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            Author’s Note


         
         The names have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals in this book, but the stories are as true as my recollections
            allow. Writing about cultures and experiences that are so vastly different from my own, primarily within communities where
            there is a lack of literacy skills, adds another wrinkle to this task of wanting to be emotionally and ethically honest. I
            have tried my best to honor my friends and neighbors while still being true to what I saw and felt.
         

         
         ✜ ✜ ✜

         I was trying to explain to my young friends, Saida and Khadija, that I had written a book and that they were a big part of
            it. I felt nervous and stammered as I tried to explain what that meant, and I waited for a response. The girls, home from
            a tiring day of high school, were lounging on the couches in their living room, fiddling on phones and computers. “You wrote
            a book?” Khadija asked, not sounding that interested. “I knew you were a writer, but I didn’t know that you wrote books.” I told her that, yes, I wrote a book; it was about the time that I met them and how they changed my life. How their family
            introduced me to the realities of what it means to be a refugee in America and how hard it can be. How they taught me so much
            about my own country and how they taught me so much about God. Finally, I trailed off. “Really,” I said, “the book is about how you changed my life.” Saida and Khadija both looked at me for a moment, and then looked at
            each other. “Of course we did,” said Saida, and they went back to checking Facebook.
         

         
         This book is for them. I can’t wait until the day when they write down their own stories, for they will change us all.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Preface: Stateless Wanderers


         
         
            “Love in action is harsh and dreadful compared to love in dreams.”

            —Dorothy Day, quoting Dostoyevsky

         

         Several years ago I showed The Jesus Film to an apartment packed with devout Muslims. I had ordered the VHS from a special minister-to-Muslims website (it was pretty
            old school—hence, the VHS). The viewers were Somali Bantu, recently arrived from decades spent languishing in a refugee camp.
            I was the earnest young volunteer with English language skills and free time to burn. The apartment was small, hot, and musty,
            smelling like close proximity and an easy community that I longed to be a part of.
         

         
         I was nineteen years old, and I wanted to be a missionary.

         
         The film was rather artlessly subtitled in Somali, and I didn’t find out until later that my friends spoke a different, less
            well-known language. But still, they watched, patient with me and my strange film. I assumed it would translate well due to
            its color and drama, the histrionic and over-the-top filming, the copious close-up shots of weeping, strained faces. Combined
            with the soap-opera lighting, it was rather like a Bollywood film with none of the song-and-dance numbers. My friends watched
            patiently up until the pivotal crucifixion scene. At that moment, people began to busy themselves, picking up plates and chatting
            with each other, turning their gaze from the television set. I grew annoyed as the very narrative of my childhood was being
            ignored. I myself had been inflicted with the agony of watching a bad actor writhe around on a crucifix to somber and fuzzed-out
            music many, many times, and it had meant something to me. It wasn’t until (spoiler alert!) Jesus appeared as his risen self,
            beatific and with beautiful, soft hair, that my friends turned their attention back to the film.
         

         
         After it was over, everybody had to discuss it. I had no idea what they were saying, but I could tell it was passionate. The
            men did most of the arguing, but the women held their own, too. The kids, and there were a veritable sea of them in the apartment,
            clung to skirts and wiped their noses and leaned into one another, eyes wide and yet sleepy. Ali, the elder of the group,
            waved a hand at me. In his grand, broken English, he gave me their verdict. “Jesus,” he said, holding the palm of his hand
            straight out in front of him, “is here.”
         

         
         “But Muhammad,” he looked at me intently, for full effect, “is here.” And with that, he moved his hand up by his head.

         
         And that was that.

         
         We never spoke of the film again, and I felt almost relieved. I had grown up wanting to be a missionary all my life, but when
            faced with a “real” mission field, I felt overwhelmed by the burden of proselytizing. I went to conferences and Bible studies
            and even majored in intercultural studies (which was evangelical code for missions), but nothing I learned seemed applicable
            when real people were in front of me, drinking chai and discussing my pasty appearance. The Jesus Film was a cop-out for me, a way to feel like the missionary I wanted to be but without any of the hard work of explaining the
            four spiritual laws.
         

         
         Looking back on the experience, I see that as we were watching the film together, the heavy yoke of my desire to convert others
            began to slip off my shoulders. As I relaxed onto the couch and into a culture that felt as removed from my own as I could
            get, it became clear this wasn’t going to work, yet I still felt happy. I sat on the couch and listened to the rhythms of
            a different language while children perched on either side of me and marveled at my short blond hair, caressing it with their
            fingers. And for the first time in a long while, I felt at rest. A tiny bit of their community had been passed on to me.
         

         
         Suffice it to say, there were no conversions that night. To this day, more than a decade later, I still have not converted
            one single Muslim; I have not changed the minds of any of my friends. I am pretty much the worst missionary ever, for reasons
            quite varied.
         

         
         I did not know how to express it, but in many ways I used to think of myself as a displaced person, longing for a home. I
            was raised a devout, conservative Christian, intent on saving the lives of everyone else. The world around me thought me strange
            and religious, a fundamentalist missionary. But I couldn’t let go of my longing to make the world a better place. Long ago,
            it seemed, I had been ruined for the ordinary. Outside of religious circles, I learned to be quiet, to laugh at the jokes
            I didn’t understand, to downplay my past and my future, and to focus so relentlessly on the present so that people would stop
            giving me funny looks. There was no place that I felt at home.
         

         
         And then I met them, people who I thought I could be of use to. God had sent me a sign from the sky, conveniently dropping
            off a group of Muslims (from Africa!) into my very own backyard.
         

         
         Slowly, I started to enter more fully into the world of my refugee friends. As the days and months blended into years, I experienced
            strange paradoxes. The more I failed to communicate the love of God to my friends, the more I experienced it for myself. The
            more overwhelmed I felt as I became involved in the myriad of problems facing my friends who experience poverty in America,
            the less pressure I felt to attain success or wealth or prestige. And the more my world started to expand at my periphery,
            the more it became clear that life was more beautiful and more terrible than I had been told. The differences, although real,
            started to blur together a bit. Muslim, Christian, Somali, American. We were being told to assimilate or go home, but we couldn’t
            do either.
         

         
         ✜ ✜ ✜

         Over the years I learned about the cycles that refugees go through as they learn to acclimate to their new homes and lives.
            There are four general stages: anticipation and excitement, reality setting in, depression and culture shock, and stabilization.
            With the first stage, many people experience the unbearable weight of dreams of the good life, fixating on being free from
            worry and pain and sickness and death. Once their feet are on the ground, many refugees experience a brief period of bliss,
            followed closely by the difficulties of adjustment—which is when reality sets in. This is followed by profound culture shock,
            when the traumas of resettlement start to show themselves in multiple ways, including depression and anxiety. Finally, many
            (but not all) refugees come to some degree of acceptance of their new life, stabilizing and finding ways to cope and even
            thrive in the midst of grief and homesickness. For many, if not all, displaced persons, however, this resettlement cycle is
            neither static nor a linear journey—individuals can move up and down the scale, taking steps forward only to be slammed back
            into square one.
         

         
         Anticipation, reality, depression, acceptance. The resettlement cycle is a loose, fluid look at how so many in our world are
            being asked to envision and forge new lives for themselves, and what a rocky journey it can be. While I am not a refugee—and
            want to make clear that my experience pales in every way compared to the global refugee crisis we are currently experiencing—I
            still find myself drawn to this cycle, and I can see evidence of it in my own life. There was and is something to the emotional
            arc that connected with me, the process of leaving the safety and security of my background and religion and being launched
            into the wilder territory of discovering the kingdom of God.
         

         
         Each chapter in this book takes one stage and presents a collection of essays that speak to my experience—learning that it
            was never my job to save, or convert, but rather to simply show up and believe. My own days of anticipation and excitement
            were filled with thoughts of converts and saving all the people. I quickly realized, however, how complicated both life and
            God are, and I started to become dissatisfied with easy solutions and my own role in them. From there, as I descended into
            the suffering that the poor in America face, all of the questions I had about God shimmered to the surface, and I was forced
            to confront whether or not I believed the good news was actually good at all. And lastly, while I have not fully arrived,
            I eventually discovered that I am more loved by God than I could have possibly believed, even in the midst of great failure.
         

         
         The essays in this book are not necessarily chronological, but instead paint a picture of my life as I’ve come to discover
            it. In this new land I now live in, even the most far-off wanderers find a place. Here, everything is upside down, completely
            opposite from what we have been sold all along. I started to read the scriptures with new eyes, informed by the people who
            wrote the Bible and the people to whom it was written—the people at the margins of society, the stateless wanderers of the
            earth. And it was so much better than I could have believed. The blessings of Jesus were to be found in the most unexpected
            places, for those with the eyes to see them. The kingdom is real, alive, and changing everything—liberating, setting free,
            healing, and preaching news that is truly good in the here and now.
         

         
         This book is the story of how I began to see glimpses of that good kingdom. It is also the story of how I started off wanting
            to convert everyone around me and instead found myself blessed by the surprising relationships that ensued when I started
            to place myself in the communities of people Jesus always said he would be found in.
         

         
         This is the story of how I wandered into the upside-down kingdom, of how I was converted and am still being converted every
            day.
         

         
         But really, it’s the story of how I failed miserably, and what a good thing that turned out to be.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Anticipation and Excitement


         
         
            Light and Dark

            I can still remember the exact day when everything changed.

            
            It was Christmas, the season for church choirs and sparkling lights and crisp air and the glorious feeling of being so connected
               to the stars and to the birth of new things for the world, the season I longed for all year. I had found myself at a sprawling
               farmhouse in the countryside outside of Portland, Oregon, the wind blowing a terrible cold into my bones. A church friend
               told me she was throwing a Christmas party for some recently arrived African refugees and asked if I wanted to come help out.
            

            
            ’Twas the season after all, and I amiably told her I would come. I showed up at my friend Jan’s house, past the suburbs to
               the rolling fields. I stepped out of the car and shivered, looked around. There was no snow on the ground, but the wind was
               chilly and the temperature near freezing. I immediately noticed two dozen or so strange figures dotting the pastoral landscape:
               women in billowing thin cloaks that were brightly colored, men in loose button-up shirts and trousers wearing tiny hats on
               their heads. And children, wiry, compact, and brown, dressed in shorts and sandals, as unprepared for winter as one could
               possibly be. After a moment or two to get over the shock of it all, I snapped into missionary mode: bustling about, shaking
               hands, introducing myself, being the welcoming fool. The adults seemed wary, but the kids ate up the attention.
            

            
            Some of the children ran around the small playground, yelping with joy. Others gazed rapturously at the cows and horses scattered
               around in nearby pastures. And still other children huddled together in groups by the swing set, shivering. It was difficult
               to tell the gender of many of them, as they all had identical buzz cuts (due to an outbreak of lice, we later found out) and
               greatly ill-fitting and outdated clothing.
            

            
            It was a shock, this scene within a scene. I felt as though I had fallen into the kind of advertisement where they blindside
               you with pictures of malnourished children gazing piteously at the camera, the kind of ad where they ask you for money, where
               they kick you in the gut. But I wasn’t looking at a glossy advertisement, and I didn’t know what I was being asked to do;
               I was at my friend’s house, surrounded by people for whom I had no context, except to see them as victims of their own poverty.
               My memories of this day are clouded by the assumptions I brought with me, a swirling mix of media images about Africa, a fluttering
               excitement over exoticness, a desire to bridge cultural differences, and the general urge one gets around the holidays to
               help those who are in need.
            

            
            Eventually, everyone was ushered in for a meal. Confusion ensued (many of the refugees had never used Western utensils before,
               we inadvertently offended by not offering food to the men first, etc.). The adults halfheartedly picked at the pasta with
               red sauce. The bread was devoured in seconds. The salad stood alone and untouched.
            

            
            My friend Jan, whose parents owned the farm, circled us all into the living room and had her dad read the nativity story from
               the book of Matthew. A large, jolly man with a successful family medical practice, he read the story like he had probably
               done every year: authoritatively, boomingly, reenacting the scene (complete with voice changes) for the little ones. I vaguely
               remember trying to act out the nativity scene: there was a lot of shrieking and kids rolling around on the floor. We sang
               Christmas carols for a while, but then somebody brought out a couple of hand drums and our visitors took over, playing their
               traditional songs for us.
            

            
            I have little to no memory of the adults in the room. My gaze fixated helplessly on the children, who appeared intent on the
               story, but more likely than not were just simply happy to be warm and full of bread. Perfectly happy like only children can
               be, they sprawled out on carpets, while their parents sat stiff in the folding chairs.
            

            
            A little girl around four years old crawled into my lap and promptly fell asleep. Her family (there were four separate Somali
               Bantu families at the Christmas party that day, although it would take me months to be able to sort them out) had only been
               in America for three days. Three days? I felt like the luckiest soul in the world to be the first American to hold her, that
               dusty and cold and beautiful child. When she peed on me, supremely comfortable in her sleep, I was shocked to find myself
               suppressing a smile of joy.
            

            
            I felt at home here. I was a lost and aimless college student, a girl with missionary dreams in a homogenous town, a student
               at a theologically conservative Bible college. But here I was, sitting with people with foreign, traumatic backgrounds. I
               was surrounded by Muslims, women with head scarves, the scent of ginger clinging to the skirts all around me. And yet I was
               also inside a warm farmhouse where the story of Jesus and his humble origins had just been preached. The juxtaposition delighted
               me, the entire day and the scenario a singular experience that only I could truly appreciate. Cradling that little girl in
               my lap, soaked in piss and singing Christmas carols, I knew I could be of use to these newly arrived refugees, that I could
               do some tangible good in this world. It was an intoxicating feeling.
            

            
            And, as it turns out, rather fleeting. I would be chasing these highs for the next several years of my life, but it would
               always leave me unsatisfied—until I stopped seeing people like an advertisement for help, when I stopped viewing myself as
               the generous benefactor, the Santa Claus that decided who had been good or naughty, who was worthy of help or not. It would
               take many years to get this out of my skin, and still it is not completely gone.
            

            
            I did not know then what I know now; I can only hope that I continue to learn. Whatever the case, at that moment I knew I
               had found my world within worlds that cold December day. I could feel the doors of my life opening wider, letting in others
               who were so different from me, letting in the spirit of God. I had found people as different from me as the night is from
               the day. What I didn’t know then was that the seeds of my own blindness were orchestrating my thoughts. For, of course, in
               viewing our differences, I thought I was the sun and they were the darkness.
            

            
            I signed up to volunteer with the refugees the next day. It was the day that changed everything because it was the day my
               friendship with the poor started. And just like the Bible said, it was the poor, the sick, and the sad who would be blessed
               in the kingdom of God—and they would be the ones who revealed it to me.
            

            
         
         
            O, Pioneers

            The other day I was in a famous art gallery, where one of the photographs caught my attention. It was a small black-and-white
               image of a tree, willowy branches obscuring the lower left of the frame, a snapshot of a hot and still summer night. I read
               the plaque to the right, which described the photographer and how she used her pictures to grapple with her past, how she
               used her art to come to terms with the South where she grew up. I looked at that picture of the tree, and I experienced a
               flash of jealousy. I was envious that the photographer—who I imagined to be young and white, just like me—had such a tangible
               place to struggle with, a land still chock-full of confederate flags and weeping willows where nooses once hung. She was from
               a place, more for worse than for better, with a history that no one could dare forget. I myself wished I had a geography to
               praise and to blame. I wish I was from someplace, I thought.
            

            
            It was then that I realized that perhaps this was my identity, a key to what made me tick. I was from everywhere and nowhere
               at the same time. I was, and remain to this day, a pioneer child, raised in a crash of western states—California, Oregon,
               Wyoming, Alaska—always on the move, always looking for the next good thing. I never had one patch of earth to claim. I had
               no place to call home.
            

            
            I grew up a nomad, and I thought it was normal. My father was brilliant and goofy and on track to be a doctor when he dedicated
               his life to Jesus the summer he was a senior in high school. His father, an engineer for NASA, was deeply displeased. My dad
               went to a small Bible college in central California and hung out with the other smart, nerdy, gap-toothed guys who listened
               to the Beatles and the Beach Boys and learned how to make God rational and logical and convey that truth to others.
            

            
            It was there, at Bible college, that he met my mom, a demure and beautiful sun-kissed girl from Kansas. Inside, however, she
               was a wild child, recently born-again and fresh off of stints of homelessness, heroin, and being forced to grow up way too
               soon. They fell in love, got married, and started what would become a decades-long cycle of packing up beaten-down cars with
               all of their earthly possessions, caravanning from church to church, unpacking and having babies, and then doing it all over
               again a few years later. They both came from immigrants, hardy folk with complicated relationships to the land and to others.
               And they both took unexpected paths through life, raising us to do the same.
            

            
            My family moved around constantly, exploring the wilderness of the unknown, my dad taking jobs working with small churches
               and building them up. There were dusty pews and scraping folding chairs in gymnasiums, Bible studies and youth groups and
               potlucks. There were minor and major crises to be solved, always a parishioner upset about something, always a neighborhood
               outreach to get involved in. After a few years, the itch would start, the boxes would come out, and we would be off to another
               state, another town, and we would do it all over again.
            

            
            The peak of our wandering ways came when I was eight years old and my parents sold our house in Alaska and put all of our
               belongings in storage. They then bought an old camper van and an atlas and set off to cover as much of the country as possible.
               They were harried souls, longing for a respite from pastoring, from catering to the already saved, and we found a bit of peace
               and quiet with our months on the road.
            

            
            I remember it as a mostly sweet, carefree time. I loved that old camper, loved living so tight and calm with my family surrounding
               me, my two sisters and I watching the sunsets from the bed on top of the cab. But I was still attuned to what little I knew
               of the darker aspects of our life choices. “We’re homeless now,” my parents would laugh, joking with the friends that we saw
               along the way. Always a sober child, the humor was lost on me. While everyone laughed, I would stand apart—quiet, wondering,
               and worrying. I was old enough to know that one needed jobs and a stable place in order to raise a family. My sisters, one
               older, one younger, were not bothered like I was that we were living out of a car. They embraced every element of the grand
               adventure we were in, enjoying the differences while I nurtured the secret shame of thinking us poor, of not having the same
               options as our friends.
            

            
            When I was a child I thought about poverty constantly, believing that my family was always one step away from the poorhouse
               that I was always reading about in my middle-grade novels. I was young but knew we were just one bad job away from living
               in our car for good. I developed a sense of watchfulness; I became an uneasy observer of all that I did not understand. I
               grew up invisible, because I wanted to be. Surrounded on either side by boisterous sisters, a strong mother, a preacher father,
               I was the quiet one, shy and stubborn and deeply concerned with the inequalities in my own small world. My mind was a sponge,
               eager to learn how to be right, how to set things right.
            

            
            Eventually, our familial rootless and weightless ways became a source of pride. We made our own country, wherever we went.
               It was always presented as a great adventure, and I never questioned that it wasn’t. My mother homeschooled us, let us pick
               what we were interested in, and then we were off and running until our minds were full. Our days were spent wandering in fields
               and backyards, jumping on trampolines and swinging in hammocks. In the mornings we did our chores and then sat together on
               the couch and read our Bibles, my mother and my two sisters and I. I learned to find things in the scriptures, I learned to
               listen, I learned that I very much wanted to be good. This is the mixture you get when you are raised on the body and the
               blood of Christ from a very young age. You can get so much of the benefits: a stable, loving family, the unshakable belief
               that you are known by God, the coloring books of a Jesus who adores the little children. But it can also become a way to navigate
               the world, without anyone ever explicitly telling you so: to become good at religion, quick at all the right answers, will
               ensure a better life. It will mean that God loves you, that God goes with you in all of your journeys, that there is a formula
               for blessing just waiting to be grasped.
            

            
            The shifting sands of geography in my past do not photograph as well as a weeping willow, but if I squint, I can see all of
               the same themes. I see itchy feet, the privilege of being able to pick up and move on with the wind, the freedom of chosen
               statelessness. I see how the pioneer spirit is strong within me, the desire to experience the wonder of the next great adventure,
               the urge to chronicle all the new frontiers I experience. I see how quick I am to commandeer a situation, to domesticate it,
               to run roughshod over those who have been here longer. I also see how I have routinely given up so much to keep my pack light,
               but this in its own way has been both a blessing and a curse. To be forever a pioneer, forever a self-identified wanderer,
               is to never take responsibility for how deeply the myths of the American Dream can get into your blood.
            

            
            I grew up loved and cherished and transient. And I grew up believing these myths of manifest destiny and exceptionalism, the
               idea that I could do or be anything that I ever dreamed of, and assumed it was true of everyone else if they only did right
               and tried hard. I grew up a pioneer, courageous and flawed, relentlessly propelled forward by a desire to obey God and to
               share his love for the world. I always thought this would take me to the wildest places I could imagine—post-Communist Russia,
               sub-Saharan Africa, a tiny village in India—but I never conceived that I would ever be asked to stay put. It never entered
               my mind that one day I would grow up. I never thought I would settle down, that I would always be looking for a strange new
               world to encounter. And I ended up finding it, in the most unlikely of places. I found my belonging among those who truly
               had no home to go back to, and they taught me more than I ever wanted to know about the land of the free, the brave, the pioneers.
            

            
         
         
            Vacation Bible Schools

            That first Christmas, when that little girl crawled into my lap and fell asleep, I knew I needed to be involved in some way
               with this refugee community. As I began to volunteer with the families, helping them acclimate to America in whatever ways
               I could, I was drawn deeper and deeper into their community, which continually shed light on my own culture. A few years into
               my work living and working among the Somali Bantu refugees, I took a bunch of the kids to a Vacation Bible School, a staple
               of the churches I grew up in. That summer was the second one most of the Somali Bantu kids had spent in America, and they
               were languishing in the heat and lack of supervision that summer brings.
            

            
            After years of moving around, my dad had settled into a large, successful megachurch in the suburbs of Portland, Oregon. Hundreds
               of kids crammed into a beautiful auditorium filled with good-natured volunteers running around trying to stop children from
               killing each other. The theme of the week was “The Serengeti,” and the whole place was decked out with African-themed images
               (what this had to do with the Bible, or Jesus, I will never know). I had brought a van full of kids from the apartment complex,
               and they stared in silent amazement at all the large cutouts of giraffes and elephants decorating the stage. They clapped
               their hands and screamed along to the songs, they listened patiently to the Bible story of the day, they made their crafts
               and ate their snacks with gusto. I was so proud, so self-congratulatory for being a good missionary and bringing these kids
               to the church. And then, as I was herding the refugee kids toward the water fountains, I overhead a small child talking to
               a volunteer. “Oh!” he said joyously, “they brought us kids from the Serengeti!” Several children turned and pointed at me
               and my group, and I felt my face begin to flush as I realized the church kids thought the refugee kids were props.

            
            I wanted to self-righteously shake my finger and rant about “othering” people, but I was supposed to be the exemplary volunteer.
               So instead I made sure all the kids I brought got their snacks and sat at their table, and I glared at everyone around me.
               I felt smug, secure in my own saintliness as I bustled around my group of exotics, the only diverse kids in the large, pale
               bunch. I drove all the kids home, but decided not to bring them the next night. How sad, I thought woefully, that not everyone
               could be as enlightened as me—could love their poor neighbors as well, could be as effective an arm and leg of Christ. Because
               look at me! Driving a van full of children born into poverty and desperation, children who had never sung songs about hippos
               and Jesus before!
            

            
            I drove all the kids home, confident in my own goodness. As it turns out, I also believed that my refugee friends were a sort
               of prop: nominal, one-dimensional stories in the great saga of my own life. When I finally started to believe the opposite,
               to see them as complex, flesh-and-blood people, everything got much, much harder.
            

            
            And my view of myself was irrevocably changed.

            
            ✜ ✜ ✜

            This wasn’t my first run-around with a VBS. As a child, I loved Vacation Bible School time. There was something magical about
               the familiar church being transformed into a place for neighborhood children, when the ranks of my Sunday school class swelled
               with kids I didn’t know. When I was nine, my family living in a small town in Wyoming, our 1960s-era church was transformed
               into the isle of Patmos, the place where the apostle John wrote his fantastical book of the end times. I don’t recall anything
               about the curriculum (and that is saying something, since it was based on the book of Revelation). Instead, I marveled at
               the glassy blue sea (paper, taped down on the carpet), the fake palm trees surrounding the beige walls, the way we all had
               to huddle together on the island, to hear the words of the Lord, to sing our songs in solidarity, to be a part of something
               special and different and designed just for us. I felt like I had been to an island, that week. In a way, it was a vacation
               for me, a respite from the windy, dusty town where we had been planted.
            

            
            When I was in high school, living in central Oregon, the youth group kids and I would all pile into vans, tumbling together
               with sleeping bags and backpacks, giddy on hormones and the sense that we were doing something grown-up and important, traveling
               from the windy, high desert plains of central Oregon to the great big city of Portland, pressing our faces to the windows
               to catch a sight of urbanity that was mostly lost on us. Young, unfettered by the world, we did not worry about things like
               traffic or directions or plans. We were sheep; clamoring, good-hearted, incredibly annoying sheep. We were there to find some
               more little lambs, to herd them into the pasture, to bring them into the fold. We were there to do our own version of Vacation
               Bible School with inner-city children.
            

            
            On the first trip I was fifteen, both opinionated and shy, missionary zeal already burning in my heart, fear freezing my lips.
               My small, rural youth group got connected to an inner-city church, and we came with all our baggage to help on our summer
               vacation. While others went to Mexico to party or California to see grandparents, we slept in the church sanctuary on the
               floor and ate peanut butter sandwiches. For the first few days we would go out and canvass the neighborhood where we were
               going to set up our own Vacation Bible School, here called a Five Day Club so as to not attract so much suspicion to the word
               “Bible.” Five Day Clubs were weeklong events where kids would come, sing songs, and learn about Jesus. Sometimes there were
               crafts involved, or puppets, or people dressed up in mascot costumes. There were always snacks. Always. The first day our
               van dropped us off at an apartment complex, big and dark green, looming over us kids from the country. We were paired off,
               handed a stack of flyers, and commissioned to go and knock on doors, inviting children to attend our club, which was to start
               the next day.
            

            
            The majority of doors remained closed to us, and our fearful hearts rejoiced just a little that we didn’t have to speak just
               yet, feeling the full weight of our words. This was us, evangelizing. This was us, knocking tentatively, unprepared for when
               someone would let us into their lives.
            

            
            When they did, I was taken into a world I didn’t know existed. If the door opened to us at all, it was usually by a small
               child, three or four or five years old. In my memory, although this could not possibly be true, all of the children in the
               complex were small, silent, and staring at us giant teenagers. They squinted at us against the summer sun, saying nothing.
               We stammered, asked for a parent to talk to. The door would shut, we would hear conversations in languages we didn’t recognize,
               and then minutes later the door would open. A mother, interrupted from the process of cooking the day’s
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