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Praise for
Spiritual Misfit

“This book is profoundly insightful and laugh-out-loud funny—the kind of book you carry with you to the kitchen sink and to the laundry room and even to the bathroom, because you can’t.stop.reading. World, meet Michelle DeRusha—master storyteller, brilliant writer, spiritual misfit. With candor and humor, Michelle picks up the pieces of her faith story (and her faithless story), then spreads them out on the pages like an offering. This book reveals a loving God who isn’t surprised or repelled by our misfit tendencies, but who pulls us closer. Spiritual Misfit is for any one of us who has ever groped through the dark, which is pretty much every one of us.”

—JENNIFER DUKES LEE, author of Love Idol

“Michelle DeRusha shares an honest and heartfelt personal perspective on the journey of faith. She takes us to the hard places, through the doubts, and brings us to this reassuring truth: sometimes when you’re searching for a place to belong, what you really need to discover is how much you’ve been loved all along.”

—HOLLEY GERTH, best-selling author of You’re Already Amazing

“It is rare to find someone who seeks God as Michelle DeRusha does—with an authenticity the world lacks, with the wit and candor of Anne Lamott, and with the humility of Christ himself. Spiritual Misfit is the unadulterated journey of a woman who knows what it is to struggle and what it is to overcome. You’ll come away changed.”

—EMILY T. WIERENGA, author of Atlas Girl

“Michelle DeRusha’s Spiritual Misfit is a generous and honest portrait of stumbling into faith. This book is an invitation to wonder and journey, masterfully crafted by Michelle’s insights and humor. At once vulnerable, at once assured, this narrative offers a welcome and fresh perspective on the spiritual memoir and on the coming to terms of faith within ourselves and our communities.”

—PRESTON YANCEY, author of Tables in the Wilderness: A Memoir of God Found, Lost, and Found Again

“This is the book we’ve been waiting for! It’s the book we need, because there is no way we get to faith without asking a bunch of questions and fumbling around in the dark for a while. This book frees us to be ourselves with Jesus, and to let him pursue us and woo us and love us and challenge us and stretch us. Michelle tells her story with humor and heart. It’s as if she knew someone needed to go first, giving the rest of us courage to exhale and say, ‘Whew! I’m not the only one!’ ”

—DEIDRA RIGGS, managing editor, The High Calling; founder, JumpingTandem

“Michelle DeRusha is a masterful writer who brings fresh insight, imagery, and wisdom to the spiritual memoir genre. Spiritual Misfit invites the reader to climb a tree and cock the head to see the world from a whole new perspective. It’s funny, smart, and brimming with hope—a book for those new to faith and those who long for a faith that’s new. I look forward to reading everything Michelle DeRusha writes.”

—RACHEL HELD EVANS, author of A Year of Biblical Womanhood
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For Brad
Because you always had faith that I would find faith
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And in memory of Janice “Haukebo” Johnson
Your light shone

(Matthew 5:14–16)
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The Beginning of the End
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Falsehood is so easy,
truth so difficult.

—GEORGE ELIOT



In third grade I stole a necklace. As I labored over fractions, nibbling a rubbery pencil eraser and spitting grainy flecks onto the floor, I spied it glinting from Kim’s desk across the aisle. We all sat at those Formica elementary school desks, the ones that yawned wide open over our laps so our pencil cases and workbooks and glue sticks were readily accessible. The necklace sat right at the edge, within reach. It was exquisite, exotic—a choker with a black velvet strap and a single brilliant faux sapphire, like something Barbie would wear with a sequined halter, the red convertible top down, Ken at the wheel.

I had to have it, pined for it, battling a desire so strong it made my stomach clench. So while Mrs. Grant bent over Kim’s shoulder, I quickly reached behind their backs, slid my fingers into the open desk, grabbed the velvet strand, and balled it into the front pocket of my corduroys, a snake slipping into a dark hole.

Regret rushed in almost instantly. The thrilling high of the conquest crashed into gut-wrenching fear. Aware of its weight all day in my pocket, I passed up my usual penny drops on the junglegym at recess for fear the necklace would plunk into the sand as I swung by my knees. Later I dashed to the girls’ room and perched on the toilet with the gem balanced on my thigh. I thought seriously about flushing my loot but worried it would plug up the system. Plus I realized that wouldn’t solve the real problem anyway, the whole rotting-in-hell dilemma. A simple flush would not hide my sin from the all-seeing eyes of God.

I never wore the necklace, of course. How could I? My mother would have noticed immediately and interrogated me; none of my relatives would have given me such a flashy piece of jewelry—we were more a mother-of-pearl crowd. I couldn’t even tell my best friend, Andrea. I knew she’d rat me out to her mother, who would then tell my mother, and I’d be history.

Occasionally, with the door of my bedroom tightly closed, I held the choker up to my neck before the mirror—I never dared latch the clasp—to admire its sparkle and dream of how it would look with my rainbow-striped velour top, wishing I could wear it to Heather’s roller-skating party. I realized it was pointless to own such a gem when I couldn’t flaunt it, but it was too late to put it back.

Stealing, I knew, was a ticket straight to hell. “Thou shalt not steal” was, in fact, one of the more clearly defined commandments. I may not have fully grasped the nuances of “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife” or “Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor,” but there wasn’t much fuzziness around the seventh commandment. I could practically hear God thundering, “Thou shalt not steal … Michelle.”

Breaking a commandment was a mortal sin, especially when the act was premeditated, and I knew I had definitely schemed to get that necklace into my pocket. While venial sins, like fibbing or gossiping, might land you in Purgatory for a few decades if you failed to confess before you died, the unconfessed mortal sin would send you spiraling directly to the eternal fires of hell. I knew if I didn’t do something soon, I was destined to shrivel up in hell like a clam neck in the Frialator.

Thankfully, I had an out: all I had to do was confess my sin to Father Loiselle. My mother dragged my sister and me to Saint Michael’s for confession once a month and every Friday during Lent. And I loved it. Well, not the act of confession itself. That was like visiting gnarled Aunt Bell in Mount Saint Margaret’s nursing home and having Dr. Mallard’s gaggy fluoride treatment, all at the same time. But oh, that feeling: the lightness that spread like a warm wave through my body after I exited the confessional. Nothing, nothing came close to that heady burst of liberation as I danced down the church steps, my soul pure and unblemished once again. The hope! The promise! The possibility! This time, I swear, I’m going to be good. I am so done with sinning!

Each month I steeled myself, buoying my spirits with a pep talk. “Okay. This is it. Yup. Here we go. You can do it. Seriously, no problem. I mean, aren’t there worse sins than stealing? Like murder, you know, something bloody and gross, like the guy who stuffed his wife’s body through the wood chipper. That’s way worse than stealing some dumb fake necklace. Just get in there and do it.”

After drawing aside the red velvet drapes, I crept into the dim confessional and knelt before the grated window, hands clasped, white-knuckled and clammy. The window whooshed open, and from the shadowy figure hunched on the other side came a quiet voice: “You may begin, my child.”

Wait, wait, did he say “my child”? How the heck does he know I’m a kid? Shoot. Crap. Shoot​shoot​crap​crap​crap, can he see me?! “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been one month since my last confession and these are my sins: I lied to my mom and dad; I disobeyed my parents; I kicked my sister on the couch while we were watching The Love Boat; I called Andrea a dork.”

Give or take a few minor infractions, I recited the same list every time, and I always left off the big one; I simply couldn’t bring myself to confess the theft. I would leave the confessional uncleansed, kneel in the pew to recite my penance, and curse myself for my cowardice. Had there been a flagellation whip at hand, I would have used it in an instant, anything to gain a feeling of atonement.

After some months of this, my soul started to feel like my mother’s Sunday T-bone, smoldering on the grill about ten minutes too long and shrunken to a blackened lump.

Finally, after about the fifth failed confession, I came up with a brilliant idea: I would start wearing a scapular. A scapular is a “sacramental”—a religious object worn by Roman Catholics. It’s commonly given to young children when they make their First Communion, which was exactly when I had received mine. My scapular consisted of two small squares of cloth connected by a loop of thread and worn over the shoulders, so that one square rested on the chest and the other on the back between the shoulder blades. It was of the “brown scapular” variety (nicknamed for the color of the cloth)—officially called the Scapular of Our Lady of Mount Carmel—and it was authentic, having been blessed by a priest before it was given to me.

Ordinarily I kept the scapular in a small wooden box on the bookshelf next to my bed. But when I decided to take it out, drape the threads over my head, and nestle the two squares under my clothing, I did so for one reason and one reason only. Inscribed on the scapular in gothic script was this line: “Whosoever dies wearing this scapular shall not suffer eternal fire.” This, I felt, was like Monopoly’s much-sought-after Get Out of Jail Free card. This was my loophole, my free pass into heaven. All I had to do was keep the scapular on my body, and I would be saved.

The use of the scapular is steeped in tradition and mystery. It’s believed to have been originally given by the Virgin Mary to Saint Simon Stock, who, legend has it, lived in the hollow of an oak tree as a young boy before joining the Order of the Carmelites in 1212. When he appealed to Mary in a prayer for his oppressed order, it’s said she appeared before him with the scapular in her hand, saying, “Take, beloved son this scapular of thy order as a badge of my confraternity and for thee and all Carmelites a special sign of grace; whoever dies in this garment, will not suffer everlasting fire. It is the sign of salvation, a safeguard in dangers, a pledge of peace and of the covenant.”1

With the scapular tucked beneath my clothes I felt invincible, as if I were wrapped in an invisible, magical cloak, a shield of protection. So what if it was a bit of a hassle? Sometimes it wrapped itself two or three times around my neck and threatened to strangle me as I slept. And sometimes it slid into the folds of my turtleneck, rubbing a raw spot until I had to flee to the girls’ room to straighten it out. The rule was that you had to wear the scapular all the time, even under your soccer uniform and your nightgown. Unsure how bathing worked, I stashed it on the sink counter and splashed through my shower at breakneck speed, hoping I wouldn’t slip on the soap, crack open my head, and plummet straight to hell. For weeks I turned down open swim night at the town pool. After all, I couldn’t very well display the scapular over my bathing suit like a nun.

To me, wearing the scapular was worth all the trouble. Its presence released me from fear and allowed me to feel free and safe again. The constant chafing of the rough fabric against my skin was a reminder of my sin, a penance of sorts. In my mind, the subtle but ever-present discomfort was an atonement, a substitute for the fact that I hadn’t actually confessed my sin to a priest. I told myself it was okay because I was doing something better; I was making an even greater sacrifice: I was wearing a scapular every day for the rest of my life! It also helped that the scapular was hideous; it was fitting that I forced myself to wear an unattractive accessory in place of the sparkling, alluring necklace. The scapular—rough, primitive, and ugly—was exactly what I deserved.

I never connected the scapular with any thoughts about God; it never occurred to me that I should first have faith in God before I expected the scapular to make good on its claims. I simply wore it as proof, like a legal deed granting me the “right” to enter heaven. I wasn’t exactly sure who was granting me this right—the priest who blessed the scapular and gave it to me on my First Communion? Jesus? God? But that didn’t matter. I simply figured if I followed the rules just right—wore those two squares of cloth appropriately and didn’t ever remove them from my body—then the inscribed words would come true.

At the time I hadn’t known about Mary’s message to Simon, but even if I had, I surely would have missed the nuances of her speech. I certainly would not have appreciated that she meant the scapular to be merely a symbol of Simon’s faith and a sign of grace. It wasn’t the pieces of cloth that bore any power, but the faith behind them. Mary stated her intent clearly when she emphasized to Simon that the scapular was a “badge of my confraternity,” a “sign of grace,” a “sign of salvation,” and a “pledge of peace and of the covenant.” Whether the priest made that distinction clear when he handed me the scapular, or whether I chose not to hear it, I don’t recall. All I know is that I considered those two squares of cloth my passport to eternal life.

Eventually, inevitably, I lost the scapular. I’m not sure if it got tangled in my sweater and was sucked out with the dirty water in the washing machine, or if the strings wore thin and it slipped out the bottom of my shirt and onto the street. All I remember is that I discovered one evening to my absolute horror that the scapular was gone. I searched frantically for it, pawing through the hamper, retracing my steps through the apple orchard in back of our house, scanning the hallways of Mountain View Elementary the next morning, peering into the stalls of the girls’ room, and combing the soccer field. But it was gone.

Once again I was defenseless, stripped of my armor, gripped by terror, and bound for the unquenchable fires of hell.
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Thinking back, I’d say the stolen necklace and the scapular debacle were the beginning of the end of faith for me. Of course I still attended Mass. When I was a young child and all the way through my high school years, my mother didn’t allow any other option. I got a pinch squarely on my thigh if I didn’t genuflect correctly, so voicing doubt would surely have been frowned upon. Yet when it came time to recite the opening line of the Nicene Creed, I always cleared my throat or yawned at exactly the right moment to avoid saying, “We believe in one God, the Father Almighty …” It was that easy. Ignoring a single line of prayer allowed me to skirt the truth.

The truth was, I didn’t really believe in God. I was an impostor, a charlatan. I gargled my way through church week after week, clearing my throat during the “We believe in one God” line of the Nicene Creed so I didn’t have to lie audibly. Apparently I figured uttering the line aloud would have been a blatant deception, while coughing it was less of a sham. I prayed my fake prayers, signed sympathy cards, “You’re in my thoughts and prayers,” followed the rules and danced the dance, not really believing in my heart yet refusing to admit my lack of faith, even to myself. I was so good at faking that I even tricked myself into a false belief, a pretend belief, because I was too afraid of the alternative. No God meant my life would end with my death.

As a child and teenager, my fear of death compelled me to maintain my facade of faith. While most girls my age were trying to figure out how to get Shaun Cassidy to fall in love with them, I had more pressing concerns. Dread crept over me at bedtime like a San Francisco fog. I lay in the dark and gnawed my fingernails, tasting iron blood on my tongue, raking my hands through my hair. Occasionally I stumbled out to the family room and complained of insomnia to my parents. Dad lay sprawled on the couch watching TV, while Mom paged through the paper in the recliner, her nubby terry-cloth robe pulled up over her ears to ward off the chill. One night they let me sit with them for a few minutes; The Omen was on TV. What were they thinking? That perhaps a few delicious minutes with the Antichrist would lull me peacefully into slumber? I still remember the scene in which the 666 birthmark is discovered etched into Damien’s scalp. Not realizing the significance of the digits, I misinterpreted the numbers as a set of devil’s horns sprouting from the boy’s head, an image that made for a decidedly poor night’s sleep.

My dad, a high school guidance counselor, probed with innocuous questions about the source of my insomnia: “Are you having trouble with your teachers? Are you getting along with your friends? I know you’re worried about those math word problems, honey.”

How could I tell him the truth? That I lay in bed holding my breath, eyes squeezed shut, limbs splayed, trying to experience what it felt like to be dead. I could not wrap my mind around it—I’d be dead … and people would still grocery shop. I’d be dead … and people would still mow the lawn, eat ice cream, brush their teeth. Everyone would go about their business, and life would go on. Except for me. I’d be dead.

My grandmother’s puzzling illness fueled my anxiety. One January day she began to have trouble breathing. Within a few hours she was hunched over her kitchen table, wheezing and gasping for air. Aunt Kathy whisked her to the emergency room, where they ran a battery of tests, all of which proved inconclusive. My grandmother’s condition worsened overnight, and by the next day she was no longer breathing on her own. When we visited her in the intensive care unit of Mercy Hospital as she lay in a coma, I refused to enter her dim room, and my parents didn’t force me. Even though I was in high school then, I was terrified of the hospital: the strange smells—urine and meat loaf and cleanser—the glaring fluorescent lights, the PA blurting foreign codes. From the hallway I stared through the plate glass window into my grandmother’s room, the half-closed blinds only partially obscuring her face. Her eyes stared wide, blankly, frozen open as her chest shuddered to the rumble of the ventilator.

She was dead within a week. Gramma’s condition had continued to worsen daily despite the dramatic intervention, until my mom and her siblings decided to take her off the life-support system. I missed the wake and funeral, complaining of flu-like symptoms and difficulty breathing. I remember lying in bed, sleepless, the night of the wake, long after my parents and sister had returned home and gone to bed themselves. I was gripped with fear, my hand resting on my chest as I monitored my breathing, worried that I had “caught” Gramma’s bizarre virus, convinced I would die of whatever illness had taken her life so swiftly.

I’m not sure where this paralyzing fear of death originated; after all, it wasn’t as if I’d never been introduced to the concept before. Quite the opposite, in fact—I was a wake maven.

Uncle Jack’s was my first. I was eight and wearing my flouncy Easter dress that fanned like a square dancer’s when I twirled. Sampson Funeral Home was pretty—the carpet a plush cotton-candy pink, velveteen wing chairs nestled cozily next to gleaming tables, each with a crystal bowl of peppermints, the red-and-white-striped ones wrapped in crinkly cellophane.

Dad and I filed into place at the end of the respectably long line and reviewed the protocol. “Kneel at the coffin, say a prayer, don’t touch anything, don’t forget the sign of the cross,” he said, rattling off instructions as if they were the Saturday chore list.

When the time came to pay our respects, I walked slowly up to the coffin with my head bowed, lowered myself onto the kneeler, and peered into the casket through slitted eyes. Crossing my ankles daintily, I smoothed the folds of my dress, made the sign of the cross, and tried to think of something to pray about. I didn’t know Uncle Jack well; this was not a sentimental farewell. My bland prayer took only a few seconds, allowing me ample time to stare at the body.

At first glance Uncle Jack looked just as my mom had said he would, like he was sleeping in a suit, tucked inside the periwinkle satin, hands clasped around a rosary. But the longer I stealthily peered, the more it seemed something was a bit off. Uncle Jack’s cheeks looked a little too peachy. And why did his fingernails seem so … plasticky? Come to think of it, his mouth was kind of bunched up, sort of like he was sucking on a Sour Patch Kids candy. As I knelt beside Uncle Jack, I had the overpowering urge to touch him, just the slightest graze of my fingertips against those plasticky nails. Would he feel chilly? hard? squishy? I leaned in closer. Was his chest moving? His chest was moving. He was breathing. Uncle Jack was alive! He was alive and sucking on a Sour Patch Kid!

I inhaled sharply. My dad glanced down at me, and I was just about to alert him to Uncle Jack’s true condition when I felt a hand on my shoulder. “He looks good, doesn’t he?” My head snapped back, bouncing squarely off Aunt Alice’s bosom as she leaned in, White Diamonds and mint Polident mingling with the stench of gladiolas. I nodded in agreement, but what I really thought was, Uncle Jack looks like a giant ventriloquist doll. A giant ventriloquist doll eating a Sour Patch Kid.
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Generally wakes and funerals in my Irish Catholic family were an excuse for a party. A death offered an opportunity to break out the booze and plug in the Crock-Pot of meatballs. The adults sipped scotch on the rocks and hit the smorg, while we cousins played kick the can in the backyard and stole blonde brownies off the dessert table. Sure we’d all been weeping a couple of hours ago, sure it felt a little weird to enjoy seconds of the baked ziti while Uncle Jack was barely in the ground, the AstroTurf tucked around the edges of the muddy hole, but I got used to the order of events: mourn and bury; drink and eat. The post-funeral festivities distracted me from the death. Enticed by the cookie platter and the Irish soda bread, I didn’t have to think about who was inside that mahogany coffin—Uncle Jack with his bunchy lips and too-peachy cheeks.

I never thought to talk to my parents about my fear of death. I never thought to question them about my doubts. Questioning—in fact any conversation about religion, God, or faith—was not condoned in my family. Although my parents never explicitly forbade such discussions, somehow we kids understood that religion was off-limits. God didn’t pop up in conversation at the dinner table. He was rarely even mentioned, aside from inclusion in the routine bedtime prayer. And he certainly was not woven into the fabric of our daily lives. Rather, he was relegated to church—God lived within the confines of Saint Michael’s or Saint Joseph’s or whatever church we were attending at the time. Instead of talking to God, or even talking about God, we went to church. I memorized a handful of prayers and recited them dutifully at Mass. I made monthly trips to confession and endured a half hour of Mass every Saturday evening, as well as on the occasional Holy Day of Obligation.

God was not accessible in an everyday kind of way. He was like a foreman or a CEO—distant and important, someone you might approach with a serious concern, but not someone with whom you made small talk. Not that God was uncaring, exactly, but rather, as the Big Boss in the sky, he was an authority figure who was not to be questioned. As a child, I never nurtured a real connection to God because that kind of relationship was never presented as an option—not in church, not by my priest, and not by my family, who were my spiritual role models. Frankly my family members’ basic beliefs were as mysterious as my religion itself.

When I was young my dad occasionally went with us to church, but he never took communion. Instead he sat stiff and upright in the pew with his arms crossed. He grabbed our pant legs with a poker face and the hint of a smirk so we had to shake off his fingers as we filed by. As a kid, I often wondered why my dad didn’t do communion. Was he harboring a deep, dark sin? Did he not believe in the sacrament, the body and blood of Christ? If he went to the effort of attending church, why not go all the way and take communion? My dad was curious; that much was clear from the eclectic mix of reading material, from mysteries to science to theology, piled high on his bedside table. But did he believe in God? That was the central question, and of course one I never asked.

A few years ago Buzz—that’s what everyone calls my dad, including my sister and me from time to time—joined a men’s Cursillo group. He began to attend monthly meetings and even went on a weekend retreat. “What? Seriously, Mom, is he having some kind of midlife crisis?” I gasped when my mother told me Dad was away for the weekend with a bunch of men on a church retreat. He seemed invested, but I was skeptical. Initially I assumed he was faking belief out of fear, much like I did, panicking as he inched closer to death and pretending to find God. I just could not believe my dad had found religion, and even more, that he had found God.

As time went on, I became persuaded his newfound spirituality was genuine. I sensed a shift in Buzz. Some of this change was manifested in outward appearances: he attended church regularly; he also took communion and still participated in his monthly Cursillo group; he even received a daily e-newsletter from a Benedictine monk at a nearby monastery. But the transformation seemed to resonate even beyond that. My dad became quieter, less likely to bark orders, criticize, or snap angrily. He was more contemplative, peaceful even. He seemed present, more in the moment rather than distant and distracted. There was an ease about him that I had never seen before.

More recently my father cared for a dying friend. My dad had known Jimmy and his wife, Mim, for decades. They were all part of the same “group,” a gang of couples that formed during their college days and stayed intact through marriages, child rearing, careers, and deaths. I wouldn’t say Jimmy and my dad were extremely close through the years; they weren’t best friends in the typical sense. But they traveled in the same circles. Maybe that’s why it was even more surprising when my dad stepped up in Jimmy’s last weeks as he slowly succumbed to colon cancer. For a month or so Buzz spent four or five nights a week in their home, sitting in the dim bedroom through the night, holding a moistened sponge to Jimmy’s lips, combing his hair, offering him morphine, engaging in a bit of conversation if Jimmy was restless or anxious.

Hearing about this experience—mostly through what my mom told me, since Buzz didn’t elaborate on the details—I was awed and inspired by my father’s courage and selflessness. And I began to believe that it was my dad’s strengthened connection with God that had allowed him to participate in Jimmy’s dying hours this way.

While my understanding of my dad’s thoughts and ideas about faith was ambiguous at best, my mom was a much easier nut to crack. My mom has always had what you would call blind faith. She trusts that God will take care of her, life be what it may. Honestly, I’ve sometimes been a little bit envious of my mom’s no-questions-asked confidence. I’ve wished I could pull into the fast-faith drive-through and order up. “Ah, hi, yes, I’d like number 3 … the Blind Faith, please … with a side order of patience.” So easy, so painless: no decisions, no angst, no waffling, no questions.

Once I asked my mom out of the blue, “What would you do if Dad died?”

Her answer was simple: “I’d be okay. I have faith that I’d be okay.” I believed her. She’s never been a “Hallelujah!” “Praise Jesus!” soap-boxy, in-your-face kind of believer. Just the opposite; my mom—whom we often call Mo, for Maureen—has always been as matter-of-fact about her faith as she is about most everything in life. Mo is practical, even-keeled. She isn’t overly emotional or expressive, and she doesn’t embellish. She once described childbirth as feeling “like bad menstrual cramps.” (A remarkable understatement, as I later discovered for myself.) Growing up, I could measure my mother’s religious commitment simply by how resolutely and faithfully she attended Mass and visited the confessional. Her steadfast determination and loyalty, week after week, year after year—regardless of whether or not her husband attended Mass—over time resulted in a quiet but firm proclamation of faith, mounting evidence of her belief.

At some point I realized my mother didn’t attend Mass out of a sense of obligation, but out of genuine desire—or at least a combination of both. Yes, she had to be there every weekend and on Holy Days of Obligation, but she wanted to be there. I never asked my mother why, or how, she believed in God, because I always knew what her answer would be: a matter-of-fact “I just do.” She would not, or perhaps could not, elaborate or explain. She wouldn’t dissect or defend. She simply believed.

This blend of religious ambiguity and uncertainty in my childhood years did not give me a clear picture of what religion, and more important, faith, really was. We didn’t read the Bible together—we didn’t even have a Bible visible in our house. We didn’t talk about heaven and what kind of “place” it might be (although hell was mentioned with some frequency). At best I got cryptic references to heaven, and more often, no mention at all. In my family, religion wasn’t something you talked about. Religion was something you simply did. This, my parents told me much later, was how they were raised as well.

My weekly catechism classes, as I remember them, added little to my sketchy understanding of faith. There, I recall, I memorized the Ten Commandments and heard a lot about Satan and hell; a little about an amorphous, disconnected God; and hardly anything at all about Jesus. The images of hell I “got”; those pictures made sense to me. A roiling inferno teeming with screaming, writhing sinners was a much more tangible picture than pearly gates, billowing clouds, and wispy figures in flowing white robes. An eternity in hell was much easier to envision than an eternity in heaven.

Confession only confused me further. The brief high of absolution and atonement was followed almost immediately by the inevitable tumble back to the brink of hell, with the cycle repeating itself over and over again for months and years. And once I stole that necklace, of course, all hope was lost. The threat of eternal damnation dangled over my head, tainting my days with fear and anxiety. It never once occurred to me to confess my sin directly to God and ask him for forgiveness. As I understood it, that was not an option.

While some of my childhood role models—my mother, for example—demonstrated faith in their own ways, I couldn’t see a clear picture of how faith operated in real life, or at least a picture that made sense to me. I needed something more than the proclamation
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