

creation

the beginning of the end

IN THE BEGINNING, God created the heavens and the earth.

Somethingness from nothingness.

Fullness from emptiness.

Presence from vacancy.

The great week of wonder had begun.

With Genesis chapter 1 open in my lap, I watch him cut the ribbon. I hear the shovel break ground at the new construction site, and I snap a mental picture of God in a hard hat, all smiles. He is about to blow our minds.

And he does, says Pastor Ed one Sunday, but pay closer attention to how. Creativity follows a distinct pattern that God put in place. Even in his hands, creation does not make the journey from wasteland to wonder in a blink. There are some subtle middle moments to consider.

First, he simply speaks the heavens and earth into existence. He does not call them good but instead, one breath later, describes the miracle of this new creation as formless, void, and empty,1 the Spirit still hovering over the deep. That seems like an odd declaration after such an accomplishment. Let there be earth! (Huh. Kinda void-ish.)

Creation is on a sure path to goodness, but now, even in the hands of the Creator, it is in process first. Still in chaos.

Next God clears his throat to address the darkness, whispering the name of its new counterpart…

Let there be light.

Spectacular.

Terrifying.

Light slashing madly down the middle of the heavy dark drapes, scattering shards of thin black to the farthest corners of the universe. If any angels were brave enough to stay for the show, I suspect they had to turn away for parts of it, drawing in sharp breaths, dwelling in wide, worried silence. Heads shaking, wings tucked.

Light from darkness the first day. Astonishing. And still, no mention of “good.” The heavens are seething with potential, but on this day, we are left again to confront that vague space that dangles between vision and completion.

It's how he set up the design process for every artist that would follow. The work of all creativity must first be subjected to agony and toil. It must be lingered over. It must languish. Picked up, turned around, set down. It must find order and stability. Every brushstroke and lyric and clay pot and arabesque and sonnet. Any moment, no matter how small, that seeks to reflect the Creator must travel this lonely predawn road. The Spirit must hover and hover over our deep darkness. That is, if it is to be called good.

Which perhaps is why so much “art” just isn't. There is no evidentiary trace of his likeness.

I consider these first few moments of creation: Heavens. Earth. Light. Darkness. It is not good yet. But it is there; it is ready. And something in me wants to stand up in the middle of the passage and yell, “STOP! STOP RIGHT THERE. Please God, don't feel obligated to see this thing through. Because in a few short days you will be sculpting the antelope's antlers and telling us how good it is. But we know how this week ends. And it's not good at all. So please, in your compassion, spare us this needless spiral into hopelessness.”

But he doesn't stop. He is in love with potential. As he always has been.

I can't shake off my questions in the creation story. If God is God and knows all things past, present, and future…if he already knew about the runaway train on the tracks ahead, why did he create at all? The most cynical part of me wants to call it the “Why bother?” story.

Why bother with every luminous shade of orange on the flimsy wing of a monarch if he knows how the story will end?

Did he know when he separated the sky from the water that we would find endless and creative ways to destroy both? Did he know then that we would dump jet fuel mid-flight? That we would send spaceships into his carefully ordered atmosphere and clutter it with debris? When he spoke the ozone layer into existence for our protection, did he know about hairspray in the eighties?

And when, with outstretched hands, he spoke the oceans and seas into place, did he know we would spill oil every where? That we would dump our toxic waste into the mouths of creatures great and small who call the water home?

If he knew, why fret over the number of starfish arms? (Six? No, five is best.)

Why bother?

When God called the dry ground “land,” could he have known what we would do with it? The concrete we would pour? The mines we would gouge in our greedy hunt for riches until entire mountain ranges were stripped bare? The forests lost? The soil depleted? The fires set?

Did he know, that first week, how we would divide ourselves eventually? Claiming certain sections of dirt for our own tribes? Erecting borders? Inventing us and them? Like children scattered beneath a broken piñata, scrambling and shoving what we can into our pockets before running for the corners to count the loot?

This is our legacy with land. Did he know?

Then came the cucumbers and olives, wheat fields and peach trees. The day he created, with color and flavor, every good and nourishing thing, did he see on that day the jutting ribs of starvation? The bulging, gluttonous bellies hung heavy over elastic pants? Did he see us filling our bodies with matter but not with the nutrients he'd carefully engineered? Surely, had he known about pork rinds he never would have let us feed ourselves but would have built solar panels across our backs for energy instead.

The day he made the swift deer and gentle elephant, did he see poaching?

When he patched together the smooth scales of the alligator, did he see handbags?

Did he know about the circus?

Did he know his beautiful kingdom of creatures would become our collective lab rat?

I mean, really, why bother?

Could he have ever imagined, on the day he blew life into the nostrils of marvelous man, the crown of his creation, that we would so utterly destroy one another?

That our carefully painted shades of skin would barbarically entitle us to own each other? That a bloodline would spark genocide? That we would kill, maim, and extinguish and, to make matters more devastating, that we would often do it in his name?

“You can safely assume that you've created God in your own image when it turns out that God hates all the same people you do,” a friend tells the incomparable Anne Lamott.2

Did God stand in the garden, seconds away from breathing life into Adam, and try to push aside the inevitable thoughts of rape, suicide, sex slavery, abortion?

If he knew the ending, then why set even the beautiful beginnings of it in motion?

I believe he did know. He couldn't be God otherwise.

I don't think he began and then completed his whole work in a week and then, one rascally serpent and an apple later, had to come up with a redemptive ending on the fly. I don't think he was standing there in front of trembling Adam and Eve with his hand on his hip thinking, Well, howdaya like that? Figures.

Of course he knew we would toss a grenade into all that beauty.

As he swept across the surface of our new planet, paying close attention to the fox's tail and the cricket's legs and the buds on a rosebush, it was then that he seemed pleased with his work. This is when it was good. Not in the chaotic hovering nameless space but only once his hands had created life. Because God is life. And he caught a glimpse of his own reflection. And it was very, very good.

I wonder if, instead of feeling the weight of our inevitable and deplorable stewardship, he found glimpses of hope and purpose when he thought of us that first week.

He knew Adam would need to cover himself with leaves.

He knew Abraham would need stars to count and Joseph would need grain to share.

He knew Moses would need a rock to strike and a shepherd boy named David would need a few smaller stones. Ruth would need a field to harvest. We'd need lots of trees. To build an ark for animals. And an ark of the covenant. To build a manger. And a cross. And we would need some clouds. A pillar to follow in the desert wilderness.

Many more to scroll back for his return.

In all of these moments, the Creator held us like newborns and saw glimpses of himself. And though it is our capacity for utter darkness and destruction that leaves me wondering why he bothered, it is our capacity to reflect the perfection of his light and love that reveal why he did. Of course he bothered.

It was good then because he was good.

And it will be good always because love knows no other way to be.





adam and eve

how to kill a bird

I AM NOT a person who has debilitating phobias. You hear about people who encounter spiders or planes or large crowds of people and immediately start doing the backstroke through their own cold sweat. Not me. I might be a teeny bit claustrophobic but usually only around people who have bad breath and are close talkers. So I wouldn't call my one tiny little fear an actual phobia, but I will admit that I am not a bird lover. At all.

When I was little, I was not allowed to use the word hate. So ingrained was this rule that I still struggle to say it, even when I really mean it. My frustrated angry teenage moments felt totally neutered by my limited vocabulary. Slamming a door in your mother's face and screaming, “I seeeeriously detest your guts!” was less than cathartic. Hate packs a punch. So I'll stop short of saying I hate birds. I don't hate them. I just seeeeriously detest their little guts.

Birds are the last creatures I want to get near, much less aid in any way. I don't care if you are holding a cardboard Will Work for Seed sign on the exit ramp. I don't care if you need someone to take you to rehab or need lunch money or a letter of recommendation for college admission. If you are a bird, don't bother asking me for anything because I pretty much h-word you.

And this is coming from a bona fide animal lover. Truly. I've picked up more stray pets and made more LOST posters than you can imagine, but I would offer shelter to a wild, seething boar before some helpless, gawky pigeon.

In reflecting on this disdain I've felt through the years, I've concluded that it's not really a bird thing. It's a quick-movement thing. It's a flutteryness issue. If you can move faster than I can, if you can swoop or peck or dip and dive or flap flap flap, we can't be friends. The truth is, I'm just terrified of you. I guess the same is true for anything that darts or scurries. Squirrels, roaches, mice. I might have a little scurriphobia. Attention, small creatures of earth: slow down already!

I can trace the genesis of my flappy fear issues back to a time when I was broke and in real need of any extra work that was legal, so I accepted a bird-sitting gig for a friend of a friend who would be out of town for a few days. She just needed someone to house-sit Ivan the cockatoo. I assumed he needed a refill of his food and water dish and not much else.

The first day, I let myself in with the spare key, nodded to Ivan, secure in his cage, and plopped down on the couch to read no fewer than ten pages of instructions, a lot of them in CAPS. For instance…

1. Ivan can easily sense fear. Your fear makes him fearful, which makes him aggressive. DO NOT SHOW FEAR.

2. When you are in the house, please let him out of the cage so he can fly around and exercise. You will know if he senses your fear if he starts to swoop down from the curtain rod toward your head. SILLY BIRD!

3. If you sense that he is going to be aggressive, just whistle a song. ANY SONG. And he will perch on your shoulder and settle down. Attached is a list of favorite songs.…

4. DO NOT USE AEROSOL HAIRSPRAY when you are in the bathroom because he will probably be perched on your shoulder while you are fixing your hair, and it could KILL him.

The instruction manual went on like this for pages. Nay, days.

I will spare you the horrifying play by play. Let's just say Hitchcock would have felt like a poser in the scenes that followed. And let's also say I drank alone for the first time. And that I never really learned how to whistle as a child. Fill in the rest as you see fit.

All of this bird baggage from my past made last week even stranger. My bedroom has this one absurdly high window shaped like a half moon that sits over the balcony doors. I'm sure it has a proper window name, but I just call it “the uncleanable.” This window can seduce afternoon sunlight so beautifully that I fall in love with my bedroom around 3:00 p.m. every day because it looks like Rapunzel has been washing the walls with her golden hair.

So I'm folding laundry around this time, when I hear and see a red-breasted robin bonk into the uncleanable, which is the worst sound ever, even if you h-word birds. The robin startled me but then disappeared. I assumed he had learned his lesson and moved on.

Wishful thinking.

Bang. Bang! Tap. Flutter. Tap. Clunk. Flutter.

I started freaking out.

Tap. Clunk.

This seemed to continue for agonizing ages.

After every big bonk, the robin would fly off for a few minutes and regroup. I imagined a little bird trainer somewhere, giving him a quick shoulder massage and a towel smack on his rear. Get back in there, champ.

Flutter. Tap. Clunk.

I was beside myself.

Even for me and my bird hatred sensitivity, this was too painful. I couldn't understand the tenacity that sent him repeatedly trying to fly into a window that so clearly would never permit his entrance. Some switch of compassion flipped inside me. I started yelling and waving my arms like I was holding orange glow sticks on a tarmac. Go thaaaat way. Over theeere.

Flutter. Smack.

On it went.

I ran outside around the house, not caring who saw or heard. Yelling, trying to entice the robin with incentives that worked for my three-year-old. “Yoohooooo! I have Cheetos! Hey look, Robin, Santa!!!”

He would not be deterred. He was committed and convinced if he smacked into my window one more time, he would fly in freely. I was racked with guilt. If he continues, he dies. If he continues and does not die, then I will have to find a large can of aerosol hairspray and get down to business. Which made me wonder, why was I so panicked about saving a creature I didn't really want to save?

This went on every afternoon for days. I felt sick that I could not help this thing I loathed. Then my friend Jill, who is painfully adept at pointing out the obvious, said, “Dude. Same thing happened to me. Birds are really dumb. They just see their own reflection in the glass and try to fly toward it but get confused. Just hang something in front of the window so it stops seeing itself. Problemo solvo.”

Oh.

But before I could locate a ninety-foot ladder to hang anything up in front of the uncleanable, the clunking and fluttering abruptly ceased, and I realized, with great relief, that my robin had finally stopped trying to rendezvous with its own reflection and had moved on. And there was, once again, peace in the land.

Until I walked outside a few days later and realized he had indeed moved on…to bird heaven. (Which I'm certain is nowhere near people heaven.) He looked so small and pitiful lying on his back on my balcony. While I was zipping up my hazmat suit preparing to dispose of him, I actually felt true sadness. Obviously there is a natural order to things and he would have died someday anyway, but it was how he died that made me so sad. He died of madness, I think. Fluttering and hovering in front of his reflection for days. Yearning to be with that other self. Never understanding the way reflective glass lies. And confuses. And distorts.

My run-in with the robin came as I was beginning to write songs for The Story, starting with a peek inside the humanity of Adam and Eve. Maybe because I was already in a fragile state due to the robin's demise, I felt tremendous sadness for them. And also a great deal of understanding, because I've always felt that original sin was not disobedience but misplaced desire.

What happened in the garden of Eden makes for such a weird tale. Fruit trees and talking snakes and shameful lies. It's so hard to really put myself there mentally because it almost feels like it was lifted out of Narnia. My imagination wanders. Did other animals talk too? When God walked with Adam and Eve in the cool of the day, did he really walk with them physically? Was he tall? And why, after God delivers his devastating verdict and punishment, does Adam only then name his wife? And why, especially, does he give her a name that means “life” in a moment that was essentially soul death? I'll spare you the countless other questions and save them for God when we meet.

I know it's easy to read the story and feel smug, as if we would have certainly chosen otherwise. My inner cynic demands, “Was complete utopia not quite enough for Eve? Was she not satisfied enough with her burden-free life, nestled in paradise, wanting for nothing, and lunching with God? How do you actually experience the grass-is-greener phenomenon in Eden, lady?!”

And Adam. Could he not have found the courage to challenge Eve's decision to eat the fruit? Did he not possess enough conviction or bravery to stand up to a naked lady and an apple? Not exactly Goliath, buddy. Way to man up.

In our sophisticated modern faith, we shake our heads at their choices. We blame our personal pain and the whole world's ills on that pivotal moment, the fall. When we don't know how to explain away broken hearts or hurricanes or cancer or war, we point to Adam and Eve and say, “Hey, thanks a lot, guys.”

Of course, there's truth in tracing the path of darkness right back to a shady tree and a tragic choice, but I think Adam and Eve get a bad rap. Because I know this much: if we had managed to live in peace and harmony in the garden for thousands upon thousands of years, all of creation in a perpetual state of spotless obedience and blissful paradise until the twenty-first century, I would have been the one who wrecked it all to pieces.

It would have been me listening to the serpent's whispers, considering his claims, sniffing the fruit, rolling it around in my palm, walking away with a fake disinterest and then hurrying right back a few minutes later to pick it up again. It would have been my teeth sinking into its ripe flesh. It would have been my sin that rippled right into the wave of hopelessness that all of humanity is forever bobbing around in, trying to keep our heads above.

So I guess I never spent a lot of time pointing a finger at them. It was gonna happen eventually.

Their sin was that they wanted to be more than they were intended to be. They wanted to see and know more than they were intended to see and know. What's so wrong with that? I listen carefully to the serpent's claim, “God knows that when you eat from it, your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”1

Actually, the serpent wasn't lying about all of it. They, of course, would never be like God, but their eyes would indeed be opened and they would know good and evil. That was the hook. The snake insinuated that if eating the fruit would open their eyes, it must mean their eyes were somehow currently closed. They must have thought, Is God keeping something from us? Are we not the crown of his creation—and yet he clearly hasn't trusted us with certain things. I think we should know too! It's only fair.

That snake coiled himself slowly and quietly around their pride and then started squeezing.

Or, I wonder, could it be that they loved God so fiercely and completely that they just wanted to be like him? Not in the way that we use that phrase now but to be like him literally—like some perverse form of the ultimate flattery. Maybe, they hoped, if we know what God knows, it might deepen our relationship with him and our understanding of life somehow. We'll be God! What could be better than that?

Just about anything.

It's hard to be exactly who you were made to be and not want more. It's hard not to confuse bettering yourself with betraying yourself. It's hard not to keep smacking into the glass, certain you can be at one with your pretty reflection.

Flutter. Clunk.

That's how I know I would have chosen what Eve chose that fateful day. I'm always trying to open my eyes too wide. We are bombarded by so many messages about self-improvement. I'm not just talking about Oprah's age of enlightenment, which is an easy target. And actually, I've learned quite a bit from Ms. Winfrey. But the church is keeping pace as well. We are slathered in slogans: “Taking it to the next level” or “Write a better story for yourself” or “Come grow with us!” The idea itself is spot-on. Quit stagnating in your life or your faith. Get off your couch and live fully in God's dream for you.

Sign me up.

The danger, for me, is that I get so caught up in the “bigger, better, deeper, fuller, more” that I can become deaf to God's voice begging me to not be dazzled by the promise of what I could become but to find value and security in just being who I am and where I am. I wish Adam and Eve could have rested in that. I wish I could.

Awhile back, my mom visited. She was folding a few loads of my laundry, as moms will do, and said rather unceremoniously, “Sweetheart, I noticed that everything you own is gray.”

I glanced at two large stacks of neatly folded shirts, pants, and hoodies, all in varying shades of dark and light gray. We laughed, a quiet river of understanding running between us.

It's no secret to anyone who really knows me that I've been very depressed for the past year. It's been a real doozy. I haven't battled depression in my life except briefly after the birth of my son, which I'm still convinced is because he projectile-vomited in my face after every meal for six months.

In fact, I used to be one of those dreadful types who encountered struggling souls wrestling with depression and would sort of spit random encouraging Bible verses at them, wondering why they couldn't just snap out of it. You know, dig deep and find some gratitude. Take a brisk walk or something.

But if you've ever really been seriously depressed, you know that the physical weight you carry around is very real. You can't take a brisk walk because you can't tie your shoes. There have been days in the recent past when getting out of bed to feed my kids breakfast and then later on, fill the car with gas and still after all that remember to brush my teeth, felt like scaling Mount Olympus. It's been a really dark time. Every day underwater, slow and blurry.

I went to Chicago to celebrate my fortieth birthday (gee, turning forty helped) with my best friend, Amy, who lives there. She pretty much took one look at me and my weight gain, slogging around in my frumpy gray jacket and black scarf, and insisted I get some antidepressants. Not forever, she reassured me; just until the cloud lifts and I could face what needs facing. We talked at great length. She said her birthday gift to me was that she was going to stalk me until I called my doctor, which stunk because, since we had recently moved to a new city, I hadn't even found a doctor yet, so this meant telling my sob story to a total stranger. (Sorry if all this makes you uncomfortable. I know people normally write about this stuff after it's all better.)

I reluctantly agreed. I knew she was right. Then she added, “Dang, I wish I could come with you.”

“I know. Thank you.”

“Well, to support you, of course, but really, I'd like to be there to out you.”

“Out me?”

“I just know you, Nichole, and you will totally downplay how depressed you are because you'll be far more focused on creating a great first impression and hoping you're his new favorite patient. You will try to dazzle and befriend him. You have to be honest. You need to wear gray to this appointment. You have plenty.”

Sigh.

It's a bittersweet thing to be really known by someone. All the rocks you normally hide under have already been overturned. She was right. The thought of telling the truth about myself, even to a doctor who's heard far worse, completely paralyzed me. I am so conditioned to present a certain self. Confident. Engaging. Friendly. Funny. Everything I see when I'm frantically flapping my wings in front of that glass but can never really, fully be.

Weepy and unraveling is not on that list.

I did as I promised I would. I went home, got a recommendation for a doctor from a friend, called, and made the dreaded appointment. I was on hold for like eight minutes and almost hung up eight times. Finally, the receptionist picked up and started looking at the calendar for the next available appointment, which—lo and behold—was the very next day because of a cancellation. I almost threw up. This gave me zero time to rehearse my lines. To practice in front of the mirror. To carefully research all of the medication options so my doctor could marvel at his new patient's wealth of knowledge and information.

I prayed so hard that night. Big, rolling tears pooled symmetrically on either side of my pillow as I lay staring at the dark ceiling. Praying that maybe this doctor's appointment might be a lily pad. Not strong enough to sustain me forever but buoyant enough to keep me from going under. I prayed to see myself as God sees me, not as my hazy, messed-up reflection. To stop slamming into the uncleanable.

True to form, I woke early and started working on the first impression. I tried to remember how to wear makeup and how to fix my hair in something other than a greasy ponytail. I started practicing how to present my brokenness without sounding broken. Amy texted me while I was driving to the appointment. Praying for you. You feel ready? I glanced down. I was wearing a bright red blouse and a cool bracelet. And heels. Everything on the inside of me was disappearing into quicksand, and everything on the outside said, “Hors d'oeuvres and cocktails at eight! Come, won't you?”

Flutter. Flutter. Thud.

It didn't matter.

I took one look at the kindness behind the doctor's eyes and lost any lower lip control.

He handed me Kleenex and spoke with me for almost an hour with great compassion, great hope, and great respect. I never even got to tap dance.

I met a girl recently who makes really cool custom jewelry. I asked her to make me a necklace with a fig-leaf charm. When I feel it press against my neck or catch a glimpse of it in a mirror, I remember that falling doesn't have to mean hiding. I remember Adam and Eve and how they really fell—not because they succumbed to some evil lurking in their hearts or because they felt so compelled to defy God's careful instructions, but perhaps because they fell in love with the poisonous suggestion that they could be who they were never created to be. And in doing so, fell out of true relationship with the only One who could have told them the truth, had they asked.

I wear that fig-leaf necklace because I want to remember that every minute of every day I am one bite away from falling down just like that. Just like the robin. Falling in love with the image in the glass. Falling away from what's real. Falling down dead with exhaustion.

This is my prayer right now:

Creator and Lover of all of us, help me see you reflected in me, and not just more of me reflected in me. And let that be more than enough sweet fruit for today.

[image: images]

 

Then the man and his wife heard the sound
of the LORD God as he was walking in the garden
in the cool of the day, and they hid from the LORD God
among the trees of the garden. (Genesis 3:8)

good
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Lyrics from Music Inspired by The Story

 

If I could, I'd rewrite history.
 
I'd choose differently,
 
If I could, I would.

I'd leave out the part where I broke your heart in the garden's shade,
 
Fix the mess I made.
 
If I could, I would.

If I could, close my eyes and then dance around again.
 
If I could, I would be who you adored.
 
Why did I need more,
 
When beauty was not trained to hide behind my shame?
 
If I could, I would.

Can you hear us cry?

Wishing we could turn back time,
 
To feel your breath when branches move,
 
Take one more sunset walk with you.

Must each tomorrow hold such brokenness untold?

Can't imagine how you could

See all of me and say it's good.

 

If I could, hold one memory,

It would surely be how you walked with us.

I'd go back in time,

Untell my first lie,

And let Love's injury heal in spite of me.

 

It is good.

It is good.

You still love us more than we believed you could.

Could there be something more?

Will it ever be the way it was before?
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what to expect when you're not expecting

I ALMOST NEVER travel anymore. I've become such an embarrassing amateur at it now. I'm the person you avoid getting stuck behind in the airport security line because I thought I remembered the liquids rule being thirty ounces, not three. I'm the gal trying to empty eight dollars' worth of dimes from my pockets before I take my sweet time unlacing my thigh-high pirate boots. I used to be able to pull off that whole security-drill thing blindfolded. Now I'm the mouthy genius that can evacuate a terminal in five seconds: “Riiiiight, like I'm hiding a PIPE BOMB in my lip gloss, people…”

Despite some recent and humiliating patdowns, I actually made it through security without incident this past weekend to spend a few days on the West Coast. It's always a good thing when my work takes me to Southern California. I have quite a lot of family scattered out there, and I usually jump at any chance to tack on a little extra pleasure time to whatever business I might have. Headed to LA for a quick meeting, I decided to fly in a day early to spend some time with my grandma, who turns ninety-two in a few months.

Each time I visit, I mentally prepare myself to see her looking fragile and frail, staring off into a starry space where old memories collide with real time in a confusing cloud. I expect to feel her thin
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