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Praise for GLIMPSES


“THIS BOOK is a braid of stories, about family, a huge career, and God. It utterly charmed me. These stories are sometimes funny, sometimes tender and spiritually uplifting, sometimes all at once.”

—ANNE LAMOTT, New York Times bestselling author of Help, Thanks, Wow; Some Assembly Required; Bird By Bird

“MATT WILLIAMS, one of the greatest comedy writers of all time, tells the story of his life in Glimpses. Incandescent, emotional, and real, this collection is a primer in how to get the most out of life, love, and work by a master craftsman who has lived it.”

—ADRIANA TRIGIANI, New York Times bestselling author of The Good Left Undone

“MATT WILLIAMS has done something extraordinary in this book: he has revealed his flawed humanity so that we may see ourselves more honestly—and more hopefully. I finished Glimpses inspired to notice more, savor more, and, most importantly—love more. Not many books do that.”

—FATHER EDWARD BECK, author, on-air contributor for CNN

“I COULDN’T PUT this book down! Matt Williams’s authentic voice shines brightly in stories that take you through his journey as a creator, father, and husband. Glimpses will fill you with joy, wonder, and hope. A feel-great book.”

—DETE MESERVE, bestselling author of Good Sam

“AN EASY WINNER! Matt Williams looks back on his legendary life with wit, warmth, and wisdom. It’s one of those books you’ll find yourself rereading again and again.”

—ALFRED UHRY, Academy Award–, Tony Award–, Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright of Driving Miss Daisy, Parade

“IN THESE TIMES that try our souls, Matt Williams offers the proverbial ‘balm in Gilead’ stories from an epic life odyssey that will resonate with anyone who has ever loved, lost, dreamed an impossible dream, or sought to put together the pieces of their shattered heart. The tales in Glimpses will make you laugh, cry, and inspire you to be a better human being.”

—SUSAN FALES-HILL, television writer, producer, author of Always Wear Joy, A Different World

“MATT TOOK THE seemingly mundane moments of everyday life, presented them in a new light, and elevated them into meaningful moments of sheer joy and wonder. After reading Glimpses, a remarkably witty, funny, and poignant series of essays, I now see the world filled with that light, giving me a new sense of hope, appreciation, and love for all that’s around me. It’s a beautiful piece of work.”

—JAMES MANOS, JR., Emmy Award–winning writer of The Sopranos, Dexter

“GLIMPSES OPENED my hardened heart to hope again. I laughed myself to tears and felt deeply moved to remember the long arc of life. Our pain has a purpose, and if we look up and around, we can catch little glimmers of goodness in the people and places we encounter daily. Matt Williams is a steadfast spiritual guide in the wilderness, and you’ll want to buy this book for everyone you know who needs laughter and joy on their journey.”

—ASHLEY ABERCROMBIE, author of Rise of the Truth Teller, Love Is the Resistance

“GLIMPSES: A COMEDY Writer’s Take on Life, Love, and All That Spiritual Stuff made me examine my own life and explore the choices and events that have shaped my journey. I could not put it down. It’s an outstanding piece of work.”

—DAVID ZAYAS, Tony–nominated actor, Between Riverside and Crazy, Dexter, Oz

“MATT WILLIAMS cherishes the still, small voice within, and it has guided him through a fascinating life. By turns funny, full of heart, and sharp observation, Glimpses details the sweet without dodging the tough emotions in every human life. You’ll be inspired by this very personal and creative approach to what Williams calls ‘that spiritual stuff!’ ”

—IRENE O’GARDEN, poet, playwright, author of Fulcrum, Women on Fire

“HEARTFELT, WISE, often hilarious, and, yes, inspirational. Reading Glimpses is like hanging out with a longtime friend who has a good soul and also happens to have created some of television’s most beloved shows. I’m certain this book will also put smiles on faces and touch many hearts.”

—DAVID HENRY HWANG, Obie Award–winning playwright, librettist, screenwriter, M. Butterfly, Yellow Face

“IN A DARK TIME, Matt Williams throws some light.”

—TOM FONTANA, Emmy Award–winning writer and producer, Oz, Homicide: Life on the Streets

“IN THE MIDST of so much uncertainty and pain in the world, we all need to be reminded of the glimpses of goodness that are happening all around us—if only we would take the time to recognize them.”

—ARIEL CURRY, ghostwriter, editor, coauthor of Hungry Authors

“TO CALL THESE beautifully written pieces ‘essays’ is far too limiting. These are must-read, real-life experiences that will lift your heart, restore your spirits, and nourish your soul with joy. A captivating celebration of goodness!”

—DAVID MCFADZEAN, television writer, producer, playwright, cocreator of Home Improvement

“MATT WILLIAMS has written a wonderful memoir filled with humor, honesty, and insight about his spiritual journey and how the memorable and unique personalities of his wife, children, siblings, parents, and friends touched his life and career in poignant, sometimes tragic, and often hilarious ways. The lessons he learned in trying to find glimpses of God in himself and others will resonate with you long after you finish the book.”

—CARMEN FINESTRA, television writer, producer, The Cosby Show, Home Improvement

“MATT WILLIAMS gives us something extraordinary in Glimpses. The stories range from uplifting to raw, heartbreaking to hilarious, and together they absolutely delight. Glimpses is a book to read again and again for inspiration, for beauty, and for deep, whole-body laughter.”

—TREY ELLIS, screenwriter, playwright, essayist, Platitudes, Bedtime Stories: Adventures in the Land of Single Fatherhood

“IN GLIMPSES, Matt Williams has woven a tapestry of Faith with golden threads of Hope and bound together with cross-stitchings of Love. Enjoy!”

—JOHN PIELMEIER, playwright, screenwriter, novelist, Hook, Agnes of God

“GLIMPSES MADE ME laugh, it made me think, and, best of all—it gave me hope.”

—RICHARD KARN, actor, Home Improvement
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FOR ANGELINA





Evil has a blockbuster audience, while goodness lurks backstage.

—TONI MORRISON

I think it is time for goodness to step up to center stage, take a bow, and bask in the spotlight.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

Love. Create. Serve.

The author’s profits from this work are donated to charitable organizations to help children in need around the globe.




INTRODUCTION

Chances are you grabbed this book because you watched Roseanne or Home Improvement. Or maybe you’re curious about all that spiritual stuff. Why would a guy who created sitcoms write a faith-inspired book? Good question. I’ll tell you why. We all need to be uplifted. In this age of chaos, conflict, and enmity, there are some things that everyone would have a hard time opposing. For example, we need more love, kindness, and compassion. We need more empathy and less hatred. We need more inclusiveness and acceptance, less divisiveness and intolerance. I think we can agree on that, right?

Like many people, I had grown weary of all the bitterness in the world, the anger, and the frustration. I got tired of the constant algorithms of fear popping up on my cell phone, the horrible headlines, the bad news blasting through my television, the outraged, indignant newscasters determined to inflame rather than inform. So many horrors, atrocities, and woes made me enraged, then tired, then numb. Fight, flight, or freeze. I was frozen.

One day during one of these downward spirals, I heard the term compassion fatigue. I went online and found this definition: “Compassion fatigue is a broadly defined concept that can include emotional, physical, and spiritual distress.”1 The symptoms are apparent: chronic physical fatigue, emotional exhaustion, irritability, feelings of self-contempt and inadequacy, and difficulty sleeping. That was me. I had been beaten down, become bitter, and stopped caring about the suffering of others.

And then, at my lowest, I saw something while riding the subway in New York City. I was on my way to Columbia University to teach a class, and across from me I watched a five-year-old child sitting next to his grandfather. The boy, bursting with pride, told his grandfather, “I learned to write my name in cursive today!” The grandfather kissed the top of the boy’s head and whispered, “That is remarkable. I am so proud of you.” The boy beamed. I smiled and thought, I just saw a little glimpse of God.

That simple moment calmed my worries, eased my numbness, and helped me to thaw a bit. And I realized that if I was to counter feelings of despair and overcome the headlines of fear, anxiety, and conflict, then I had to do a better job of noticing the “glimpses” of goodness that God sends my way. My job is to pay attention and be on the lookout for them.

This book tells my story but don’t expect a typical Hollywood memoir in which I dish gossip while I explain how I wrote for The Cosby Show, created top-ten television programs, produced successful movies, and wrote plays. Yes, those things are in here, but they are not what this book is about. They serve as the backdrop.

When I look back on my life, I don’t see some grand story with me at the center. What jumps out at me is how consistently I have experienced glimpses of grace, goodness, and God. These are what have brought meaning to my life, serving as life vests when I felt I was drowning or as unexpected gifts of joy that have brightened and sustained my world. In the following stories I try to describe what I have learned and perhaps inspire others to spot their own glimpses.

I should explain that, for me, the source of these glimpses is God, and that their essence or source is love. I also believe Jesus Christ is the embodiment of that love. That’s right, I am a Christian. But don’t let that scare you off. I know Christians are perceived by some people as intolerant, judgmental, self-righteous, and closed-minded, with many public figures fulfilling those expectations. They’re thought of as hair-sprayed television evangelists, thumping a Bible and raging about God’s wrath while soliciting donations to buy another private jet. Being a Christian in many people’s minds means being white, tight, and headed toward the light. It means being closed off to any new ideas, any theologies that challenge or differ from a literal interpretation of the Bible. It means thinking that God is an old white guy with a beard sitting on a cloud with a thunderbolt in hand, waiting to flash-fry your ass if you step out of line.

That was never my image of God.

And I am not blind, nor do I dismiss the barbarity, the senseless cruelty that has been perpetrated in the name of God. Organized religions have a bloody history, a red-soaked path of slaughter and unimaginable cruelty. But, for me, that is not God. That is not Jesus. That is corrupt humankind using the name of God for selfish purposes.



All my years in Hollywood, I never mentioned my faith. I didn’t feel I had to. I tried to live my Christian beliefs by treating others how I wanted to be treated and practicing patience, kindness, and tolerance. With every new film or television series, I tried to treat the staff and production crew respectfully and show appreciation to all, from the network executive to the craft-service person serving bagels and coffee. I tried to be Christlike in all my encounters, humble in success, and gracious in failure. The operative word for living by these ideals is tried. I didn’t always succeed. I used to have a terrible temper. And I was racked with crippling insecurity. I was competitive, seeking to defeat and crush the opposition but still have them love and adore me.

Instead of calling myself a Christian, I said, “I am a follower of Christ.” That may not sound too different, but for me it is. I tell you this not to convince anyone to become a Christian. I don’t think the efficacy of noticing glimpses of goodness is dependent on being a Christian or even on being religious. Still, you will see that this is the language or context I use for understanding these glimpses. Feel free to ignore my religious language. The power of noticing glimpses still works.

When I started my current quest to find little glimpses of God in everyday life, the clouds didn’t open, and a voice like rolling thunder didn’t call down to me; there were no angels, no harps, not even one chubby cherub. But I started noticing simple acts of kindness, moments of grace that reflected God’s loving presence in the world. They could be family events or memories seen in a new light, or they could have nothing to do with me directly. This practice or habit of taking the time to notice these glimpses changed my life.

Instead of blasting my way through the week—competing, hurrying and scurrying, fighting for my personal space, my necessary self-care, and my ego-based impulses—I started consciously looking for God’s goodness. And I found it everywhere. I watched a teenager wearing a faded Hollister T-shirt hold the door open for an older woman, smiling at her. She smiled back, a radiant smile. That was a little glimpse of God. I believe holding the door open for a stranger is, in some small way, a holy act.

My wife tripped on a piece of broken sidewalk in New York City and fell. She landed hard. Instantly, three strangers hovered over her making sure she wasn’t hurt. They gathered her belongings and helped her to her feet. I watched a man dressed in an expensive charcoal-gray pin-striped suit stop, turn around, and help a young mother carry her baby stroller up the steps out of the subway. There is a softball field in our neighborhood in the West Village. One day, I saw a young boy sitting near third base crying. Two other children were bent over whispering soothing words, encouraging him to keep playing. They were kind. They were caring. They were gentle. Another glimpse.

The Bible says that the measure you give is the measure you get.2 Kindness is rewarded with more kindness. It grows and expands. Kindness is contagious.

Not only did I look for and find those glimpses of divinity, but I also started practicing what I preached. I was reminded of Dr. Norman Vincent Peale, the famous pastor and author of the perennial bestseller The Power of Positive Thinking. The first year I moved to New York City, in the late seventies, I attended his church, Marble Collegiate Church on Fifth Avenue. Dr. Peale was still alive and preaching, telling his magnificent stories with passion and zeal. The man, his simple message, captivated me. I bought his bestselling book, and it changed my life. Cynics today may roll their eyes at the seemingly idealistic message of Dr. Peale’s book, but his words are truthful and still resonate. Look for positivity and you are more likely to find it.

In one chapter, Dr. Peale references Dr. Frank Laubach, who talked about how he would “shoot” prayers at people. Dr. Laubach called this kind of praying “flash prayers.” It’s a simple concept: as you pass a person on the sidewalk, sit across from someone in the subway, or dine near someone in a restaurant, you pray for that individual, flash him a blessing, surround her with light, or send him good thoughts. That person will often look up, smile, shift a little, and look around as if tapped on the shoulder. The vibrational energy of a simple prayer stirs souls and awakens the consciousness. I started praying for others, blessing people on the street, patrons in restaurants, and strangers hurrying out of a deli. Those flash prayers may not have affected others, but they certainly influenced me. I found myself less bitter, more empathetic, more energized, and more aware of my connectedness to other people. In short, I felt more human.

And this quest to find glimpses of God in the quotidian motivated me to look back at my life and spiritual journey and identify how God has touched my life with moments of grace, goodness, insight, and inspiration. The more I recalled that journey, the more I realized how a divine spirit protected me through my tumultuous teenage years, guided my roller coaster of a career from starving actor to creator of number one television programs, comforted me through heartbreaks, and blessed me with a loving wife and wonderful family.

All of this brings me to why I decided to write this book. Glimpses is a collection of personal essays and spiritual musings. Some are short and some are long; some are memories and thoughts; some are questions about the cosmos and the nature of God. I don’t pretend to have answers. I am no preacher, no rabbi, and no imam. I do not have a degree in theology. I am not a scholar. I am a simple, flawed individual who has stumbled upon a way to find solace in a tumultuous world. Instead of drowning in an ocean of despair, I want to pass along the habit of paying attention to one’s life in order to see the many glimpses of grace and goodness all around us. These glimpses can become tiny islands of hope where we can stop for a few minutes and think about the goodness that still exists in the world.

Regardless of your beliefs, culture, or orthodoxy, I hope this book will inspire you to look for and find little glimpses of God in your daily life.


	1 “Compassion Fatigue,” Spectrum Health Lakeland, accessed August 16, 2023, www.spectrumhealthlakeland.org/employee-assistance-program/compassion-fatigue.

	2 Matthew 7:2.






1 MASKS


Three things in human life are important: the first is to be kind; the second is to be kind; the third is to be kind.

—HENRY JAMES



Something happened to me at the grocery store this morning.

I selected a cart with wheels that didn’t wobble and worked my way down the produce aisle, but my glasses kept fogging up. I was shopping for the family, had my list, my reusable bags, hand sanitizer, and, of course, my mask—a KN95 face mask to be exact. But with each breath, a moist mist fanned across the lenses. We’re talking dense fog, a San Francisco fog, a London fog. I tugged at my mask, pinched the noseband, and adjusted my glasses, but nothing worked. Finally, I took off my glasses and jammed one stem into the open collar of my shirt. I double-checked to make sure the frame was secure because designer bifocals are expensive. The store appeared fuzzy but navigable, so I made my way to the deli counter.

I asked for a half pound of sliced turkey breast.

“Boar’s Head?” the woman behind the counter asked.

“That will do,” I said. She went to work cutting the turkey. Her ash-blonde hair was tucked inside a hairnet, and she also wore a mask and glasses. I watched her work and asked, “How do you keep your glasses from fogging up?”

“Oh, they fog up all the time,” she answered, flopping the turkey slices onto the scale. I assumed she was smiling because the skin around her eyes was crinkly. “I’m surprised I haven’t cut my thumb off. I spend half my day fiddling with my glasses,” she said, handing me the wrapped turkey.

“Well, you’re doing better than me.” I tugged on my shirt collar, showing her my glasses. I thanked her, pushed my cart down the aisle, and parked it by the cheese section. I grabbed a couple of containers of olive tapenade hummus, kalamata olives, and a bag of crumbled feta, and then I remembered the crackers. I left the cart and walked to another aisle, grabbed Mary’s Gone Crackers, my wife’s favorite, and a box of original Triscuits.

When I came back, a woman was going through my cart, handling items. I thought, Is she stealing my olive tapenade hummus? And then I noticed the hairnet. The deli lady turned around and held up a sealed plastic bag. Inside the bag was a face mask.

“I bought a bunch of these. They work better than the other masks I found, you know, to keep your glasses from fogging up,” she said, handing me the mask. “I was going to leave it in your cart. But here, you can have it, I mean, for free.”

“Why, thank you,” I said, a little surprised. She waved a dismissive hand. “Have a good day.”

At home, my daughter, Matisse, helped me unpack and put away the groceries. When I showed her the sealed mask the deli lady gave me, she said, “Oh, that is so sweet.” Matisse put the hummus and olives in the refrigerator. Then my sophisticated thirty-two-year-old daughter got teary-eyed. “I mean, really, that is sweet.”

I thought about it for the rest of the day. I knew this brief encounter was definitely an example of a glimpse of grace. Still, this one moved me since I was the recipient of her generosity. I wondered if that woman had felt the gentle promptings of Spirit—the same spirit who has guided me and watched over me throughout my life, the same spirit that connects all humankind.

A Jean-Jacques Rousseau quote appears beneath the signature at the bottom of my emails: “What wisdom can you find that is greater than kindness?” If everyone on the planet took the time to perform a simple act of kindness, we could change the world.




2 NOVA

Nova came crashing into our life the day before Thanksgiving, ten weeks old, with jet-black fur, floppy ears, and paws the size of small dinner plates. My wife had bought a Labrador puppy. I thought about taking the leash and strangling her—my wife, not the dog. Chaos reigned. This black streak tore through our house, slamming into furniture, pulling dish towels off the rack, and knocking over her water bowl; it was like inviting a Tasmanian devil to a tea party. Angelina sighed, “Oh, I just love her so much,” as the dog pissed a puddle the size of Lake Erie on our kitchen floor.

We put up wooden gates, cordoning off the mudroom and kitchen area. The house turned into a kennel; we were prisoners in our own home. Our daily life quickly revolved around poop: where did Nova poop, when did she poop, and when should we feed Nova so she poops on a schedule? And, of course, no more walking around the house in stocking feet because of all the pee puddles. Dante didn’t know a thing about hell. Hell is a ten-week-old Lab puppy.

My wife and I had the same argument week after week.

“We are not getting a dog,” I had said.

“Why not?”

“We are old. The kids have moved out of the house. We are alone and can enjoy our time together.”

“We can enjoy our time together with a puppy.”

“No!”

This argument went on for about three years. I flatly refused to get a dog, but Angelina is like water on sandstone; she wears you down. Then the coronavirus swept the planet, killing millions and isolating even more. We both got very ill during the early months of the pandemic. But we survived. And now we were quarantined, separated from family and friends. Angelina was restless, so one day she pulled up pictures of puppies on the Internet. She had inquired about adopting a dog from a shelter, but the shelter was empty. It seemed everyone was adopting a dog during the pandemic. She called local breeders with the same result. Every dog was spoken for; every dog had a new home. That’s why she sat at her desktop scrolling through photographs of big-eyed, adorable puppies.

“Come over here and just look,” she said.

“No.”

“Just look.”

“I don’t want to look. I’d rather you pulled up pictures of alligators. In fact, if you want a companion, let’s adopt an alligator.”

“Oh, be quiet. Come over here.”

I could feel the waves of Angelina’s strong will lapping away at my resolve, breaking me down, and, like an idiot, I walked over and looked at the computer screen. And there was Nova. Adorable. Sweet. Angelic. You could see the tenderness of the dog’s soul reflected in her watery brown eyes as she stared into the camera lens. Angelina looked up at me with her own watery brown eyes and softly sang, “She’s very cute.”

I must have been drunk or high on mushrooms because I said, “OK.”

“Really?!”

“Yes.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

“But,” I said, with a pause for emphasis, “you are going to watch this dog. You will walk it and feed it and clean up after it. I am not doing any of that. You understand?”

“I’ll take care of her. We’re quarantined. I’ll have all day to train her.”

“For the next twelve weeks, training this dog is your full-time job.”

“Of course, it’ll be perfect,” she said, clicking through several more photos of Nova’s precious face.



Crash! Nova pushed through the gate that divided the kitchen from the living room. We had put up our Christmas tree and all the decorations. Nova was eating every ornament off the lower half of the tree. I chased her away, and she jumped up onto the coffee table and started chewing on the papier- mâché nativity from Spain. I rushed over, stumbling on the rug, determined to save the nativity. She ate two wise men and a shepherd before I could stop her. By some miracle, baby Jesus was still in the manger. I had this horrible nightmare of Nova eating the manger and pooping out the Son of God.

Eventually, things settled down into a routine; there was a rhythm to the chaos. We were up on our farm and had easy access to the outdoors, which made housebreaking Nova much easier. There were a few accidents, but for the most part all the toilet stuff was outside in the grass, not on the floor. But then we had to go to the city.

Angelina was cast in a play reading on Zoom. She was “safe distance” rehearsing in the city for most of the day, so I had the dog. It was bitterly cold, about twelve degrees, the sidewalks of New York slick with ice. I noticed Nova walking in a circle sniffing by the front door, a sure sign she needed to go out. I threw on a coat, put on my mask, and rushed out of the house. I didn’t have time to get a plastic poop bag, so I grabbed a handful of tissues as Nova yanked me out the door. Nova is amazingly strong for a puppy, the Arnold Schwarzenegger of dogs. I am convinced that while Angelina and I sleep at night, Nova bench-presses fifty-pound bags of puppy chow.

Hitting the cold air, huffing and puffing into my mask, my glasses instantly fogged up as Nova pulled me along the frozen sidewalk. She jumped off the curb, dragged me into the middle of Commerce Street, and took a big dump. I couldn’t see the poop because of the fogged glasses. A car honked. I waved them off as I searched for the turd. More honking. Nova kept yanking on the leash. My glasses slipped down on my nose. I nudged them in place, but now they were completely fogged over. I couldn’t see a thing. Honk, honk! I ignored the idling car, aimed the wad of tissues, guessing where the turd had landed, and jammed my hand into the center of the warm goo. Honk! “Shut up!” I politely yelled to the driver as he flipped me off.

I dragged the dog back to the curb. No trash cans. Anywhere. They had all been removed for some reason. So I headed back to the house, leash in my left hand, my right hand smeared in poop, clutching a soggy tissue. As I got to the front door, I realized that I had a bigger problem: my house key was in the right front pocket of my pants. The dog was yanking. I’m gagging. I don’t know how to get the key out of my pocket without smearing crap all over my pants. I tossed the dog turd into a nearby planter—shameful, I know. I hate when people do that. I plunged my hand into my pocket and dug out the key.

But my glasses were still fogged, so I couldn’t find the keyhole. I kept stabbing, peering over the glasses, looking for an opening. Finally, I unlocked the door and stumbled into the house, the leash tangled around my ankles, the dog barking, just as Angelina came home and cried out, “There’s my sweet baby!”

I knew she wasn’t talking to me. She hugged the dog while I ran to the bathroom to wash my hands. As hot water scalded my fingers, I had an epiphany: Nova had complete control of our lives. Every minute of every day revolved around her. Our home was a kennel, the floors littered with chew toys, rawhide strips, and cow bones. I dreamed about piles of poop. I had to do something.

I got on my computer and researched the life expectancy of Labrador retrievers: ten to twelve years. Son of a bitch! I was turning seventy years old in a few months. This dog could outlive me. We are in a race to the death. I did the math. If I outlive Nova, I will be eighty-two when the dog croaks. If Nova dies before I do, Angelina will buy another puppy, and that will definitely kill me. There’s no doubt the dog is sweet, but enough is enough. I decided to confront Angelina and tell her “You must decide. It’s either the dog or me.” But I didn’t say anything because I didn’t feel like moving out.

The winter days got shorter and colder. One morning, I was in my study, attempting to write something halfway coherent, but it was difficult because of the barking and the squeaking of toys. Angelina eventually took Nova outside, so things quieted down.

I sat at my desk, looked out the window, and saw a halo of gray hair curling out from under the hood of Angelina’s puffy winter coat. It had snowed. The sun had come out. Angelina and Nova were playing catch with an old tennis ball. They were far enough away that I couldn’t hear them, but I could see everything. Nova raced after the ball, slipping and sliding on the snow, dug it out of the cold powder, and raced back to Angelina; she threw herself at Angelina’s feet, rolled onto her back, and spit out the ball.

Angelina laughed—threw her head back and laughed a laugh of pure joy. She was radiant, as if God had just kissed her on the forehead. The past year flashed through my mind: how we battled COVID, forced quarantine, and months of isolation, cut off from family and friends. And yet Angelina was laughing. I thought, This is the woman I have loved for more than thirty-six years. We have fought and argued, made love and made babies, built homes, and built a life together. We struggled to balance our family life and our careers, sometimes successfully and sometimes not. We have raised children and buried parents. Our lives are entwined, the weft and warp of our souls woven tightly together to make the tapestry of our marriage. If this little creature can bring my wife that kind of joy, then the least I can do is pick up a few turds. All I have to do is outlive the dog.




3 ALONE WITH GOD

My friend Jim Manos came up to our farm in the Hudson Valley to escape the city for a few days. Jim, who won an Emmy writing for The Sopranos and created the series Dexter, is one of the most intelligent people I know. I like him because he challenges me. Jim describes himself as “a hypochondriacal pessimist who is surprised that he wakes up on any given morning.” And he is the only person on the planet who calls me Matty. We sat on the back porch and watched the setting sun streak the river with slashes of pink. As we sipped wine, Jim asked something I had never considered before.

“When did you first feel God in your life?”

“The first time?”

“Yeah.”

“I always sensed God was in my life.”

“But was there a moment? Did something happen? How did you know?”

I realized his writer’s mind was looking for an inciting incident, a specific moment when—bam!—I knew there was a God. I told Jim that I didn’t have an epiphany. There was no Damascus-road experience. “Even as a young child,” I explained, “I always felt there was a presence in my life. I knew I was alone in this world with God.”

“Alone with God? I don’t understand that.”

“When I was three years old, I was aware that I was small, but I sensed that I was a part of something bigger than myself. I wasn’t sure what that ‘something’ was, but I knew it surrounded, protected, and guided me. My mother used to brag that her firstborn son cooked his own breakfast when he was three.”

“Three? Really?”

“It’s true. I did that. I’d wake up before my parents, wearing my Roy Rogers pajamas, scurry into our kitchen on Read Street, pull a chair over to the gas stove, stand on it, and cook breakfast. I’d fry two strips of bacon in the cast-iron skillet, then fry one egg in the bacon grease while the bread toasted in the toaster. I carried the food to the table, dragged the chair back over, sat down, and ate alone. I somehow sensed that I shouldn’t depend on anyone, even at that young age. It wasn’t that my parents were neglectful. I loved and trusted them, but deep down I knew I had to be self-reliant and that, ultimately, I was alone with God.”

“But, Matty, when did it happen? When did you know there was this God presence—Yahweh, Jehovah, I Am Who I Am, whatever? By the way, I Am Who I Am sounds like Popeye to me.”

I thought about it for a moment, then told him this story.

When I turned five and started kindergarten, I walked to and from school every day along Virginia Street, crossing a major thoroughfare, unaccompanied. Can you imagine? But it was 1956, a different world from today. My mother walked me on the first day of school, and I observed all the landmarks and memorized the street signs. I was never afraid. I knew that I could live on my own if necessary. I knew how to cook meals, dress, and bathe myself. I didn’t need anyone because God was with me. It was a feeling, a sensation. My image of God was shaped by what I heard in church.

Every week, I attended Sunday School and services at Saint Paul’s Lutheran Church with my family. I was usually wedged between my mother, Lillian, and my maternal grandmother, Hedwig. All the grandchildren called her Momo. My mother always looked tired as she cradled my baby sister, Beth, in her arms. My three-year-old brother, Randy, fidgeted in the pew next to my father. Momo wrapped an arm around me, stroking my hair as we listened to the pastor. Reverend Dobelstein loomed above us from the pulpit. I was fascinated by his large hands, massive head, and the dark mole protruding from his chin. As he preached, my five-year-old brain struggled to comprehend the mystery of a triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.

The Father was the angry one. He lived in burning bushes and handed out commandments on stone tablets. I was supposed to fear him. And tremble. The Father had white hair and a beard, like Santa Claus. I imagined he had a list that he checked twice to see if I was naughty or nice. If I were good, I’d get a checkmark by my name, and he would answer my prayers and give me a new toy or a puppy. If I were naughty, the Father would slash a big X through the list and cast me into the fiery pits of hell, where Satan and his demons would poke me with pitchforks.

The Son was the dead one. He was very skinny. Someone stuck a crown of thorns on his head and hung him on a cross. His name was Jesus. He was sometimes called the Lamb of God, but that didn’t make sense to me. He wasn’t a sheep. Jesus was the only Son of the angry Father. And the Father let his Son die to save the world from sin. From the stories I heard in Sunday School, Jesus liked children and men who caught fish. I thought the Son was probably a nice person, but he seemed sad.

And there was the Holy Ghost. But he wasn’t a scary ghost; he was more like Casper, the friendly ghost. Like all ghosts, he could fly around the room or stick his head through walls. And Reverend Dobelstein explained how the Holy Ghost came down and appeared as tongues of fire on top of the disciples’ heads. That was confusing. The tongues were on fire? And how did they get on top of people’s heads? You couldn’t see this friendly ghost, but you could feel him. Maybe the “something” I felt was the Holy Ghost.

What really confused me was that all three people in the Trinity were men: Father. Son. Holy Ghost. There were no women. How could that be? No mother, grandmother, sister? How did the Father have a son without a wife? Why wasn’t a mother a part of the triangle? I always noticed that the angels in the stained-glass windows at Saint Paul’s looked like girls. They had long hair and wore white gowns. I could imagine angels tucking children into bed or watching over them while they slept. But who protected me? Was it angels or the Holy Ghost?

One afternoon as I walked home from kindergarten, I saw flashing lights. There was an ambulance and a police car. Traffic was stopped, and people were gathered on the sidewalk. A boy was lying in the middle of Virginia Street. He was older than me, maybe eight or nine. His head was bleeding. He was moaning. Someone ran from the back of the ambulance and put a napkin on his head. The police officer told everyone, “Please step back.”

When I stepped back, I saw a can of corn. It was dented and had a green giant on the label. It must have rolled across the street and bumped into the curb. Then I saw two more cans, a loaf of bread, and a ripped brown paper bag. A car was parked sideways in the street. A police officer talked to a woman who stood by the car’s open door, crying and shaking her head. I watched as the boy, now on a rolling bed, was placed into the back of the ambulance. As the ambulance drove away, I started to pick up the can with the green giant but stopped. I didn’t want the policeman to think I was stealing the boy’s corn. The officer walked over to the sidewalk, waving his arms, and said, “Move along. Everyone, please move along.”

As I walked home, I wondered why this happened. Why did the boy with the grocery bag get hit by a car? Maybe he didn’t look both ways. Maybe he crossed in the middle of the street and didn’t wait for the light. Did the triune God do this? Did the boy break one of the commandments? Did he steal the corn? He must have done something terrible to make the Father so angry. And then I realized the boy might die. Would he go to hell and be tortured by demons with pitchforks? The sad Son had died for his sins. If the boy believed in Jesus, he would go to heaven to be with the Father. But what if the Father was still angry with him? And where was the Holy Ghost? Why didn’t the angels protect him—like the angel in the picture hanging on the wall in Momo’s bedroom? Two young children cross a broken bridge at night. An angel walks behind them, arms outstretched, protecting them.

I grabbed the wine bottle and held it up. Jim nodded, so I refilled his glass.

“Thank you,” Jim said. “Did the kid die?”

“I have no idea. At five years old, I understood that I could die. My life could be snuffed out in a moment. But I was never afraid. I knew I wouldn’t get hit by a car.”

“How would you possibly know that?” Jim asked.

“Call it instinct or a hunch. I knew I was here for a purpose. I sensed I was a part of something. Something bigger, some kind of plan.”

“Sounds like you’re talking about destiny.”

“Destiny is too grand of a word. This felt more intimate. Like there was something protecting and guiding me on my journey. A white light, vibrating energy, a loving force, something. I call that something ‘Spirit.’ ”

The sun had set. Shadows darkened the porch. I poured myself another glass of wine. “So, there was no single moment that I felt God. But I guess that day, the day of the accident, I started questioning—who is God? What is the nature of God? What is my relationship with God? I am still on a quest to penetrate and understand the mystery.”

“And by mystery, you mean the ineffable cosmic creator thing?”

“Yes.”

“And you still feel alone?”

“Absolutely. I love my family and friends, but only God knows my heart. I believe our one essential, abiding, and authentic relationship is with Divine Spirit.”

“OK, all right. I’m not sure how you have a relationship with a spirit.” Jim leaned back, processing that thought.

I didn’t tell him that the following year, while I was in the first grade, Spirit became more than a feeling. I heard my spirit’s voice.




4 SPIRIT VOICE

The first time I heard my spirit voice, I was six years old, frightened, sitting in the cold, waiting for my grandmother to come home. I attended the first grade at Saint Paul’s grade school. Every day, I walked to and from school, crossing major thoroughfares, unaccompanied. Saint Paul’s was located midway between my parent’s house on Read Street and my maternal grandmother’s house on Michigan Street. Given a choice, I always rushed to Momo’s house, which smelled of baking kuchen, which is German for cake: flour, cinnamon, sugar, and melted butter. If angels came down and opened a bakery, it would smell like Momo’s kitchen.

Hedwig Schmitt had survived the Great Depression. Nothing was wasted. She saved everything. After using aluminum foil, she washed it, pressed it flat with a cold iron, folded it, and placed it in a drawer to reuse. I swear she had only one tissue that she carried throughout my childhood. She dried my tears with that one tissue, helped me blow my nose, cleaned smudges off my face, wiped down the kitchen counters, washed windows, and waxed the car. It was a miracle tissue. I suspected Momo cupped the tissue in her calloused hands every night and prayed over it.

There were a few raspberry bushes along the fence in Momo’s tiny patch of yard between the house and the detached garage. When I was a toddler, she would take my hand and lead me to the bushes. She plucked the raspberries, warmed by the sun, and fed them to me. I tilted my head back like a baby bird, and she placed berries in my mouth, one at a time. She would use the last piece of toast at breakfast to scrape the egg yolk off the plate, then offer it to me like a Communion wafer.

When I spent the night at Momo’s house, she lulled me to sleep rubbing Jergens lotion on my back as she sang German lullabies. I was always terrified of the dark, so Momo found a small, plastic glow-in-the-dark cross for me. She held up the plastic cross to a hundred-watt light bulb and then propped it up on the nightstand. After saying our prayers, she kissed my cheek and whispered, “If you get scared, look at the cross. And don’t worry. I am always here.” She clicked off the light and closed the door. I stared at the glowing cross through sleepy eyes as her scent lingered in the darkness—warm kitchen smells, Ivory soap, and a hint of lavender.

Momo was an excellent listener. After school, I’d slam the back door open and run into her kitchen. She would stop whatever she was doing, wrap me in a hug, plop me on a chair, and give me snacks. I munched on carrots, crackers, and cheese cubes and told her about my day at school and how I missed two spelling words. And how the girl next to me smelled terrible. And how we found a baby robin that fell out of the nest. Its mother chirped and flew over our heads. My teacher wrapped the bird in a dish towel and gave it to the janitor. The class watched as he crawled up a ladder with the towel and placed the baby bird back in the nest wedged in the roof of Saint Paul’s Church. As I chattered on and on, Momo wiped the crumbs from my face with her miracle tissue.

One day after school, I left Saint Paul’s and headed east toward Michigan Street instead of west toward home. I remember it was autumn because I played hopscotch with the red and gold leaves scraping along the sidewalk. When I got to Momo’s house, I ran up the back porch steps and turned the knob, but the back door was locked. The lights were off. No one was home. This was impossible. Momo never left the house. She was as constant as gravity or the rising sun. How could she not be home? It was late October. The sun was already setting. I had no idea what to do, so I sat on the concrete steps and waited. I stared at the raspberry bushes. The branches were bare, except for a few dead leaves. It started to get cold.

My imagination flashed to possible scenarios. Did Momo run away from home? Did she die? Did someone kidnap her? I decided to walk home, but when I stood up, I saw that shadows had crept across the yard. I would have to walk home in the dark. I sat back down with my hands in my lap and fretted. Then I recalled what we talked about in Sunday School. God answers prayers. God listens. So I prayed. I didn’t say the words out loud. I prayed silently in my mind, God, I am scared. I don’t know what to do. Where are you? Tell me what to do.

And from deep within me, I heard my spirit voice for the first time. My inner voice, my true voice, was clear and distinct and said, Stand up. Stand up now and walk to the front of the house. My six-year-old mind knew this wasn’t a human voice in the real world but a voice coming from within me.

I felt the words vibrate inside me, and the voice repeated, Stand up and walk to the front of the house.

I obeyed the voice’s instructions. I jumped up and ran through the shadows between Momo’s and the neighbor’s house. I turned the corner and arrived at the front stoop just as my mother drove up in our green Chevy. She pulled to the curb and called out the open window, “There you are.” She got out and said, “I was so worried. Are you all right?”

“Momo’s not home,” I told her. “She’s not here.”
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“This book is a braid of stories, about family, a huge career, and God.
It utterly charmed me. These stories are sometimes funny, sometimes
tender and spiritually uplifting, sometimes all at once.”

—ANNE LAMOTT, New York Times bestselling author of Help,
Thanks, Wow; Some Assembly Required; Bird By Bird
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