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            Dedication

         
         
            To Ava, Stella, and Luke,

            This one was always for you.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            For everything there is a season and a time for every matter under heaven:

             

            a time to be born and a time to die;

            a time to plant and a time to pluck up what is planted;

            a time to kill and a time to heal;

            a time to break down and a time to build up;

            a time to weep and a time to laugh;

            a time to mourn and a time to dance;

            a time to throw away stones and a time to gather stones together;

            a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing;

            a time to seek and a time to lose;

            a time to keep and a time to throw away;

            a time to tear and a time to sew;

            a time to keep silent and a time to speak;

            a time to love and a time to hate;

            a time for war and a time for peace.

            Ecclesiastes 3:1–8
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            Part 1
On Leaving: How to Walk Out of a Room

         
         Shirley Temple leaves Hollywood at age twenty-two, to later become a US ambassador. The Beatles play their last performance together in 1969, announcing their breakup a few years later. Richard Nixon resigns from office in 1974. Michael Jordan retires from basketball (all three times). Oprah Winfrey ends her talk show after twenty years. Steve Carell leaves the cast of The Office before the series finishes. The Duke and Duchess of Sussex step down from their roles as senior working royals and move to
            California. Simone Biles pulls out of the team gymnastics competition on live TV at the 2021 Olympics. Beth Moore leaves the
            Southern Baptist Convention.
         

         
         These exits, while vastly different in context, background, scope, and impact, all have something in common: they happened publicly. Either we’ve read about them in the history books or we’ve seen the headlines, the press conferences, or the prime-time specials announcing them, and we have our opinions, impressions, outrage, and nostalgia to show for it. Some of these exits were forced, some anticipated, some discerned. But in all of them, we are not privy to the conversations, struggles, questions, confusions, acceptance, excitement, full stories, or decisions that took place behind the scenes. We don’t get to watch the discernment process in action. And yet we all walk through exits and endings throughout our lives. This book is about what happens in the rooms behind our own closed doors, behind the scenes and beneath the surface that leads up to our own endings, leavings, and goodbyes. 

         
         Whether it’s a job, a friendship, a community, a house, or a habit, there are a million reasons why it may be difficult to
            imagine leaving, especially if that space, relationship, or community has meant a lot to you. If you’re in a season of life
            when you’re considering making a change, here are a few questions you might be asking yourself:
         

         
         Should I stay or is it time to leave?

         
         Am I allowed to even ask that question?

         
         How bad does something have to be before I can let it go?

         
         What if I helped to build this place?

         
         What if this place built me?

         
         What if I stay and nothing changes?

         
         What if I leave and everything falls apart?

         
         Our whole life is like a house, and every commitment, community, role, and relationship is like a room. At some point we’ll
            find ourselves walking into new rooms, leaving old rooms, being locked out of other rooms, or looking around at familiar rooms
            and questioning if it’s time to move on. I hope this grounding metaphor of considering the rooms of our lives can be a helpful
            way for you to assess what rooms you’re currently in, what rooms it might be time to change or leave, and what new rooms might
            be waiting for you. 
         

         
         As we make these kinds of decisions, we’re usually looking for clarity and certainty. But the kind of clarity we want isn’t the kind we get from lists, books, or formulas. Most things we know, we didn’t learn in a classroom. We tend to doubt this kind of knowing because we cannot annotate, cross-reference, footnote, or cite it. We can’t explain it, diagram it, or defend it in a court of law. When something comes into our lives—a doubt, a restlessness, a sense that it’s time to make a change—and we find it difficult to put into words, or we try to express it and are dismissed or ignored, then it makes sense we would begin to outsource our confidence. 

         
         Of course we don’t know everything. But I agree with poet Pádraig Ó Tuama, who says, “We might know more than we know we know.”1 I’m still learning this for myself. My hope for you is that this book will be the beginning of the end of your subconscious
            compulsion to trust everyone else more than you trust yourself, not as a replacement for God or community but in loving partnership
            with them, as one who has voice, as one who belongs, as one who can be trusted.
         

         
         As a spiritual director, I spend a lot of time listening to people ask questions about their lives. Most of my training has
            been less about learning how to listen and more about unlearning all the toxic ways we usually listen: to advise, to one-up,
            to help. My role is not to give an answer but to hold space for people to listen to their life in the presence of God, to
            watch for small or large signs of hope, direction, clarity, and light.
         

         
         It’s likely that in whatever you are facing, you are looking for direction and relief. I hope the stories, questions, practices, and prayers in this book provide that for you. But I also think it’s worth noting that the discernment process is not necessarily about asking a question and coming out with a clear answer. Discernment is a formation process necessary to grow our faith, to teach us what it means to hear God, and to draw us into community. It’s about becoming wholehearted people and leading confidently from that space. All of this is part of our formation: mind, body, and spirit. 

         
         In the spiritual direction room, questions are always allowed. As we journey together through these pages, I hope this book
            will be that kind of room for you. No question is off-limits. No wondering is too big or too small. You are allowed to show
            up fully, to rage, to laugh, to weep. You are even allowed to hide, avoid, defer, or protect yourself. There is no agenda
            here.
         

         
         *  *  *

         In this first part, we’ll take inventory of the rooms in your life, paying particular attention to the ones you may be questioning
            (or the ones that are questioning you). Once you’re aware of the rooms in question I’ll serve as a companion for you along
            the way, offering practices to engage in and questions to consider as you begin to clarify your next move.
         

         
         In part 2, we’ll enter the hallway, confronting some commonly held misconceptions about staying and leaving. We’ll consider what to bring with you when you exit a room and what to leave behind, and we’ll examine your narratives about answers, peace, readiness, timeliness, and closure. 

         
         Finally, in part 3, we’ll explore how to walk into a new room as the person you most fully are: as a leader, a listener, and
            a friend.
         

         
         Engaging in this process of discernment together is kind of like turning on the lights. As you begin to look at the rooms
            that have made you and the ones in the making, you may sense that turning on an overhead light or flinging open the drapes
            feels like too much, too soon. That’s okay. My prayer for you is that this process feels less like the bright light of fluorescent
            bulbs and more like the gradual flicker of lighting a candle. A flame that sparks to life and softly grows, offering a warm
            circle of light to sit within.
         

         
         Along the way, I’ll bring you with me into my own discernment process as I’ve left some significant rooms in my life. I’ll share a lot of myself, perhaps more than I’ve ever shared in print before. But my profound hope is that in reading some of my story, you’ll be accompanied on your own. Parts of my own stories of leaving that I’ll share are so common, so familiar to so many people, that I hesitate to write about them because they almost feel cliché. But clichés are, by definition, phrases that are overused and taken so far away from their intended context that they lose all meaning and impact. Our work, then, is to put these experiences back into context, to fill in the missing parts and the general pieces with nuance, specificity, and humanity. A life experience cannot be cliché. We bring so much of ourselves into the rooms we enter. And when it’s time to leave, we may leave so much of ourselves behind. I’ll work to walk with you on purpose, to point to some corners you may have forgotten or ignored, but also to call out to the light that falls through the windows of these rooms, imperfect as they are. Books aren’t meant to do everything—something authors sometimes forget as we’re writing. I hope you can forgive me if I try to stretch the metaphor too far. Trust yourself to know which parts you need and which parts you can leave behind. 

         
         Maybe you need someone to tell you that no matter how much you wanted something, prayed for something, or worked hard to get it, if the room no longer seems to fit, it’s good to begin to explore why. You are allowed to ask questions. You are allowed to reconsider. You are allowed to look around and to look again. I’m genuine in my desire to not tell you exactly what that ought to look like, what might come of it, or what you ought to do next. But what I can do is offer a framework for your questions and an arrow for your next right thing. No matter what questions you find yourself holding on to today—plans to be made, answers to be given, relationships to be tended, mysteries begging to be solved—perhaps this reminder is enough direction as we get started. As we begin to hold space for this conversation, you are allowed to ask your questions, and I hope you’ll allow me to ask mine. 

         
         *  *  *

         “One day our kids will get married in this room.” I say this to my friend Anna with a casual confidence as we both look straight
            ahead, leaning against opposite sides of the doorframe, taking in the scene. Winter light of a January morning spills into
            the large rectangular room, mirroring the new-beginning kind of hope I feel.
         

         
         It’s 2019, and her oldest is a year older than my twins, all of them in high school, and we both have sons in middle school.
            She nods in agreement; of course all our kids will be married in this room. This is our church and here is her sanctuary,
            even though it doesn’t look much like a sanctuary yet.
         

         
         Today we’ve gathered to work. Straight ahead, on the makeshift stage, friends stand on scaffolding and impossibly tall ladders,
            working to stain plywood panels, hands protected by blue latex gloves. To our right, several large canvas banners lie flat
            on the low-pile carpeted floor, waiting to be pulled across metal framing bars, signs to hang near the children’s classrooms.
            The smell of fresh wood, new paint, and expectation linger in the air, with sawhorses and drop cloths where chairs will soon
            be.
         

         
         It’s been years since this traditional-style sanctuary held pews, as the congregation that owned this building before us was known more for fog machines than liturgy, and we’ve been working every weekend to make this old new space our own, wanting the vibe to reflect our contemplative, artistic, thoughtful community. We’ve only owned this seventy-year-old building for a handful of weeks, but the work of shaping it is well underway. The room itself is lovely even on this rainy morning, tall windows bringing in light on either side, casting warm undertones on everyone and everything and every idea of the future. 

         
         We’ve all contributed to the building fund so that we could move from the warehouse where the congregation had been meeting
            for years to this new-to-us building with room to grow. I proudly wrote a large check at the end of the year to go toward
            the purchase price and was glad to do so.
         

         
         Standing with Anna at the back entrance to the sanctuary, taking a short break from our work, considering our church and our
            future, I imagine my kids on their wedding days, try to picture our lives in this space—the prayers wombed by the walls, the
            light these windows will allow, the way the exposed brick holds a sacred boundary for the work of the people, the confession
            of the creeds, the celebration of baptisms, the sorrow of funerals, the familiarity of Sunday morning rituals. Of course it’s
            just a building. But it’s also a promise. Here is a space where you belong, it says. Here is a room that will bear witness to your continued becoming, your confession, your life, and your faith. Here is your future, your home.
         

         
         Standing in my sweatpants, nodding along with Anna, working alongside dear friends and pastors with the giddy energy that
            comes from inhabiting a new space, I couldn’t have imagined that nearly one year from that very day, we would walk out of
            this room for the last time. I couldn’t have imagined willingly leaving a place I loved so much. I couldn’t have imagined
            then that in order to hold on to my faith, I would have to let go of my church.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Rooms and Scripts

         
         
            Sometimes what we’re born into suits us just fine . . . but if you’re feeling called to explore a life outside the boundaries
               you inherited . . . don’t let old stories stand in your way.
            

            —James Van Der Beek

         

         The 10,000-hour rule states that “it takes 10,000 hours of intensive practice to achieve mastery of complex skills and materials.”
            This idea was popularized by Malcolm Gladwell in his bestselling book Outliers and was purportedly based on a study co-authored by Anders Ericsson, a professor of psychology at Florida State University.
         

         
         If 10,000 hours is what it takes to become an expert at a skill, then the whole world would have a master’s degree in leaving, starting over, and saying goodbye. We’ve been doing these things our whole lives. By now we should all be experts at knowing when it’s time to go and when it’s time to stay. But what if the way we’ve been practicing isn’t resulting in mastery? We’ve done our 10,000 hours and then some, but our practice is weary and cautious. We’ve left rooms and entered new ones, but we often feel brokenhearted, cynical, and lonely. We’re wondering if the choices we have made (or plan to make) are good ones. 

         
         Since the release of Outliers, Anders Ericsson has pointed out there is one key element of the 10,000-hour rule that Gladwell left out: the importance of how good the student’s teacher is.1 To call ourselves experts, 10,000 hours of practice isn’t enough for us. What if we’re practicing with bad technique? Incorrect
            form? Misguided narratives? Doing something for 10,000 hours will definitely lead to transformation. But the question is:
            What kind?

         
         We’ve been navigating arrivals and departures our whole lives. When we take this 10,000-hour concept and apply it to the ways
            in which we decide to stay or go, are we being formed toward peace, hope, love, or wholeheartedness? Or is our practice leading
            to bitterness, rage, division, or regret? Are we becoming more fully ourselves in the process? Or are we working to appease
            other people and losing ourselves along the way?
         

         
         These are things we’ve been forced to practice but never properly learned: how to leave, how to wait, and how to start again.
            In an effort to make it through, some have left too soon, walking all the way out, leaving everything behind without a look
            back. Others left on time but didn’t have a framework for reflection or support to know how to walk into the rooms waiting
            for them. Still others were forced to leave even though they wanted to stay and are left asking What now? And then there are those who stayed but are wondering if they should have left a long time ago.
         

         
         When it comes to making big decisions about when to stay or go, we’ve all had a lot of practice. But we still question our
            place and wonder if we’re doing this right. And so we walk along the narrow edge between knowing and unknowing, where our
            questions open doors to uncertainties about belonging and identity. This is the threshold where we now stand: Is it time to
            stay or is it time to walk away? Discerning the answer begins with identifying the rooms of our lives.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Moments after I was born, my dad snapped a photo of me, blurry, bloody, and wailing with a shock of black hair. My mom knows
            for sure it’s me because when my sister was born three years before me, they didn’t allow anyone into the delivery room, much
            less someone holding a camera. I’ve been familiar with this image my whole life, but the emotion I feel upon seeing it again
            surprises me.
         

         
         The image itself is discolored in one corner, partially because it was color film in the late 1970s but also possibly from
            water damage in one of the basements where it likely spent most of the last forty years. You can see the light of a Friday
            morning sun spilling into the hospital room, a faceless doctor with green latex gloves gripping my small, red body, holding
            me up to the camera.
         

         
         This was the room I entered into first, the room where my life on Earth began, where the light came through the window, where
            the strange, gloved hands held my body first. Just me, my mother, that faceless doctor, and my dad behind the camera. I don’t
            have words for seeing that photo again later in my life, though it elicits something primal in me: There it is. Evidence of my arrival. But knowing I was born in a room with a window feels like a gift for which I didn’t know to ask. 

         
         I had no more control over my arrival than you did at your own moment of birth. Maybe you came in through the bathwater of
            a midwife’s tub or onto the unsuspecting back seat of a frantically moving car or in a regular hospital room with light blue
            cinder-block walls. Maybe you arrived upon a sterile table beneath surgical lights, or maybe your first room wasn’t a room
            at all but an open-air yard or a subway station. Maybe your birth story has been written about or reported on because it was
            so extraordinary.
         

         
         I consider myself one of the lucky ones to have a photo to study at all. You might not know much about the day of your birth.
            Perhaps it’s something you have wondered about or wish you could learn about. If you were born at a time when cameras (or
            partners, for that matter) were not allowed in the delivery room, then this would not be available to you. If you arrived
            into the world to a family who didn’t take photos, couldn’t afford a camera, or didn’t think to document such things; if you
            are a child of adoption; if your birth was traumatic or riddled with complication or cloaked in mystery and secrets, then
            you may have given up trying to find photographic evidence of the day you were born. You may not even be sure of your true
            birthday.
         

         
         But the fact remains that there was a real day you were born, even if known only to God. Even if there is no photo to point to or room to study or field to learn from or voice to bear witness. There was a time in history when you began your becoming, and there was a space into which you entered for the very first time. When you did, you arrived with a deep, full first breath of life, taking in any air the room had to offer. Your wailing that day was not an alarm; it was a celebration. 

         
         Hello, small you. The world is different now that you’ve arrived. The day you were born, the place where it happened, and the people who were there were all outside of your control. It was
            your first room.
         

         
         After the first room, our lives consist of a colorful dance of entering and leaving rooms, sometimes with joy—a moving-up
            ceremony into kindergarten, wrapping up a sports season, graduation from high school, and later events like marriages, births,
            and retirements. The confetti falls and the music plays and we experience the mixed feelings of pride or moving on with confidence,
            combined with a warm kind of sadness that our time in that room has come to an end. We gather up our keepsakes, tuck them
            deep away, and move on to other rooms as planned.
         

         
         Other times we leave rooms in turmoil, heartbreak, and loneliness, wishing it didn’t have to be this way but knowing that
            it’s time. Sometimes just showing up and telling the truth will get us kicked right out of a room we’ve been in all our lives,
            with no questions allowed. And we’re left standing in a hallway with nowhere to go, hands empty, heart broken, and accusations
            hanging in the air. These liminal hallways might be the most complicated to talk about: non-spaces that aren’t rooms at all,
            without clear beginnings or endings. (We’ll spend more time addressing these hallways in part 2.)
         

         
         When things end, our first assumption may be that something went wrong. But what if, finally, something has gone magnificently right? Perhaps the right/wrong binary is no longer helpful. Perhaps the room was blue and now we need green. And we needed blue for quite some time—it nourished and cared for us; blue was a comfort and a joy, a soft place to rest and a safe place to be ourselves. But now blue feels cold, is making us queasy, and we long for a different shade, or no shade at all. Maybe we don’t know why; maybe there isn’t a discernible reason; maybe we’ll never know at all. Sometimes there is no story. Sometimes there is just our lives, carrying on without explanation or understanding, daily tasks mixed up with big decisions, milestones marked after the fact. 

         
         There are countless rooms we all inhabit and countless reasons why we might consider leaving them. Maybe you’re considering
            physically leaving your current home to be closer to family, to accept a new job, or to accommodate a new family member. Maybe
            you need to move because of marriage, remarriage, divorce, retirement, or the death of someone you love. Maybe you’re leaving
            a job to stay home with kids or parents, because you’re changing your vocation, you’re following a partner, you need to make
            more money, you’re starting a business, you’ve been fired, let go, laid off, or you’ve simply changed your mind. Maybe you’re
            grieving a loss you didn’t choose, the loss of love or friendship because of death, politics, religion, miscommunication,
            or you’re simply beginning a new season of life.
         

         
         This is a book about those rooms and hallways, a book of naming and discovering what happens in these rooms, how to discern
            when it’s time to go and when it’s good to stay. Because we know some rooms are for us and some rooms are not for us. It gets
            tricky, though, when a room where we once belonged isn’t a room for us anymore.
         

         
         Since our first room, we’ve been moving to the healthy, human rhythm of leaving rooms and finding new ones. This is how it always is and how it’s supposed to be. Then why do we have so many questions? Why is it so difficult to accept the change, or to be the one to leave a room in the first place? How can we know when it’s time to stay or go? Who will teach us how to leave well and how to say goodbye? Staying and leaving is how it’s supposed to be. You’re not the exception. There isn’t something wrong with you when you feel as if you no longer belong. But this feeling alone may not be telling you the whole story. It could mean it’s time to look beneath the surface at the room you’re in and the script it carries. 

         
         *  *  *

         For one week twice a year, I make my way from my home in North Carolina to Wichita, Kansas, in order to serve as a residency
            lecturer at a small liberal arts university. I almost said no to this job because I couldn’t imagine a world where I was qualified
            to serve in a room alongside men who graduated from Yale and Princeton. Even though no one was asking me to be a Very Intelligent
            Theologian, I was intimidated all the same and almost talked myself out of saying yes. But I did say yes, because there’s
            a way of knowing you don’t only learn in school, and it seemed they wanted what they saw of God as revealed through my unique
            personality.
         

         
         As a spiritual director and co-lecturer, it’s my job and my honor to hold space for students earning their master’s degrees
            in spiritual formation and leadership. It isn’t explicitly stated anywhere on a contract, but one of my self-appointed jobs
            during these weeklong residencies is to get them in the room. This may seem small, especially in the world of academia, filled with lectures in theology and dynamic group conversation. But how we walk into a room is worth some exploration, as it affects everything that happens there. There are as many ways to walk into a room as there are people in that room. There are also as many ways to walk out. 

         
         When it comes to the rooms we enter throughout our lives, it looks like we’re all doing the same thing. There is generally
            one way in, sometimes multiple doors from a hallway, a front yard, a parking lot, or a connecting room. There may have been
            a set time for everyone to arrive at the house, the place of worship, the office, the auditorium, the theater, the classroom,
            the courtroom, or the gym. It’s true that we may arrive at the same time of day, the same day of the year, the same space,
            the same zip code, gathering under the same roof. But the mistake we make is to assume we’re all in the same room. Physically,
            this may be true. But there are entire stories and lifetimes that have been lived up to this moment. There are narratives
            at play and relational challenges at work and memory upon memory running for free just beneath the surface. We usually aren’t
            aware of that. But it’s a reality we would do well to keep in mind, because that reality will play out in one way or another.
            When it does, we’ll be deeply confused if we started out believing that we were in the same room as everyone else when in
            fact we were not. How we’re formed informs how we walk into rooms.
         

         
         For the entire week during these graduate residencies, the groups meet in a Catholic retreat center (though we are not a Catholic
            group) in one large, windowless room. I’ve spent many hours in this room, as both a student and a facilitator-lecturer. On
            the first day of residency with a new group of thirty students, I always pay attention to how they walk into the room. I know that by the end of the week, some of them will have sat in the same seat every day, coming in early to leave a notebook or a jacket at their place to save it. I know that some students will have to stand up in the back just before lunch because sitting for an entire morning listening to teaching, no matter how riveting, is too much for their bodies to endure, because of either their personality, a past injury, a chronic pain, or simple discomfort. I know that for at least one night during the week this retreat room will become a makeshift game room, where we’ll gather wearing sweatshirts and pass around snacks, shout, and compete through charades or fishbowl. But by the next morning, we’ll be back to reverential silence, transformed into students and contemplatives again. 

         
         I know the students will walk out of this room at the end of the week with a shared experience, but not the same experience. They’ll have some overlapping memories as well as notebooks or laptops filled with notes and quotes and references for the papers they’ll have to write. When they walk out, the experience they take with them depends on the experience they brought with them, including their (positive, negative, or neutral) impressions of retreat centers, Catholicism, icons, Kansas, windowless rooms, the smell of coffee, their expectations of what grad school should be like. Their experience of the week will be influenced by their childhood, their gender, their particular faith tradition, how comfortable they are having discourse with others who may disagree with them, their experience of small groups, or whether or not I, or any of the other teachers, remind them of someone they know from their past. The way they walk into the room is informed by what was happening in the last room they left—if they have a struggling child at home, a big deadline looming at work, a rift in a friendship that will be waiting for them when they return. How we’re formed informs how we walk into rooms. And how we walk into rooms has an impact on what happens once we get there. 

         
         *  *  *

         In her book The Art of Gathering, author and trained facilitator Priya Parker writes that all rooms come with scripts. Every room has a story, but the story
            is different depending on who you are and what room you’re in. It’s one reason why we can all be in the same room but not
            have the same experience of that room.
         

         
         Before we can discern if it’s time to leave a room, it’s important to name the scripts that come with the rooms we’re currently
            in. These scripts bear weight, as they outline for us acceptable patterns of behavior in rooms, expected ways of being within
            their walls, as well as the nuance of our own experiences in the rooms.
         

         
         Imagine for a moment all the various rooms with which we may be familiar: rooms of religion, politics, education, athletics,
            health care, business, family. And then imagine all the various scripts, or expected and accepted behaviors, that may accompany
            these rooms. Parts of the scripts will be the same for all of us. In the college classroom, the script may include (but is
            not limited to) respecting dialogue, debate, reason, order, lecture, and learning. The preschool classroom has a more colorful
            script, with space for play, creativity, and naps.
         

         
         The room of athletics places a high value on pushing through, physical fitness, teamwork, conditioning, practice, and winning. Politics has its own set of rules, loyalties, and expectations, similar to the room of entrepreneurship with its hustle and strategy scripts. Some rooms of faith place a high value on silence and contemplation, and this is the script you’re expected to follow, while others embrace celebratory dancing and shouting in the aisles. Both rooms of faith, both wildly different scripts. 

         
         Rooms may carry different scripts for each of us, depending on our family of origin and particular life experience. These
            rooms are unique, informed by our social location, racial identity, religious affiliation, and educational background. We
            have scripts we memorize from our youngest days, maybe even things no one ever said but we just know because they are baked
            into our own family system. Your family script consists of particular beats, like We don’t ask Grandpa about his time in combat or When they repeat that story for the seventy-fifth time, our role is to laugh. Your people may be the calorie counters, the short fusers, the secret keepers, the grudge holders. Maybe they are the nice
            ones, the quiet ones, the religious ones, the fun ones, the dependable ones, or the dysfunctional ones. Perhaps the scripts
            you were handed from the places where you grew up are ones that fit your personality quite well. Or maybe you’ve been going
            off script your whole life.
         

         
         If life were a house, then every room would hold a story. Think of those rooms where you’ve felt most fully, freely, fantastically yourself. The luckiest among us can point to an early room of our life. For me, it’s summer morning light spilling onto the orangey hardwood floors of my childhood bedroom, sister nearby, Ivy the cat sleeping on the bed. We would arrange makeshift houses for Barbies with a mix of store-bought doll furniture and household items: a thin floral washcloth as an area rug, a tiny fake plant as a Barbie ficus tree, a plastic pink sofa-and-chair set we got for Christmas. In that Columbus, Indiana, bedroom I shared with my sister—the one without doors on the room or the closet—we shared a bed, and I slept against the wall so I wouldn’t fall out in the middle of the night. That was a room where I felt fully myself. 

         
         Since then there have been other rooms where I’ve felt that sense of wholeness and peace. Any room where I get to teach or
            to gather with a small group of people over a long period of time, to relate and learn with and from them, that’s a room where
            I feel like I belong. In a room filled with writers and makers, people who see the threads beneath the obvious, who connect
            dots others can’t always see, that’s another room I’m drawn to. When I’m in the spiritual-direction chair, bearing witness
            to the inner life of another, holding space for them while they name the visible and invisible things, looking for signs of
            God, this is when I feel most fully myself. A particularly ordinary day comes to mind: when my husband, John, and our three
            kids, all in grade school at the time, watched the snow fall outside our living room window, the kids exhausted from outside
            play, holding mugs of hot chocolate, cartoons on in the background. In this, I recognize another room where I have belonged
            and helped to create belonging for those I love.
         

         
         When you look over your life, you can hopefully point to some rooms (or at least corners of rooms) where you have felt most
            fully yourself, where your mind, heart, and body have felt integrated and aligned. Where you can sit down—not only on the
            outside but also on the inside—and know you have a place at the table.
         

         
         Of course not all rooms are like this. I have encountered rooms where I merely had to step one foot inside to realize fast that this was not a room for me. I was part of a committee once that I thought would be a good fit. I loved what they stood for and who they supported. But as soon as I started sharing my ideas and perspective, I knew quickly that my
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