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/V’y younaer brother vsed +o be g part of 4 movement
called Hug Nation. The concept was fairly simple, but some
people viewed what they did as “way out there.” Their motto
was: The world would rather hug you than hurt you. And along
with this basic premise, they have a group hug online every
Tuesday at 1:00pm PST. There are no strings attached, just
hugs, plain and simple. When I first heard about it I was in-
trigued, but I won’t lie, it felt a bit hippy-ish to me. Regard-
less, I gave it a try and even participated in a group hug event
when they took their tour live up the West Coast a couple
of years ago. I threw my arms around a bunch of strangers
at Venice Beach. What has stuck with me, years later, is that

motto. No one is perfect, but generally speaking, your neigh-
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bor is not an evil-doer as the crime shows and five o’clock
news would have you believe.

The same is true of families: they are not perfect, but
they certainly aren’t out to intentionally damage us. We try
to do the best we can with the cards we were dealt in the fam-
ily lottery. For some, this is easier than others. As with any
motto, saying, or rule, there are exceptions. Due to matters
I will never be able to fully understand or explain, there are
parents who leave or are abusive, and there are family mem-
bers who would rather hurt someone than hug them and for
that I am deeply angered, grieved, and sorry. If this is true of
your family, then you deserve better. You deserve more. And
the deep wounds that this deficiency carves in one’s soul can
bleed and bleed.

In the same way you shouldn’t cover these wounds with
a Band-Aid when they need surgery, I beg you to seek help
and counsel from professionals around you. Healing takes
skilled communities and proper care as well as patience and
grace with yourself.

But what about those of us who weren’t abused or left
or hit? This isn’t to minimize the ones who endured terrible
life events, but people who didn’t go through those things
sometimes need help too. We all need help of some sort. That’s
the point. People think they don’t need help or that getting
help is a sign of weakness. This is my story. I never had to
worry about where my next meal would come from or if the
stories on the news would unfold in my backyard, but my
world came to a halt when my habit of thinking, “I am better
off than that person,” caught up to me. I still had life experi-
ences that needed reflection. My life was not perfect and I
could no longer justify by comparison, when in fact I was the
one with the problem.

I stopped one day and asked, “Who am 12 This is some-
thing most every young adult will stop and ask at some point.
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Relatives, friends and mentors may assure you that you are
normal and this time of questioning will come and go, but if
you ignore it, the quarterlife crisis you just avoided will turn
into a bigger mess upon entering the crisis called “midlife.”
I turned my quarterlife crisis into an exploration. My family
didn’t get it. My husband was bewildered, but supportive,
and my friends wondered what the heck I was doing.

My family is dysfunctional, which I fully believe to be the
new normal. To the untrained eye, my family looks just like
50 percent of American households with divorce, remarriage
and an eclectic mixture of whole, halt and step siblings. We
definitely had great laughs and great love, but there was also
pain, heartbreak, broken promises, workaholism, passiveness,
and competition. There were happier times—vacations at the
Oregon Coast with my mom, my dad running up and down
the sideline at my soccer games, and my brothers showing
up at various homecoming and sporting events. There was
good and there was bad, and there was medium, as is the case
with all families. As a perfectionist in this family, there was a
hunger in me that was never met, an inner voice that told
me I was never good enough. A pain that wouldn’t go away
though I tried and tried to mask it. So no, my family tale isn’t
tragic, but I needed to explore where I came from in order to
rediscover my true self.

Where a person comes from and how they are raised is
an important part of anyone’s life story—for better or worse.
At a certain point in your life comes a realization that not
everyone grew up like you did. You realize your normals
and family patterns for the first time. I discovered the idea
of normals in a book someone recommended to me before
getting married. The Devries and Wolgemuth couples wrote
The Most Important Year in a Woman’s/Man’s Life, about the

first year of marriage:
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Maybe it’s a rule about silence at the breakfast table while the
husband reads the paper. Maybe it’s a rule that says ‘the wife
always takes care of family birthdays’ or ‘the husband always
takes out the trash’ or ‘the wife always buys the groceries.’...
Identifying your own sense of normal is not as easy as it may
look. Most of us assume that our rules of normal are univer-
sal—that of course every ‘normal person’ sees life this way.
Anything else is just plain wrong.

They go on to explain that viewing other people’s way of
life as “wrong” is, of course, not healthy or productive. But
it is a long process to deconstruct what you thought were
right and wrong in your own home in order to build healthy
relationships. Growing up I thought, yeah my parents are
divorced, but I did the every other weekend thing and that
was normal. It was normal for me to make my own lunches,
wash my clothes a certain way and have long conversations
about feelings and emotions; there were events surrounding
my childhood which made these circumstances my normal.

One of the landmark events of my childhood occurred
when I was six and my little brother was four. I remember
watching the car disappear around the corner. My mom was
driving our two-tone Dodge Caravan to Children’s Hospi-
tal. It would be the first of many trips. An hour earlier my
brother had found blood in his urine. Of course we didn’t
know that is what it meant. All I saw was that it looked like
coffee and I screamed for my mom. My dad was at work, so
she dropped me off at a friend’s house. I stood on the lawn
bawling my eyes out and I couldn’t stop wondering whether
or not I would ever see my little brother again.

My mother, torn by guilt and a strong sense of urgency,
left one kid to save another. My dad was perpetually at work.
It doesn’t make it better, but I understand now, he thought
that was where he needed to be. Over the course of the next

few years, my mother’s friends would assure me my brother
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would be fine, since she was at doctor’s visits with my broth-
er. But how do you explain things like hospital, blood, and
sickness to a child?

Therein began a time period where my brother was deal-
ing with bouts of being sick, and my disease began to take
root as well. His ailments forced him to the hospital. Mine
pushed me to perform. I became the fastest on track and field
day. I loved scoring goals on the mini-soccer field. I achieved
straight A’s. I was determined to make my dad notice me and
avoid my mother having anything else to worry about. What
else can a seven-year-old do?

I met my first mean girl at the age of nine. It was the
first instance, in my short life thus far, of someone picking
on me for seemingly no reason at all. I transterred into the
school half-way through the year and my desk was squished
up against hers: the teacher’s pet. I was new and people are
always curious about the new girl. She was not amused and
rallied the other third and fourth grade girls to ensure no one
would hang out with me. I had disturbed the balance and she
was determined to set it right again.

This led me to try to make friends and to her getting mad
instead of sharing. She would scheme at recess and, unbe-
knownst to me, the lines had been drawn. Kids can be utterly
cruel. My mom picked me up every day at three o’clock
sharp. Even with a kid in the hospital, she was there. One day
as I buckled my seat belt the bully approached the open door.

“Mrs. Smith, I think you need to have a talk with your
daughter.”

I was dumbstruck. I started crying and through my tur-
bulent sniffles kept saying, “Mom, I didn’t do anything. I
didn’t do anything to her!” Before the principle could cart
her off, my mother, who was equally shocked, said, “Excuse

me? [ decide when to have talks with my daughter.”
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Both mothers were called to the office. To this day I
do not know what was said, but I do know I became very
good at kickball. It was discovered later that she came from
a troubled family situation. School was her ordered world.
She eventually left the school to create order somewhere else
and left me with a need to never disturb the set order again.
I would play by the rules.

Meanwhile, my father continued to work long hours
and my mom took my brother to his appointments. I was
kept busy with dance classes and sports. My brother eventu-
ally started healing as I entered the awkward world of junior
high. My parents’ marriage was over, but instead of blam-
ing myself, I decided to take charge. No one asked me to,
it was just my natural response. As I moved into my teenage
years, my affinity for leadership surfaced and this facet of my
personality began to be developed. Up to that point, I had
no clue this was in me, but I began to find myself in one
leadership position after another. I poured myself into activi-
ties seeking acceptance, popularity, and the perfect haircut.
All of the things I thought would make me feel fulfilled and
“enough”—all revolved around perfection. It became wrong
to seek anything less. I could have given up, but I didn’t
know how. The guilt of not pursuing these things was over-
whelming. If I had stopped, the guilt and shame would have
been too loud. So I drowned them out. And after several
years, these patterns became more normal.

High school is hard enough to survive, let alone be
perfect. As I lost the braces and the perms, I started notic-
ing boys. But not the clean cut ones. I was drawn to the
boys who were harder to get. I was a cheerleader, soccer
player, and class president and now I needed a boyfriend
to complete the picture. A fifteen-year-old cheerleader with
hormonal tendencies—look out! What manifested was a re-
lationship with an equally confused sixteen-year-old boy who
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also didn’t know how to express himself. Our infatuation
lasted two years, with all the makings of a Lifetime family
movie. My parents and friends saw the ups and downs, yet
I was determined to make this relationship work. After all,
how could I fail? In retrospect, I realize I had no healthy
role models and furthermore, I was stubborn and controlling
enough to think I had all of the answers anyway. Thus, more
clothes came oft and there were more discoveries of what my
body could do—all under the guise of love. It was a need to
feel loved, accepted, and cared for that fanned the flame out
of control. I wasn’t really getting those things from this boy.

In some high school relationships there can be love and
care in good ways and I am an advocate of dating, but I also
believe in healthy mentoring and flooding a teenager’s life
with good, diverse examples of what life is about; things I
did not have. After yet another sexual escapade to fulfill my
emotional needs, the guilt would set in. I wasn’t perfect and
I just screwed up (literally) again. I couldn’t talk to a soul
because if anyone found out, I would lose everything I had
built my ever so important teenage reputation upon. So, I
internalized my guilt and the cycle continued. The condem-
nation I anticipated from my communities, as well as myself,
kept building and building. I saw kids kicked out of my high
school for no less, so I fought to keep my reputation clean by
keeping secrets. Grace was nowhere to be found, not from
my communities and not in my own heart.

To overcome these feelings, I developed an eating disor-
der. Since I couldn’t control my boyfriend, my parents, or my
school, I started controlling what I ate. I was not hungry and
therefore, I just wouldn’t eat. The world around me was ap-
plauding my weight loss and I only had one friend who called
me out on my unhealthy behavior.

Eating disorders are plaguing this rich nation. It is a very
privileged disorder where one has the option to give up food
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to feel accomplished and proud. In other countries, women
who are a size 12 or larger are respected and considered
beautiful—but not in the United States. I am overwhelmed
by the number of women I meet who have issues with food,
from binging to chronic dieting to puking to calorie count-
ing—it is a tragic epidemic, which has begun to affect more
and more to males as well.

But I get it, because I was there, dropping weight in the
name of so-called love. I did get better after time, but the
wounds from that period in my life cut deep.

Families often assume that their daughters are exempt.
They are too capable or too smart or too level headed to suc-
cumb to an eating disorder. But if the pressure to perform or
achieve perfection exists, a child will find an outlet—either
externally or internally—to release that pressure. My parents
were overwhelmed with my strength and stubborn resolve.
My dad assumed my mom would deal with it and my mom
tought me tooth and nail until we were both ready to choke
cach other ‘til our eyeballs popped out.

This is not a book about parenting and honestly, I don’t
know what else my parents could have done. There are things
I wish would have happened differently but I can’t change
the past. What I will say is this: I wish my parents had more
help and guidance from a strong community. When it came
to other influential adults during that time, I can count them
on one hand. The “village” that is supposed to help raise
children is shrinking and that was true of my family—there
was no village. The church and school I attended were lack-
ing trusting, open, and honest relationships. Family life does
not exist at home alone; our other communities play an im-
portant role and if any one area is lacking, every area suffers.

My church and school communities were so focused on
right and wrong that they missed out on a lot of great op-
portunities to help children understand that God is not Santa
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Claus. There was a lack of grace, an abundance of rules, and
a lot of gossip, which is especially hard to swallow because I
went to a Christian school. There were good intentions, but
I graduated with an identity that was wholly based on what
I wore, what music I listened to, and how many Bible verses
I had memorized—rather than how to help myself or others.
I was unaware of different cultures or poverty and privilege.
I didn’t know how to engage with anyone who didn’t agree
with my religious beliefs.

I had received a great education and benefited from
many leadership opportunities, but it was all steeped in fun-
damentalist rhetoric that was so black and white that if you
slipped, your faith would be questioned. It was a breeding
ground for competition and perfection. I find it easy to stand
on a soapbox and point out what they’re all doing wrong,
but it has taken me a while to step down and begin to figure
out how to journey through this place and reach the other
side—together.

In our families, churches and schools we’re so busy cul-
tivating the illusion of our perfection that we’ve forgotten
what it looks like to ask for help or how to admit that we
don’t in fact have all the answers. Only then can we start un-
packing how to truly help one another.

That said, I moved one thousand miles away to South-
ern California for college without knowing what it looked
like to ask for help. This made college interesting to say the
least. I started working out almost every day with my resi-
dent assistant who was bulimic. Of course she didn’t tell us
this, but late night runs to Jack in the Box followed by a
couple dashes to the restroom quickly afterwards and a dra-
matic weight loss, kind of gave it away. I wanted guidance;
I wanted a mentor, but in many ways, I still believed I knew
what was best. After struggling to make friends, I found a
few soul connections and plugged into campus life. I became
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a resident assistant myself and finally had a woman, my resi-
dent director, who truly mentored me two years into college.
She helped me understand that people feel pain ditferently
and that the world did not revolve around me, and she did
so in a realistically firm but loving way. She showed me what
it looked like to care for others. But as I walked across that
stage to get my diploma, I still didn’t know what it looked
like to care for myself.

Two days after graduation, I started my first 40-hour-
a-week job at a community non-profit. I had already been
accepted to graduate school and would start four weeks later.
I was engaged, but after lengthy discussion, my fiancé and I
both decided to wait a year after graduation to get married
instead of that same summer. Life was moving rapidly and
I was efficiently checking things off of my life’s to-do list.
I thought I was set up for success, but shortly after I got
married the following year, my illusions began to fade away.
I didn’t want to be a typical or traditional wife (whatever I
thought that was). We didn’t want kids, sex was difficult and
communication was hard. I loved my husband more than life
itself, but as I reflected on my past I began to ask some big
questions. Thus began my journey of deconstruction and my
quarter-life crisis.

I started to see patterns—patterns of always being avail-
able, of adding another thing to my plate, of wanting others
to see me perform. Life was very black and white. I was either
good or bad. I was a friend to others because I was “stable.” I
pretended to know a lot. This isn’t to say I didn’t know any-
thing; rather, my motives were misdirected and damaging. 1
was doing and saying all of the “right” things. I wanted to ap-
pear confident, put together, unbreakable. But I was broken.
Reflecting back to my childhood and this need for attention
fueled some habits I wish weren’t as prominent in my life.
The need to fit in, to be skinny enough, loved enough, pretty
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enough, and Christian enough, fed some disastrous thoughts
and actions.

These thoughts led to my need for control. I wanted
control over everything: myself, my food, my peers, and my
family, just to name a few. I was under the impression that was
what people wanted and expected from me. When I would
lose grip of this control I would experience intense feelings of
shame and guilt. Those inklings would cause me to try harder
to regain the hold that I had on others and myself. I couldn’t
have seen all this in my past because the patterns were still
developing; they weren’t established yet. I had no context to
explain this need, I couldn’t name it, but eventually I had to
accept the truth—my truth: I had an insatiable need to have
it my way.

Many times women who have this urge inside of them
to fix and set things right have deep intuition. They are like
chameleons who can change color depending upon their en-
vironment. Therapist and author Dr. Anita Johnston, who
works with women dealing with disordered eating issues, says
that the one thing all of the girls she has worked with have in
common is a feeling that they are misfits—they believe they
don’t fit in.! Their gifts, strength and intuition were stifled or
unappreciated at an early age, so they learned to blend in and
control what they feel they can which in many cases is food.
When I read Anita’s book, Eating in the Light of the Moon, 1
could finally name what had happened to me. I was trying to
fit in to everyone else’s version of me instead of discovering
my own self.

As I mentioned, I, too, struggled with an eating disor-
der and yo-yo dieting, but our culture just kept telling me
that 5 Ibs. to success is normal. When I couldn’t manage
those around me, I would use food more. For myself, it was
bigger than food—it was a fear of failure. At least I could
succeed at losing weight if I didn’t get the guy or I bombed
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the interview. Divide and conquer, just keep going, you can
do it—these all became my mantras. I was running hard, but
running on empty.

I was about to slam into a brick wall in grad school when
I took two classes that literally changed my life. Of course 1
took them to “help others” on my career path, but there I
was listening to lectures and seeing my face in the slides and
videos. One class was on spiritual formation and disciplines.
The other was on how to care for the abused in a church or
ministry setting. I started learning exercises, reading books,
and doing meditations. Jesus became more than rules as I
experienced His presence within me. The grace and forgive-
ness I felt were overwhelming. I finally had the opportunity
to heal from the wounds of trying so hard. Over the course
of four months in these classes my recovery process began.

It all came into focus. If I was going to counsel college
students and twenty-somethings, first I needed to help my-
self. I needed recovery. And one of the first steps in recovery
is learning how to say “no.” Before this moment in my life,
I had never realized that whenever I said yes to something I
was saying no to something else. A giant light bulb flashed
on and I realized I was living my life for everyone around me;
not for myself, and definitely not for God. Everything from
my understanding of Jesus to the way I cooked pasta was
done to please others. And to what end? If I’m honest with
myself, I was doing everything in my life to control the opin-
ions of others. My motivations were all wrong. They weren’t
evil, but they were entirely misplaced. I needed to discover
the heart of the matter; I needed to figure out who I was.

I took a step back and realized how unhealthy the pat-
terns in my life had become. When I started saying “no” 1
had more time to examine all that I had on my plate. One of
the first things I did was take a look at my past. I did a life
inventory, which helped me to see my life on a bigger scale. It
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helped me see the factors and circumstances that had shaped
me into a leader and a caregiver. The events in my life for
which I had no control rose to the surface. The seasons of
joy stood out, as did the rougher periods of my life. Through
this process I was able to review all the things that made me
who I was and then I took a step back and decided: who did
I want to be?

Of course I couldn’t change the past—that wasn’t the
issue. However, 1 did have a decision to make, would I
continue down the same path—consumed with false expecta-
tions and running ragged after goals I would never meet? Or
would I start to dwell in the mystery of giving up control?
Was I willing to try new things? Could I stop worrying about
others’ opinions of me? As I continued to meet with God in
silence and experience the Holy Spirit through spiritual for-
mation exercises, I could feel my grip loosening.

I realize now, the irony of the “sense of control” 1 was
desperately trying to maintain. I have no idea if I will spin
out on the freeway tomorrow or if a meteor will land in my
bedroom tonight. I really do not know what others think of
me even if I am on my best behavior. Nothing is concrete
except the love of Christ. But to experience that, one must
sit in the mystery of their own life long enough to realize that
Christ is there.

Thus began the mystery of the season of “no.” There
were many times, confused and tired, when I would ask
myself, “What am I doing?” I felt discombobulated when 1
looked at my schedule and saw it empty or with four hours
of time for solitude. With every fiber of my being, I wanted
to say yes and get busy; overcommitted felt comfortable and
safe. During this period, even though I was saying “no,” 1
didn’t shirk my responsibilities or stop doing chores or move
away to some remote monastery. I went to work and shopped
for groceries and completed my grad school course work.
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But I did say “no” to things like toxic relationships by saying,
“You know, I’m not healthy right now. I can’t see you right
now.” Or “I can’t do that right now.” It became my way of
saying “no.” I began to give myself permission to take time
to heal. Permission to be unhealthy meant that I could take
the time I needed to get healthy. After all, I'd spent twenty-
odd years getting sick, so how long would it take to create a
respectful relationship with myself and others? I discovered it
would take a while, but that it would be worth it.

Once my calendar was lighter I was able to say “yes” to
things I really wanted to and doing this atffirmed that which
I had said “no” to in the first place. A person can’t just jump
from saying “no” right back to saying “yes” to everything
though. That would defeat the purpose. This was not a com-
mercial break or a spa weekend in my life, only to come
back to the crazy way things had been before. It was a radi-
cal transformation. I discovered that I had an opinion over
what I wanted to do with my time and my schedule. And it
was amazing. Through this process, at times I was accused
of appearing selfish or disinterested, but ironically, most of
those comments came from toxic places and people. My sea-
son of “no” was not depression or cutting myself off from
the world. It was a time of creating space in my soul that had
been occupied by everyone else and their priorities.

The transformation that occurred was truly life altering.
I found that I had a story to tell. Oftentimes, this is the part
of the book where people say, “I found joy...” and they tell
you how. I found joy, but I also found hurt. I found wrongs
that had been committed against me and wrongs for which
I needed to ask forgiveness. It wasn’t easy to face those re-
alities. When I was saying “yes” to everything I could keep
those truths stuffed away; but in saying no, I had to face the
most honest version of myself. It was time to learn to live
with her or kick her out. The decision was made, she was
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there to stay, so I learned to tell her story, and stop trying
to hide.

Learning to sit with myself'in silence and address my per-
fectionism was key in my recovery process. Culture’s impact
on my perfectionism was undeniable, and what I discovered
about the Biblical foundations of self-care was incontrovert-
ible. There was no turning back.

A practice called spiritual direction has given me insight
into who God is (and is not) and who I am and am not. It’s
a path I would have never imagined for myself, but look-
ing back on it now, I can’t help but share it as the organic
process that it is because it is deeply valuable and rich. There
will be doubts, questions for sure, and times when it doesn’t
seem clear, but let me assure you that it is okay to have those
thoughts. It is okay to be uncomfortable in the process. God
never said we would be comfortable—we are just asked to be
present.

At the close of each chapter I’ve included questions and
exercises in the Exploration Sections to help you do just
that—explore—and show up. Too often the blogosphere or
the latest bestseller is promoting cure-all for the family pain
caused by dysfunction and over performance. But these mod-
els offer solutions outside of ourselves. In Acts, we learn that
the solution is found only when the Holy Spirit works inside
of us. But the gift of the Holy Spirit is not sold in stores, it
is only found through the discipline of solitude and silence
within honest and vulnerable communities.

The Exploration Sections are invitations for you to
go within yourself or share your journey with a close-knit
group to find out more about who God created you to be
and what true community can be. There is an eclectic mix-
ture of meditations, journaling questions, and exercises that
provide insight into the world of spiritual direction. They
are not meant to overwhelm or scare you and not every
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exercise will resonate with you. This is perfectly fine. All
I ask is that you are open to trying them, even when they
push you outside of your comfort zone. Exercises like art
and contemplative prayer have deep healing powers even
though you might not feel like you are an artist or a pray-er.
This is not about perfection—there is no right or wrong;
these exercises are meant to be tools to help you be present
and discover your authentic, whole self. It will be difficult at
first because you are probably not used to looking at your-
self in this way, but I’m confident you’ll find it to be worth
the effort. This is an invitation to a life of recovery and
health and one truly created within the exhortation to: “Be
still and know that I am God.”?

£ xploration

Life Inventory

A Life Inventory is just that—an inventory of your life. In
every small group I’ve led, life stories are always the first
agenda item discussed. Knowing where a person has come
from helps form a picture of her as a whole person, shaped
by the experiences of her life. Individually, to know your
patterns you must go back and review your journey. This
is a simple exercise, although it can bring a lot to the sur-
face; just record the memories of your life through simple

1

bullet points. It is meant to be a “yellow highlighter” to
draw attention to the experiences that have shaped you. If
you choose to do this by yourself, after you have completed
the exercise, journal about what you discovered and share
it with a close friend. If you are doing this exercise with a
group, share it with each other by letting each person speak
about their own journey and what came to light through

this process.
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Supplies

Pencils
Small sticky notes in 4 different colors

Standard poster board cut in half (one half to each

person)

Instructions

1.

Start by brainstorming and writing down significant
PEOPLE, PLACES and EVENTS in your life on
YELLOW POST-IT notes. Use one post-it for each
person, place or event. Don’t worry about the time-
line of the events. If you are in a group that is going
to share their inventories, and need to write some-
thing that you are not comfortable talking about,
you may “code it” for yourself.

Place the events in a chronological order on your
poster board starting at the top left and moving
down to the bottom, then back to the top, creating
columns. Be sure to leave room for one POST-IT
on the top and bottom of your poster board (see ex-

ample below).

Once you have your timeline set up, replace all the
CHALLENGING or UNHEALTHY events with
PINK POST-Its.

Organize the events into SEASONS. SEASONS
could be titled something like elementary years, ado-
lescence, teenage years, twenties, etc. or feel free to
invent seasons of your own choosing, and be as cre-
ative as you want. Place the name of that SEASON
on the top of the poster board with BLUE POST-Its.
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5. Spend some significant time reflecting on each SEA-
SON and then write down things you learned about
God, instilled VALUES or PATTERNS that were
developing in ORANGE POST-IT notes on the bot-
tom of the poster board. The orange post-its can
hold more than one realization.

Visual of the Life Inventory

6. After you have completed the exercise, take some
time to reflect personally or share your inventory
with the group.?
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