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This one is for the guys.


For my father, Michael, 


and my father-in-law, Anthony: 


Thank you for showing me how God’s Bucket List 


is achieved through selfless love and sacrifice. 


For Msgr. Bugarin and Fr. John Riccardo: 


For all you have done and continue to do for me,


Deacon Dom, and especially the Church. Grazie!


For my husband, Deacon Dominick: 


Thank you for truly being Christ to me and so 


many others. I am proud to be your wife.
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A New Twist on the Bucket List
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But seek first His Kingdom and His righteousness and all these things will be given to you as well.


—Matthew 6:33



Do you have a bucket list, an itinerary of things you want to do before you die? Maybe you want to swim with dolphins or live in Italy for a year. Maybe you want to hike as far as you can toward the summit of Mount Everest or ride the teacups at Disney World for the very first time. Maybe you want to parachute out of an airplane or explore an underwater shipwreck off the coast of Florida. Or maybe you just want to spend a month at the beach and read all the books you’ve been meaning to for the last number of years. At the heart of all of these dreams is the desire for adventure, for new experiences. Now, what if we suppose that besides all these things that you want to do in your life before you pass on to the next, God has a bucket list for you, an agenda of adventures He wants you to experience, ways of living before you die? Okay, granted, this list doesn’t exist (unless you want to consider God’s commandments a bucket list). I’m not suggesting I’ve found some secret scroll that requires that we all dance at a luau, but what if God does have a list of things we should do before we die?


This book is about that what if question. This book is also about, well, me and my struggles to figure out what God might want for me before I kick the proverbial bucket. I tell the stories that follow in the hopes that there may be something in my life that mirrors your own and that I can be a helpful hand during uncertain times or a warm smile when you feel like life might be getting the best of you. In any event, I like to tell stories, and—in order to explore this imagined idea of a heavenly list of ways to live and things to do—that’s what I’m going to do. So let’s begin with one.


“You’re so lucky,” I overheard one woman say to another while I was shopping at my local Italian market one afternoon. “That’s definitely on my bucket list.”


Now, by “overheard” I really mean eavesdropping. I admit it, I sometimes accidently overhear things that others are talking about, but that’s just because I’m so interested in people. Really!


I started to move a little closer, trying to listen as intently as possible to what it was that was on this woman’s bucket list. But I bumped into some tomatoes in the produce aisle, sending them everywhere and blowing my cover. When I looked up, the two women had moved on.


Despite my lousy attempt at playing James Bond I was able to catch enough of their conversation to realize they were talking about a wished-for something. Maybe it was a vacation, or a journey to see the pyramids, or bungee jumping. But for me, this exchange represented a sort of confirmation. Almost everyone has a bucket list—a list of things to do before “kicking the bucket.” Even me.


I have to admit I’d never heard of a bucket list before the film The Bucket List. Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freeman play two terminally ill older men from very different backgrounds who become unlikely friends while undergoing chemotherapy together. When each is given less than a year to live, they decide to make the most of the time they have left. After each makes up a bucket list of places to go, things to do, and people to reconcile with, they set off on a combined journey to fulfill their lists—with sometimes funny, sometimes sad results.


That movie made me think about my own “life list.” I love lists, and even though I didn’t call it a bucket list, for most of my life I’d had a list of things that I wanted to accomplish in my life. In my twenties and thirties I worked feverishly to cross off this and that, and in my eyes I was quite successful. My goal after graduating from journalism school was to make a name for myself in the broadcast news business, preferably in my hometown of Detroit, which was among the top-ten TV and radio markets in the country. It didn’t matter that the standard operating procedure for starry-eyed broadcast news newbies was to pack up and head for Podunk, Idaho, or some other obscure location to supposedly work their way up the media ladder. That was fine for some with lower expectations and for those who were convinced they needed to follow all the so-called procedures and rules to a T. But procedures and rules were meant to be broken, so I went ahead and broke them and managed to land my first radio-news gig at an AM/FM station in suburban Detroit. It wasn’t exactly the biggest outlet on the block; as a matter of fact, it was barely a blip on the media radar screen. But it had just what an ambitious and budding journalist needed. It had a decent news department that would allow me to cover some important stories and to rub elbows with the bigwigs.


My aggressive goal setting continued as I moved from one news department to the next, eventually landing my first big TV news gig by the time I was twenty-seven. For a while it was fun and exciting. In addition to pursuing and achieving my dreams, there were other benefits, including a certain amount of notoriety and a not-too-shabby paycheck. Along the way I was also blessed to meet and marry a great guy. This was one for the bonus category, as marriage was not an item on my bucket list.


In the end, though, in my mad desire to make a name for myself, I nearly lost everything that was important to me, personally and professionally. It was then that I realized that so many of our to-do lists, so many of our bucket lists, focus only on sensation and pleasure: swimming the Great Barrier Reef; climbing Mount Kilimanjaro (no way I, or most of us, could get up Everest); A, B, C. However, all these goals seemed to focus primarily on sensory experience. What about the spiritual things in life? Where was God in all of this?


He was, at least for me, nowhere to be found.


I am 100-percent Italian, with half of that Italian heritage coming from Calabria, a region in southern Italy whose residents are known for their extreme hardheadedness—the testa dura syndrome. In other words, sometimes we Calabrese types need a house to fall on us to get the message. I did indeed have a thrilling career racking up numerous awards for my coverage of everything from warehouse fires to plane crashes to downsizing in the automobile industry. However, while I loved covering breaking news in a big city, in-depth reporting was much more rewarding, and I also earned recognition through several investigative series dealing with hard-hitting topics like child abuse and local government corruption. Teresa Tomeo became a household name in the Detroit news market. My life was fast-paced and intense. My career 
was all-consuming, leaving little room for anything or anyone else. But at the time, and here comes the testa dura syndrome again, I was enjoying the ride. Little did I know or see that at the end of the ride was a dead end.


Like many people, my career was at the top of my bucket list. I wanted to become a successful journalist, and I worked hard to make that happen. I had an exciting career, and before I knew it, almost twenty years had gone by. And that’s when I began having a lot of second thoughts about my chosen profession. I never imagined walking away from the news media. I was, as I’ve already said, one of those lucky human beings who knew from the time she was a child what she wanted to do. And I can honestly say that up until this crisis of faith in my career, I never had the desire to do anything else. (Well, for a while there was the dream of running away and trying out for the Radio City Music Hall Rockettes.) I knew that I had to stick with what I loved the most: the media.


Those doubts and second thoughts began to rain on my parade thanks to some changes in the news business. All of a sudden, it was “so long” to serious news and “hello” to yet one more car crash, snowstorm, or murder. The thrill was gone. Sensationalism and ratings ruled the show. It was time to move on professionally, but move on to where, and to what? These questions were at the heart of my internal angst. At times I wanted to abandon the business, feeling disillusioned and worn out. Even so, this is what I had always wanted to do, and I could not possibly envision going through the day without being able to practice my craft. It just didn’t seem right or fair to leave it.


At the time of this professional crisis, I had also become active in my Catholic faith again. Christians can be a great source of light and balance in secular newsrooms. But Christians are also supposed to be able to use their gifts the way God intended. How did chasing ambulances fit the call from our Lord in Scripture to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world? The thought did cross my mind that maybe I was reaping at least a bit of what I had sown during all those years of putting the job or the story first and everything else that should have mattered, especially my relationship with my husband—and, even more important, God—on the back burner.


Toward the end of my broadcast news career I had come to the realization, through a lot of trial and error, that achieving joy has nothing to do with destinations or dollar signs. God used the loss of my first high-profile TV news position to help me come to that sobering conclusion. There is nothing like standing on the unemployment line to catch your attention. The hours stretched into days, which stretched into six long months of not being on the air. I was never really told why I was let go, which is fairly common in the rough-and-tumble news business. Suddenly the sacrifice of so much time away from home, which once seemed so necessary to get ahead, really seemed foolish. Now all I had to show for my hard work was a severance check and eight weeks of unemployment benefits.


Thank goodness, God keeps His promises and never abandons us, despite our stubbornness and bad decisions. God began to reveal Himself to me through a husband who had found his own way back to the Catholic Church. I was blessed with a man who believed in me and in our marriage. He encouraged me to start to take my faith seriously. So I did, and we also began to work earnestly on rebuilding our relationship. When I finally did get back on the TV airwaves, I had my priorities straight and was once again eager to make a difference.


That’s one of the reasons that finding myself at such another crossroad in my career was so challenging. If God was still driving this bus, it was time for me to really let go of the wheel. I might still be hardheaded, but at least the house didn’t have to fall on me twice. Deep down, I knew that the real bucket list is already designed by none other than God Himself.


I had learned and was now being again reminded of how God’s list is uniquely created with each of us individually in mind and yet applies to everyone in a universal way. It’s not a lofty list that requires us to go around curing cancer, solving world hunger, or even solving the many issues in our own circle of family and friends (for some of us, myself included, this would be more difficult than negotiating peace in the Middle East). It’s simply about putting our relationship with God first. When we do this, we will lead an abundant life. Don’t believe me? Check out John, chapter 10:



The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come so that they may have life, and have it abundantly. (John 10:10)



The key to this grand way of living life is submitting to God’s version of fulfillment and abundance instead of insisting He bless, approve, and put the final stamp on our version of things. And this is where I initially made my big bucket list mistake. I wanted a meaningful life on my terms. I thought submitting and seeking a life in God would be extremely limiting, totally unappealing, and would translate into becoming a cloistered nun, a missionary in Ethiopia, or something else contrary to what I thought I needed to be. I couldn’t have been more wrong.


What is abundance? To have abundance means to possess “an extremely plentiful or oversufficient quantity or supply.” Abundance is also described as “fullness.” In other words, we are not talking about leftovers or the short end of the stick. We are talking about a type of real joy that is bigger, better, and much deeper than we may have imagined. That’s because, quite frankly, God is a really big God. Just as the old Christian folk song proclaims, He really does “have the whole world is in His hands,” and He wants to give it to us. The secret—and it’s not really a secret at all, for it’s written all over the Bible—is that His gift of abundance has to be on His terms, not ours. And when we can embrace this, we engage in God’s bucket list.


But the question remains, How do we figure this all out? How do we come to find God’s bucket list for our lives? We can start by embracing the belief that God is very large and very much in charge. That said, I read through the Bible a few times, looking for clues. Of course, neither the Old nor the New Testament uses the words “bucket list.” We do have the Ten Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount—definite listings of things we should and shouldn’t do. But over the last couple of years, I began asking myself what if there were an actual bucket list that God designed for us and wanted us to follow? What would be on it?


This book is a bit of a thought experiment (mixed with some personal stories to help keep me grounded, since sometimes my mind can really fly high, as well as go in sixteen different directions). I don’t intend to play God here or to understand God. As the prophet Isaiah reminds us, good luck in trying to wrap your mind around the alpha and the omega, the beginning and the end:



For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways. As high as the heavens are above the earth, so high are my ways above your ways and my thoughts above your thoughts. (Isaiah 55:8–9)



I may not be able to fully understand God, but through my own life’s ups and downs I have come to know for certain that He loves us and wants to remain close to us. So it would stand to reason that His bucket list for us must be something pretty special. What I intend to do in this book is to imagine how God would apply His everlasting, unconditional love to a bucket list for you and for me. Maybe it includes a journey. Maybe it’s all about building something or fulfilling a goal you were never quite able to achieve. While each bucket list is as unique as the person who makes it, God’s bucket list provides a set of guiding principles to help all of us reach the ultimate goal: to better know God. And while I’m not a betting woman, if I were, I would bet that God’s bucket list could help us lead fulfilled and love-driven lives. This is my intent for this book.
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