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      Part One
Made in the Image of God




    

  
    
      Chapter 1
The Journey Begins
This hope we have as an anchor of the soul, a hope both sure and steadfast and one which enters within the veil.
Hebrews 6:19 NASB
               


VINCENT VAN GOGH preferred to paint people rather than cathedrals because he said the eyes reveal the inward soul, whether a poor beggar or a street worker.
         
As a journalist, I am also drawn to the eyes of the people I interview.
Whether meeting musicians or murderers, scientists or six-year-old children, I not only listen to the voices and wait on the words, but stay on the unspoken in the eyes. What lies behind those transparent windows to the soul?
The first pair of eyes that hold me are my mother’s.
I am seven years old, cuddling with Mom in church and running my fingers over and over again in circles across her soft velvety fur coat. I imagine she is a fuzzy mother bear. She is a short, bosomy, fun-loving woman with brown lustrous curls and big blue eyes like Bette Davis.
Sitting on the hard wooden pews and hiding under her luxurious fur coat, I feel totally safe in her warmth. I listen to sermons about the love of God, spending hours with my eyes transfixed on a large wooden cross hanging midair above the pulpit. It is powerful stuff for a young girl looking around at the stained-glass windows with scenes of people being healed and Jesus holding little children on his lap.
I know without a shadow of doubt that God loves me.
My mother prods me to be a missionary when I grow up.
“Well, I don’t know about that idea, Mom,” I say quietly, already acutely aware in my few years of life there is a nonconforming side to my personality.
She hugs me anyway.
A soft-hearted woman, Mom rescues abandoned children who are in need of a loving home because she believes love conquers all evil.
With arms open wide to embrace the rejected in society, our house may best be described as a noisy multicultural carnival. In addition to raising me and my three biological brothers, my parents open our home to an array of foster kids.
Mom also gives free respite to the weary parents of a severely disabled girl. Little Jody continually screams and bangs her head. Not surprisingly, it is chaos in our kitchen where all the action is.
My parents end up adopting two little boys—Johnny, an Asian youngster, and Louie, a Native American boy who suffers from fetal alcohol syndrome. They are innocent, live-wired boys. While they may not have grown inside her own womb, Mom assures the boys they were formed in a much, much better place.
“You see, my wonderful, precious boys, you’re so special I actually chose you to grow in my heart!” she says. “See!” She points under her amply endowed bosom.
“You grew right here inside my heart. Right here!” she says as she kisses the top of their foreheads and elevates their position to the top of the family hierarchy. It is completely fair according to “Mom’s Rule of Justice” that these boys, who had been abandoned, would be so luxuriantly pampered in our home.
The whole family buys into that love.
It is the way of God’s compassion.
Mom loves these ragamuffin orphans with great kindness, and as I watch her shower them with love, I too feel the exhilarating, liberating power of love.
Little Johnny had been discarded by his real mom and dad and tossed back and forth between three foster homes by the time he was eleven months old. The brown-eyed boy steals Mom’s heart as soon as he moves in.
“Never again will you feel alone,” she says to him.
We all nod. Johnny is Mom’s boy to stay.
She feels every one of his tears of pain. As he grows to be a teenager, she tells the social workers that Johnny needs a good counselor because he keeps getting into trouble with the law. He crashes a car. His teachers kick him out of class. Meanwhile, Mom prays to God to help her be as patient with him as God is.
She never stops loving him.
Mom worries helplessly, year after year, trying to get him help. But she is stymied by a social system that ignores his developing identity crisis and struggle with homosexuality. Finally, at age twenty-five, he is HIV positive and commits suicide.
Anguish now dims the bright blue in my mother’s eyes. . . .
Nine months after Johnny died—just about the time it takes to conceive, carry, and deliver another child—Louie, my other adopted brother, dies in a car accident.
Louie, whose heritage includes a long line of alcoholics, is twenty-one years old and drinking beer with a carload of friends, skidding along the Fraser Canyon Highway. Crashing boulders claim the neural endings of his brain, a sensitive, kind young man whose legacy is a fatal brain injury. Mom had tenderly loved this boy too, nurturing him with hefty cheek kisses and hugs, warning him not to drink because his genes carry the alcoholic weakness.
Another part of Mom’s all-embracing heart collapses.
Yet she carries on. Still her faith remains strong.
“God knows our hearts,” she says as she tries to make sense of the tragedies. She continues to trust in the God of love and justice who will eventually wipe away all sorrow and all tears and make the crooked things of this woeful world straight.
“All things will pass away one day,” she says. “We are only here on Earth for a very short time, so while we still have life in us, we must never stop loving others.”
As she comforts me, I realize much later in life that she had modeled in her own special way the kindness of God who comforts us in all of our afflictions.
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Thus begins this story.
When the pink blossoms fall once more in another season, I am an investigative journalist breaking news stories, exposing political scandals, and writing human-interest stories.
I am continually inspired by “Mom’s Rule of Justice.”
Pursuing the truth with compassion drives my work as I try to treat people with respect and kindness, and my news stories often rescue victims of physical and emotional suffering, discrimination, and other social injustices. For twenty years, I help shut down dishonest politicians and report evidence that jails criminals and pedophiles, and I play a critical role in closing the doors of corporations involved in unethical practices.
How?
By simply exposing the truth in print!
Words are powerful motivators in the pursuit of justice.
I am faithfully pursuing the passions of my heart as a journalist when God hands me a new assignment—one that seems almost impossible to fathom. It happens one day with no advance notice or fanfare while I am on a winter holiday and too tired to write any more. Relaxing on the island of Maui on a sun-drenched morning, I am looking forward to snorkeling with the yellow butterfly fish and working on nothing more strenuous than my sorry-looking tan.
Political controversies are far from my mind.
Reading the Holy Bible that warm morning during my study and prayer time, I am impressed by Genesis 1:27 in which Moses beautifully portrays how the male and the female together are made in the image of God, Imago Dei.
         
As I think about this, it suddenly strikes me that the woman, therefore, must reflect the nature of God in some mysterious way—no less than the man.
The feeling that washes over me is warm and electrifying.
Why had I not noticed this before?
I think about my father’s strength and his enterprising energy and how his paternal kindness is modeled by my kind heavenly Father. Then I start wondering if my mother’s compassion might be a hint there is also a maternal side to God’s love. Leaning back in an open place, I take a deep breath.
“Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground.”
Exodus 3:5 NIV
            

Placing my sandals by the door, I step into a holy place and remain quiet for a very long time. Months meld into years of prayer as I immerse myself in the study of the Holy Bible that has left me in complete awe of the God of my salvation.
         
It is not humanly possible for a foolish person like me to expand on the common understanding of God. Expand on the Infinite? Impossible! Yet I feel God quietly impressing me to interview leaders from the major Christian faiths of the world. But I resist this idea. I find excuses. I cannot afford to take time off my job. Who will talk to me about such a controversial subject? Lord, I don’t think I’m good enough to do it.
         
More than a dozen years pass by. I attend a Women of Faith conference and once again hear that immortal voice as I kneel down in the room with the red-and-white checkered tiles and close my eyes.
“Lord God, I can’t approach faith leaders on this subject and write a book. Look at me. Here I am talking to you, carrying nothing but my hiking backpack, a notebook, and a pen. That’s me. Not at all stylish like Oprah Winfrey. I really don’t think I can do it.”
         
Another year goes by.
One summer day, during a hike on Mount Baker, the grandeur of the mountain peaks and the snow contrasted by the clear blue sky causes such a deep exhilaration to well inside me that I spontaneously break out singing:
“Over all the Earth, you reign on high,
Every mountain stream, every sunset sky,
But my one request, Lord, my only aim, 
is that you reign in me again.”1
            

The song gives words to the overwhelming happiness I feel inside as I begin hiking down a long, narrow trail on the other side of Table Mountain where the geography always reminds me of the Great Wall of China. This part of the hike is raw and risky because it is basically one huge rock slide covered by small broken stones.
What happens next defies explanation.
Stupid me. Dumb me. I trip over my own two feet, stepping over the ledge into midair, swaying sideways—rolling down the mountainside like a crazy carpet! Heading downward into a frightening 1,500-foot drop to what appears to be certain death with large jagged granite boulders awaiting me at the bottom. No time to think. In a split second of chilling panic, I see one large rock jutting out of the ground, about three feet wide, come into view as I roll sideways.
A voice shouts in my head: “Grab that rock. Now! Or you’re dead.”
         
With all the strength, energy, and life I have in me, I lunge and splay my body across the rock and grab it as hard as I can with both hands and legs. I grab it hard. I feel solid pain. I grab the pain. The rock holds.
My body stops rolling. Gasping, I hang on to the only rock on this part of the mountain slope large enough to hold me! I don’t move. My heart beating, my left knee bleeding, I feel the bones in my hands, fractured and sprained, throbbing in excruciating pain.
“Lord, I know I don’t deserve what you just did to save me.” Shaking and stunned, I went from singing to screaming; walking to falling; living to almost dying, in less than five seconds. “Thank you dear Lord, Rock of my Salvation!”
“Now, Trudy, are you ready to do what I’m calling you to do?”
         
“If it’s the last thing I do in my short, silly, sorry life, Lord, yes.”
The following year, I arrange to take a sabbatical from my job and start setting up interviews to converse with Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish experts all around the globe to sort out the question about the nature of God by asking:
What does the Bible really say?
Are we missing half of the picture of God?
I pursue a global investigation with pen and notebook in hand interviewing biblical scholars and celebrities from North America to the Middle East and spend the next five years researching the Scriptures and meditating on God’s Word.
What is God really like? What sacred evidence does the Bible reveal?
What emerged is a new, engaging picture of the God I thought I knew!
The Quest to Know God
In all, more than fifty leaders of faith agree to enter into a conversation about the so-called gender of God. Some theologians, however, decline to be interviewed. And a few critics tell me I should not explore this question because it is too difficult to understand. Others sidestep the question completely.
When I interview Rev. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, a well-respected biblical scholar, he is civil, but quickly dismisses my queries about the possible gender of God. He is the coeditor of the New Jerome Biblical Commentary and is professor emeritus of Biblical Studies at the Catholic University of America in Washington, D.C.
         
He tells me the question is a waste of time.
I feel uncomfortable. He insinuates I might be some kind of a wacko-feminist. I laugh and assure him that I am a devoted believer in God, just like he is. I tell him that I’m definitely not a feminist. But I am looking for answers. That’s why I am trying to talk to as many Bible experts as I can.
“You happen to be a scholar I respect, Reverend Fitzmyer.”
Thankfully, he continues our conversation.
God has no feminine attributes, he says with an air of certainty. Later during our dialogue, he admits the Lord God’s devotion to us is sometimes described in the Bible as distinctly maternal in nature, quoting a verse in Isaiah 66:13.
However, he is reluctant to give much weight to this passage.
“This is clearly a Scripture where God speaks of Himself like a mother,” he says. “But that is the exception, not the rule.”
Feeling confused, I later try to set up an interview with a well-known biblical scholar in England. She makes it clear that she only wants to talk to me about the world-famous feminist Mary Cady Stanton and the revising committee that wrote the Woman’s Bible.
         
Feminism is definitely not my focus, I tell her respectfully.
She hangs up.
Her anger stings me. Feeling dejected, I fear my investigation is going nowhere as I walk along the well-worn pathway in my back woods with my Bible in hand. Sitting down on my favorite fallen birch tree, I read in the Scriptures that God is delighted to answer my questions and to satisfy the deepest spiritual yearnings in my heart to know Him. Right now, to be honest, dear Lord, I don’t understand what I should do next. He leads me to a promise in the Old Testament.
         
The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever.
            
Deuteronomy 29:29 NIV
            

Making a commitment, I promise God that no matter what happens I will be faithful to His calling and will try not to get discouraged. I write a little sticky note over my computer desk to remind myself that I am working for the King of Kings.
         
I know I will never receive the wisdom of God through my own human power or intelligence. But “the Spirit probes all things, even the profoundest depths of God” (1 Cor. 2:10 CJB) and generously grants to us, mere mortal human beings, the promise of the immeasurable gift of growing in relationship with our Redeemer.
         
Praying daily for the Spirit of God to lead me, I begin to interview hundreds of people in every walk of life—from scholars to janitors, from the boardroom to the living room—as a powerful spiritual principle starts to emerge.
I am engaged in a deep conversation with Billy Graham’s daughter, Ruth, when she does not hesitate to tell me that her study of the Bible convinces her that we have been missing an important aspect of God’s love for many centuries. I am surprised. She encourages me to press forward in my quest for answers.
Meanwhile, sociologist Tony Campolo advises me that the answer to the question will bring emotional and spiritual healing for both men and women.
As I interview leaders of various Christian faiths, I discover the teaching throughout history that the nature of God is “only masculine” poses a serious “disconnect” for many faithful believers. To illustrate why the question of the so-called gender of God is relevant and meaningful today, I sometimes ask men to imagine what it would be like if the following what-if scenario came to pass:
 
“What if you are a little boy or a young man who faithfully attends a church or a synagogue every week? You are taught that you are made in the image of God, just like the girls are. But, you wonder how? The girls can certainly identity with the Creator. But, you ask yourself, what part of you, corresponds to God?”
 

A Global Investigation
A paradigm shift is occurring all over the world.
“Everywhere you go, the public is raising gender questions about God,” says Father Thomas Hopko, a prominent Orthodox scholar living in New York.
“This is the issue of our day,” he tells me.
         
The nature of God is a significant theological question being asked today by many devout men and women of faith, and the people I meet along my journey are recovering ancient biblical truths that have long been forgotten.
They find these truths relevant for today.
I took a journalistic approach to this question with an open mind and from the point of view that God is real, God is love, and the Holy Bible is true, the inspired Word of God, answering the deepest spiritual questions asked by each new generation.
That was my starting point and remained the focus throughout my investigation.
Therefore, this book is unequivocally and unapologetically Christian in tone and content. I also sought the opinions of Jewish scholars to seek the understanding of those who study the same Scriptures. While they may disagree about Jesus, their foundational understanding of God the Father and Yahweh start in the same place.
         
To be sure, what you hold in your hands is not a typical book.
By weaving elements of personal narrative and solid biblical facts with the interviews I had with fifty leaders of faith, my journal highlights many short stories, linked together by the one controversial question.
You might consider this a world-wide panel discussion.
But it is also the story of my own personal journey to know God.
I took a fourteen-month sabbatical in 2007–08 to interview leaders of various faiths around the world, either in person or by phone. When I felt confused on any point, I’d go back to the scholars with phone calls or e-mails as they patiently answered my follow-up questions. I also spent five years carefully studying the Scriptures to make sure what I was learning met the litmus test of biblical truth.
For the reporter in me, I have to admit some questions still remain.
My own spiritual journey is weaved throughout this book—not because I started out to do that, but this is what happened. I share my story, not necessarily in a straight chronological timeline—but more as a montage of experiences, whether good or bad.
The scholars inspired me in more ways than one.
I don’t claim to have interviewed an exhaustive list of experts, but I certainly conversed with a relevant sample. Neither do I believe this book will be the last word on such a controversial subject, but I pray it will serve as a valuable resource. The people I interviewed in this book shared their love for God with great enthusiasm and wisdom.
Their stories stand on their own.
To be clear, my investigation does not downplay, neither does it overemphasize the so-called gender of God because our loving, benevolent Creator is infinitely greater than any human mind can ever fully comprehend. All of the sacred titles for God in the Scriptures are to be revered. The will of our majestic Maker is clear in the third commandment:
“You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain.”
            
Exodus 20:7 ESV
            

His name is as holy and everlasting as His law is. The stories in this book are in the context that God reveals Himself as our heavenly Father, the King of Kings, and Almighty God, and He instructs us to pray in His holy benevolent name.
         
But what is the truth about the possible maternal side to God?
I invite you to join me on a journey to find out why the question about the so-called gender of God is suddenly igniting into relevance today.
That is the question I will now turn to.



    

  
    
      Chapter 2
Benedictine Monks: 
 Breaking the Silence
            
Let the wise hear and increase in learning.
Proverbs 1:5 ESV
               


I WONDER WHO I will meet at the monastery.
         
Will I feel out of place as a woman?
These two questions are at the top of my mind as I walk into Westminster Abbey Seminary of Christ the King. This is one of only three Benedictine monasteries in Canada and holds the distinction of being the country’s smallest university.
Sunshine streams through a window across a solitary chair where a monk in black habit is concentrating on his study of the book of Genesis. A silver crucifix dangles from his neck reflecting the light as it dances around the surrounding cedar beams. The mood is quiet and somber, but not for long.
Laughter suddenly echoes in the hallway as a seminary student sings off-key, his vibrato choir voice resonating cheerfully. Three other young men chime in. The monk looks up from his study and smiles sheepishly.
“They do have a lot of energy, don’t they?” he says.
I sit down with one of the seminary students and ask him a question.
“So what inspired you to want to become a priest?”
Even as I ask the question, I think to myself, I had not imagined meeting a tall, handsome, third-year psychology student in his twenties studying theology at the seminary. But here he is in front of me.
“I was feeling empty spiritually,” he says. “My life was meaningless, a never-ending round of parties and buying music equipment and cars and other stuff that never really fulfilled me. It slowly dawned on me that I need to find my way back to God.”
After he arrived at the seminary, he found the peace of mind he was seeking. During his free time, he loves to watch the latest political debates on TV and play floor hockey with the guys. He is particularly gifted at stopping the puck as a goalie.
I reprimand myself as he is speaking. Never again will I believe that priests and monks simply spend their time being stoic, silent, and generally unsociable. I could not have been more wrong. They teach me to question my religious preconceptions and stereotypes as one of the elderly monks embraces me with a hug every time he sees me and signs his e-mails “ILY,” short for “I love you.”
The monastery is built like a medieval castle at the summit of Mount Mary, surrounded by rolling hills and lush bigleaf maples. About a dozen cows graze on the hillside like lumbering cartoon figures. I begin my interviews as the ornamental cherry trees vibrate in pink blossom and Canada geese fly across the marshy lake below.
Three monks—Father Nicholas, Boniface, and Placidus—spend hours in dialogue with me. Their names are not made up, and it strikes me as a curious coincidence that their names rhyme in a singsong pattern.
Father Placidus patiently went into great detail to explain why the gender of God cannot be answered simply. Father Nicholas, in contrast, often stops talking and gazes at me in silence. Meanwhile, Father Boniface is chatty.
“God is neither male, nor female,” says Boniface,2 noting how he respects his female friends as daughters of the King.
         
“There always has to be a positive feminine influence in the world. I think that man without woman is unthinkable. Life would be very dull with just one or the other,” he comments with a laugh.
The three monks are in consensus that men and women are both made equally in the image of God, and they believe that a harmonious marriage relationship most effectively reflects the balance found in the nature of our Creator.
I ask another question.
“So the husband and the wife together form, in some way, a kind of mirror image of who God is?” I ask. “That would mean, then, that both the bride and the groom would in some mysterious way reflect the face of God, right?”
Silence.
“Well, yes and no.”
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I return to the solitude of the monastery over and over again for the next several years to study the Scriptures, pray, and to meet with each of the monks individually.
Father Boniface is known by many as a “faithful friend.”
He once worked as a hospital chaplain at St. John’s Hospital near Hollywood in the happy days when legendary actors James Cagney and Ronald Reagan (who later became US president) served on the hospital board.
A deep thinker, his eyes are radiant blue behind his wire-rimmed glasses. He grew up on a farm in Oregon, and he tells me that he was five years old when he had an accident that changed his life. Playing with matches, his pants caught fire and caused deep extensive burns to his right leg. Young Boniface was unable to walk for ten long, painful months. But one Sunday, out of the blue, he started walking again.
“God made things better,” he says with a faith that is matter-of-fact.
His mother had earnestly prayed for him, and when prayers were answered, she was fond of saying: “God does such things—His wonders to perform.” The boy was destined to serve this God of compassion, in large part, because of her devout faith.
         
His long-time friend Father Placidus reveals a similar story.
He is leaning back on an old brown velvet couch in front of a picture window and for a moment watches the cumulus clouds float past the snow-capped peaks of the Coast Mountains. He then turns his mind to my question.
“There is no such God as an all-male God or an all-female God,” he says with an air of distinction as a seminary lecturer on such subjects as Latin and theology. He acknowledges, however, that both gender roles are important. His mother, for example, was also a godly inspiration to him. One day after she had surgery and was suffering in great pain in her hospital bed, she turned her sorrow over to God by simply saying: “I’ve got a bed, but all He [ Jesus] had was a cross.”
         
Placidus never forgot those words.
The faith of a mother seems to be a common theme with the monks.
God has given a woman her wonderful maternal instinct to care for others in a deeply sincere way, Placidus explains, noting this is one of the main reasons why more women have been deemed “saints” by the church throughout the ages than men.
That’s interesting, I say. Why in the world would that be?
“I think it’s because women have this great, innate capacity to love, and they have an astonishing capacity to forgive,” he says and then pauses. “I think of the many women who have been abused, and yet they have such an incredible capacity to forgive their abusers and to love with such sincerity.”
The words of Jesus as He hung on the cross come to mind.
“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do,” he told his attackers (see Luke 23:34).
         
[image: *]

As a journalist I have often written about the sobering fact that one in three women is assaulted during her lifetime. An emotional memory rises in my mind. I think about the survivors of crime who plead with me to use my pen to inform the public about their experiences. They say it is healing to share their stories.
So I listen. I cry, and I write.
I remember interviewing Joan, whose ex-husband killed their four-year-old boy in a rage of jealousy, a brown-eyed angelic boy who did nothing but hold his mom tightly around her legs and cry for her help. Even though her former husband had threatened to hurt their son, a judge decided to give him visiting rights anyway.
Two days later, as the car sped away with her boy waving good-bye in the car seat, she knew she would never see him again. Joan’s courage to carry on living with this heavy cross of unending sorrow reveals the fatigued face of a modern-day saint.
A few years later, I meet Ginger,3 whose best friend “Joy” had been murdered.
         
Joy’s husband strangled her to death with his leather belt in a crack-induced split-second of insanity. I can still see the anguish on the face of the eldest daughter as she weeps in the middle of the street with her arms up in the air, pleading, “Why?”
As coroners wrap the mother’s body inside the house, an army of news photographers snap the daughter’s picture while a police officer wraps his arms around her to try to comfort her when no comfort can be found. Ginger takes the girl home, as well as her five other brothers and sisters. She holds all of them close to her heart, buying new beds and blankets and meeting their schoolteachers.
What compels someone to adopt six motherless kids?
Ginger is a sales professional attending a community church. Some time prior to this tragedy she had made a commitment to love others as Christ so dearly loves us, and now she reflects to the world broken by sin the human face of the image of God.
The monk calls such women “saints.”
“I don’t think women really set out to be saints, Father Placidus,” I say to him. “They just have big hearts, and they ache when others ache, and they care when no one else cares.” I swallow hard.
Why do you love with such sincerity? He looks at me with respect.
“Father Placidus, I’m here because I want to know God on a deeper level.”
He smiles: “I have no doubt, you will.”
Marriage and the Image of God
The marriage union is an important key to revealing the image of God.
“When God created us in His image, in His likeness, He inscribed in our very being—whether male or female—the profound inscription that I am to be a gift to another in a communion of others,” says Placidus, as we return to the big question.
How does this roll out in reality?
When a man and woman repeat their marriage vows to be faithful to each other and two people become “one flesh” (see Matt. 19:4–6), their union in a mutually respectful, harmonious relationship has the potential to most profoundly reveal the oneness of the Trinity and to reflect the image of God, he says.
The one true living God is mysteriously represented by three divine persons, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Similarly, as a child of God, we also represent a spiritual mystery, he says, because “each person is a trinity of body, mind, and spirit.”
There is deep spiritual significance in marriage.
Considering God’s noble goals for humankind, it is devastating when people engage in activities that degrade and disrespect God’s image in themselves and others, like premarital sex, adultery, divorce, pornography, and homosexuality, he says.
“The porn industry is all about greed and disrespect, it is all me-centered and defaces people who are made in the image of God and are made to be holy.”
God designed us to be spiritual beings, and we will never find true rest until we cast off the corruption of this world and live in harmony with Him, says the monk, noting how deeply the Creator longs to make us whole again.
“Jesus is the perfect image of God. To the extent we allow Him to forgive our sins and to recreate us, we may become a new person, a holy person like Him.”
[image: *]

I listen intently. So much to absorb! When I get home that evening, I snuggle into the warmth of my husband’s strong shoulders and feel an indescribable sense of wholeness. Joy washes over me just by being with him.
“I love you,” I say.
“Love you, too,” he replies.
I know it sounds corny, but I love loving him. I feel like we are meant to be together—physically, mentally, and emotionally. I met him when I was a teenager, and we marry when I am eighteen years old. Playing hard and working hard, we learn to water-ski together and to figure out the ropes of running a business partnership as I create advertising flyers and do the accounting while he meets new clients and does much of the physical work.
Most important, we have three beautiful girls together.
When we go out dancing, nothing makes me feel happier than leaning my head on his broad shoulders and stepping into a ballet-like pattern that synchronizes with swaying waltzes such as “Endless Love” by Mariah Carey.
I trust him in the big things and little things in life. He can fix practically anything in the house, armed with his nails and hammer, plumbing tools and paint. Meanwhile, I’m the opposite. I do not even know how to change the fluorescent light in our office. Over the years, unfortunately, his interests start to change, as do mine.
We clash more than once during our marriage.
By the end of my conversations with my three favorite monks, my husband is gone. No shoulder to lean on. No waltz to step to. My heart is broken. They say that divorce is more painful than death. A part of me died that year . . . a big part.
The monks tell me we are to be gifts to one another—and that’s what I thought my husband and I were to each other. But sometimes, sadly, gifts are rejected. And even God’s gifts go unappreciated and ignored. I had married my husband for life. Now I fall into an abyss of grief.
Counseling helped. Time helped. Friends helped.
One of the monks advises me to ask God to help and to give me strength, and in some mystical way, He would turn the blubbering mess that is “me” into someone peaceful and calm. He looks at me tenderly: “Jesus loved others and was rejected, too.”
[image: *]

I love being married. Still do, even though I’m not.
The following Saturday, I visit my friends who are camping. Their preschool boys are running around playing outside with water spraying from a tap and yelling at the top of their lungs. Such sweet mayhem! Mommy is breast-feeding the newborn inside the travel trailer while Daddy gathers up the kids, scoots them indoors and starts to make lunch.
“Can you hand me the peanut butter?” he says to me with a big smile.
I love that smile. Then he leans over the table and kisses his wife.
“Love you,” she says with her eyes closed.
“Love you too!” he replies as he prepares the peanut butter sandwiches.
I’ll always long to repeat the experience of the intertwined life, when two become one. Some people become bitter after divorce. I never wanted to be like that. I’m not saying I always accepted the loneliness, rejection, and grief with grace. I was often disappointed, angry, and fearful. But, mostly, I slumped over in deep sadness.
It seemed like forever to work through the grief, but one day I suddenly woke up and looked around the world with eyes wide open—as if revived out of a coma. An interesting metaphor in the Bible describes God’s faithfulness to us as a devoted husband. Since I am now single, I start to lean on Him in a way I have never done before and the joy of heaven starts healing my soul.
I still thank God for the gift of my marriage and the opportunity I had to learn to love my husband and to be loved by him. I still think it is true—when a man and a woman marry, two different worlds merge into one. And when there is peace and love in the home, life just doesn’t get any better than that. God designed marriage for our personal growth and happiness, and as partners hold hands and hearts together in love, somehow our loyalty, love, and devotion reflects an aspect of who He is!
[image: *]

The monks give me much to think about—unpacking decades of spiritual contemplation into a few conversations. Walking in the abbey gardens in silence one day, I watch one of the monks climb a flight of gray cement stairs leading to the bell tower. It is a misty afternoon. The fog is rolling into the courtyard in a surreal blanket of white—starkly contrasting his flowing robe of black. The scene reminds me of a mystical stairway to heaven. I think to myself, I can only take one step at a time in my journey to know God. Sometimes I fall. But with His help, I get up and walk again.
I spent many more days studying the Bible at the monastery and would often walk along the forest pathway around Mount Mary to pray for guidance. One day a tiny white trillium springs to life as it finds an opening in the dead leaves. Soon the pathway is alive with countless little lilies and the forest is awash in green, overtaken by the energy of budding maple trees and perennial wild flowers.
Feeling dead no longer, I am energized by the appearance of new life.
The words of the monks slowly sink deeper and deeper into my soul.
They obviously love their mothers for inspiring them to grow in faith, and they respect women as “daughters of the King.” This is who I want to be—a daughter of the King, a faithful steward, serving God with perseverance and undying loyalty.
The monks explain that each person is designed to reflect the character of our compassionate Creator at every stage of life. At birth, a child is unified in mind, body, and spirit—“a trinity” so to speak. Later, when marrying, two people become one in unity, as they live as “gifts to one another.” In another stage of life, as parents, a father’s devotion and a mother’s love for their children combine in multi-creative ways to form a blessed preview of the divine character and love of our majestic Maker.
As “children of God,” each of our experiences in life, whether we are married or single, laughing or crying, buying or selling, living as “a saint or a sinner”—all of this, and more, forms a part of the imperfect mix, the palette in which Christ uses to paint a picture of His love on our hearts and to demonstrate His love to others.
I will explore these concepts more in-depth later.
[image: *]

I meet with a quiet, reserved, silver-haired monk, who decides to speak openly.
He is slowly measuring each word as he stares intently at me after I ask him for the third time the big question about the so-called gender of God.
“Women are made in the image of God,” he says. “Just read the Scriptures and you can see there is a female element in God.”
I am taken aback.
What did he just say?
Then, as if he regretted the answer he had just given me, he adds: “But we must be careful to accept the limitations of the human intellect when it comes to understanding God.”
He looks uncomfortable as he changes the subject.
This is the first time I have heard a credible Christian leader use the term “female” or “feminine” in connection with the nature of God. I’m not sure what to think of this, since I have spent my lifetime envisioning the eternal righteous God with masculine features. As a conservative Christian, I’m comfortable with this view. Men are pastors and priests—God is masculine—end of story.
I am speechless.
But it is as if God is tenderly guiding me to walk to the door of an exciting new art gallery where I peek through a small window at the top of the door to catch a glimpse, here and there, of bright, glorious watercolor paintings hanging on the wall, beautiful portraits of the Creator God I have never seen before in my life.
The monk is silent again, backing away.
I look at the door in anticipation.
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