn’t even have to ask him. He understands me anyway! And I think... I think I understand him a little, too.”

“You see?” Jesus said warmly, holding her close. “What did I tell you?” He lifted her and carried her toward the golden gate that led to Earth. “Well then—are you ready for your adventure?”

She was curious—so very curious—about all she might discover there. But just then, a small flicker of fear returned.

“How long will I have to stay?” she asked softly.

“Only as long as you wish,” Jesus promised. “Life in the world can be very exciting, and many choose to remain for quite some time. But sometimes little souls grow homesick and return sooner. There is only one thing you must remember: time on Earth moves more slowly than it does here in heaven.”

A faint crease of worry appeared on her brow. “How much more slowly?”

“Hmm.” Jesus rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Then his eyes brightened. “Come, I’ll show you.” He fetched the Snakes and Ladders board they had left on the cloud. Sitting down, he beckoned her to take her place across from him. “Let’s play again—and while we do, you keep your eye on the gate. Agreed?”

“All right,” she said. “But only if you promise not to cheat.” She wagged her finger at him in playful warning. “Cheating isn’t allowed.”

Jesus smiled and shook his head. “I won’t. I promise.”

They began moving their pebbles across the squares once more. But Little Soul kept one eye fixed on the golden gate.

Another soul, glowing in a soft green shimmer, was preparing for her journey. She slipped her hand into her guardian angel’s and stepped carefully through the gate. And then she was gone.

Little Soul scratched her head.

How long would it take before that soul returned? And would she be as tired as the one before?

“It’s your turn,” Jesus reminded her gently.

Oh yes—that was right. She still had to play.

She hopped her pebble forward, square by square, only to land on a snake that carried her far back down again. Meanwhile, Jesus climbed one ladder after another with effortless ease.

“There is one more thing I must tell you before you leave,” he said as they played. “When you pass through the gate to Earth, you will forget everything that was here.”

“What?” she gasped. “Why?”

“So that you can truly learn what life on Earth has to teach you.”

“What do I have to learn?”

“Oh, many small lessons—and sometimes a few larger ones,” he answered gently. “But don’t worry. You won’t receive them all at once. You will have time to understand each one.”

“And what is the most important lesson of all?” she pressed.

Her great friend smiled at her.

“That your true home is here—not on Earth. And that I love you very, very much, no matter what you do.”

“But I already know that.”
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