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To my dad:

This book is for you because you taught me what-it
means to love family and the importance of being faithful
in all the small things that make life worth #iving. I am
grateful for many things and at the top 6f that list is that
youre my dad. I love you more than'l can say and have

always been so proud to be Charles Marino’s daughter.
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Introduction

I’Ve spent my whole life listening to the story in the Bible
where Jesus feeds five thousand people with five small loaves
of bread and two fish. (Thank goodness that crowd didn't know
about being gluten free.) I've seen iZdepicted on flannel boards
in Sunday school, watched it brought to life in movies about
Jesus, and heard it taught frém various pulpits a million times.
Whenever and howeversthe story is told, the focus is always on
one of three things; @) the disciples who didn’t have faith in
what Jesus could do; (2) the miracle of turning a sack lunch into
enough food to feed five thousand people, or (8) the admirable
character efithe little boy who willingly offered his meager lunch.
But youdtnow who never gets a shout-out? The mom who packed
that lunch in the first place.

Maybe she was in a hurry; maybe she just threw in those five
small loaves and two fish and shooed her boy out the door, glad
to get him out from under her feet for the day. If she was like me,
she probably hadn’t been to the store recently and even gave the
fish a quick snift, worried it might not be any good. Maybe she
gave the bread a quick once-over for signs of mold, because how

embarrassing would it be to have your kid pull out some moldy
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Church of the Small Things

bread for lunch? No matter what was involved in packing that
lunch on that particular morning, I'm willing to bet she wasn’t
really concerned or even thinking about how God might choose
to use her boy’s lunch that day. I bet she didn’t wring her hands
over whether or not that lunch might matter in the larger scheme
of God’s plans or wish she could do something on a larger stage
in front of an audience of people cheering her on as she tucked
that fish and those loaves into a basket, and she definitely didn’t
do an Instagram story about it. The bottom line is, she“didn’t
do the glamorous thing; she did the faithful thing. Shé packed a
lunch for her boy just like she’d probably done, a-million times
before, and God used her small act of faithfulness to feed five
thousand people. He also used her son, whom she’d probably
admonished daily to “be kind and shave'with others,” wondering
if it was falling on deaf ears. She got tangible proof that day that
her boy had actually been payifg attention. If youre a mom, then
you know that this, in and of'itself, can feel like a miracle.

So maybe you can §ee where I'm headed with this mom and
the lunch bag story*Sometimes the biggest things God does
start out in thessmallest, most ordinary acts of daily faithfulness.
The things-wé do so often and with so little fanfare that we don’t
even thihk about them anymore. We can spend so much time
wondering and worrying if were fulfilling God’s primary will
for our lives. Yet, ultimately, God’s will isn’t about the things
we achieve; it’s about the people we become. Life is more about
how he uses us to make a difference to the people who cross our
paths, even while we are just going about our normal, sometimes
boring, lives. He is a God who used twelve men to change an
entire world. He is a God who clearly finds value where we tend

to look and see nothing special. God’s primary will for our lives

10
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Introduction

isn't about a particular job or a circumstance. It’s not about the
city we live in or whether were married or single. We are in
God’s will when we wake up with a willingness to go wherever
he leads that day, to seek him in the ordinary, and to love and
influence the people around us. Sometimes that can look a whole
lot like packing a lunch.

Life is what is happening all around us while were waiting
for the thing we hope will give us some sort of inner peace,
contentment, or joy. The problem is that when and if ¢hat thing
happens, we usually enjoy it for all of three-and-a<half minutes
before realizing nothing in us has fundamentally changed. Our
hair still doesn’t look like Connie Britton’s and we're still not as
funny as Tina Fey, and so we decide that'maybe it’s the next big
moment that will finally make us trly happy. Meanwhile, we're
ignoring the fact that we wokewup'that morning with air in our
lungs, had a cup of hot coffeé,Jand laughed on the phone with a
friend. I once heard a teenage boy say as he worked at the conces-
sion stand at our neighborhood pool, “It’s Saturday night and I've
got a new pair of shoes—the possibilities are endless.” I thought,
Yes! Let’s embrqce the wonder hidden in the ordinary—uwhatever the
new pair ofshoes might be—because these are the moments that are

Sull of pessibility and promise.

Sometimes it happens when we're right in the middle of the
daily grind—driving car pool, going to the grocery store, attend-
ing class, working in a cubicle, wiping sticky jelly fingerprints off
our countertops, tucking in the kids, and packing lunches. One of
those normally ungrateful children will hug us extra-tight and
whisper, “You're the best mom ever.” Or a friend texts to say, “I've
been thinking about you.” Or we crack up because our insane dog

is jumping up repeatedly on the other side of the kitchen window.

11
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Church of the Small Things

When we start to pay attention, we realize life is full of small
wonders that can make all the difference in a day, an hour, or a
lifetime. And those small moments are no less holy than the big
ones. In fact, maybe they are more holy because it is the million
little pieces of our lives that really shape the people we become.

In JR.R. Tolkien’s novel The Hobbit, the wizard Gandalf says,
“Some believe it is only great power that can hold evil in check,
but that is not what I've found. It is the small everyday deeds of
ordinary folk that keep the darkness at bay.” The true joy of life
is found in the everyday. It’s the moments that dont.flecessarily
take our breath away at the time that often become’the ones that
matter most. When we look back on our days, we realize such
moments are the very threads that make.up the tapestry of a life.
Taken together, these seemingly ordinary threads of joy, sad-
ness, conflict, and laughter make semething extraordinary. With
every small thread, God is_carefully and thoughtfully weaving
a masterpiece.

We live in a culture@’that celebrates the big accomplishment:
the touchdown, thé Nobel Peace Prize, the student body presi-
dent and the hemecoming queen. But what if we made it a habit
to embraceand celebrate the small? The meal delivered to a sick
friendoturkids being kind to the new kid at school, volunteering
a few hours a week at a nursing home, or helping someone in
need? Savoring a lazy Saturday morning in pajamas, listening to
the sound of your children actually getting along, pifia coladas
and getting caught in the rain?

I've lived long enough to know that often, the most memorable
moments in life are the ones that sneak up on you because they
weren’t planned or orchestrated but are just the simple moments

we’ll eventually look back on and think of as golden. They are

12
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Introduction

the things of love and parenting and laundry and marriage and
what to cook for dinner—just life in all its messy, magical, mun-
dane and marvelous glory. These are the holy moments that are
Exhibit A in why I'm a believer in the church of the small things.

These are the stories that, on the surface, may seem like
nothing big. Some are silly and some less so, but they are all
about the little moments that together leave a legacy and light
the way to show us what really matters. A life isn’'t made from one
thing, one big moment, or one huge success. It’s created moment
by moment, often with pieces that don’t look like anything beau-
tiful on their own but are the very fabric of who God meant for us
to become as we pack lunches, raise kids, love/our neighbors, and

simply be who he created us to be—nothing more, nothing less.

13

9780310348870_ChurchSmallThings_3p.indd 13 6/21/17 5:14 PM



9780310348870_ChurchSmallThings_3p.indd 14 6/21/117 5:14 PM



(qive Me a Casual
Corner Suit and (ret

Ollt OF MH W&H

Enjoy the little things, for one day you may look back

and realize they were the*hig'things.

Robert Brault, Round Up the Usual Subjects

It dawned on mé¢ the other day that I've lived in San Antonio,
Texas, for over twenty years and that I am forty-five years old.
For those-0f'you doing the math at home, that means I've lived
here almost half my life. Speaking of math, I read the other day
that there are three types of people in the world: those who are
good at math and those who aren’t.

Give yourself a minute to think about that.

The reality is, I have now lived here longer than I ever
lived anywhere else, so I guess San Antonio should ofticially be
my hometown. But when people ask where I'm from, I still say
Beaumont, which is funny considering I only lived there for six

years and have been gone for the last twenty-five. But I guess

15
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the city where you went to high school stays a part of your story
forever—unlike your grades in high school, for which I am eter-
nally grateful.

I ended up in San Antonio after I graduated from Texas
A&M in the spring of 1994. [ spent the summer living with my
parents in Houston while I went on job interview after job inter-
view, wondering who would be lucky enough to hire a young girl
who'd graduated by the very skin of her teeth with a degree in
Speech Communications and had a long list of accomplishments

on her résumé such as:

September 1992—October 1992: Salesgirl'at Limited Express
Assisted customers in choosing eutfits for special occa-
sions. In charge of folding and/hanging new inventory.
(Not mentioned: Basicallysjust stood around and danced
to Sir Mix-A-Lot songs.)

July 1993—August 1993: Lifeguard
Responsible for‘the safety of patrons at the neighborhood
swimming pool. Trained in CPR. Also taught swimming
lessons;to toddlers. (Not mentioned: Basically just sat in

the-suh and danced to Tony! Toni! Toné! songs.)

While I could sell myself pretty well in an interview
setting—thanks to the aforementioned Speech Communications
degree—I knew I was dead in the water if they asked to see my
college transcript. (Warning to any college students reading this:
your college transcript does tend to follow you around, so maybe
you should put this book down and go study for that Physics 201
exam.) Anyone who figures out a way to fail Kinesiology 101

isn’t exactly a star student, but in my defense, that golf class was
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Give Me a Casual Corner Suit and Get Out of My Way

dumb and held on way too many days that were better suited to
lying by the pool.

I eventually found a job in San Antonio. I credit this to three
things: (1) my ability to make myself sound competent, (2) my
stellar Casual Corner business suit that screamed “professional
career woman” because it was double-breasted, and (3) the fact
that the manager who hired me was twenty-seven years old. At
the time, I thought she was so mature and wise, but now I know
people in their twenties are essentially infants and know almost
nothing except what they’'ve learned watching episodes of Real
World on M'TV. 1 realize Real World is no longer a thing, so I
guess today’s version of it is Keeping Up thath the Kardashians,
and while I'd like to mock this choicey I'can’t help but feel that
my generation started us down the'slippery slope of reality
television to begin with, and kwas one of the first to hop on
that train.

Anyway, my first job.was working as a contract employee
at a local hospital, hélping employees figure out how to invest
their retirement benefits. Let me stop right here for a minute
and ask you te,please close this book and look at my picture on
the back eover. If I look like someone who gave you financial
advice hetween September 1994 and February 1996, I suggest
you immediately have your investment portfolio scrutinized by a
certified professional—and I offer my deepest apologies.

Here’s what I remember most about that job. My salary was
$9,500 a year plus commissions. You would think that the “plus
commissions” part would have motivated me to spend more time
working as opposed to going back to my apartment for long
lunches spent watching the O.J. Simpson murder trial, but you

would be wrong.

17
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Side note: When X aired American Crime Story: The People v.
O.J. Simpson, | was hooked. It was completely fascinating to watch
a movie based on events you vividly remember, which validated
for me that those lunch hours spent watching the real trial were
totally worth it. Not to overstate it, but it’s like I inadvertently
made an investment in my future. John Travolta plays Robert
Shapiro. Connie Britton plays Faye Resnick. Youre welcome.

This also feels like an appropriate time to mention that my
best friend, Gulley, was telling her husband, Jon, about-a bird
she saw in their backyard a few days ago. She correttly identi-
fied it as a “red-capped cardinal” and declared herself to be “an
orenthalogist.” Jon corrected her that she meaint “ornithologist,”
which is the proper term for someone who'studies birds, but told
her she is indeed also an “orenthalogist” because that describes
someone who has spent hours ofther life watching a TV series
about the murder trial of Orenthal James Simpson. And so, yes,
Gulley and I are officially “orenthalogists,” and if that is wrong
then we don’t want to.be right.

But back to the'story at hand. The problem with $9,500
a year plus the,occasional commission check is that it doesn’t
go far. Especially not for someone who likes the finer things in
life, like paying the telephone bill and buying groceries. Not to
mention the realization that maybe someone who made a D in
Personal Finance 201, was constantly overdrawn on her check-
ing account, and felt like she was playing the lottery anytime she
went to the ATM machine (Come on, big money!), didn’t need
to be in the business of offering financial advice to people who
had actual money to invest. So I began looking for a better job in
greener pastures like Dallas and Houston. This is probably the

first time in history anyone has ever referenced greener pastures
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Give Me a Casual Corner Suit and Get Out of My Way

in the same sentence as Dallas and Houston because, while they
are a lot of things, green isn’t one that typically comes to mind.
But while I was plotting and planning a job change and a move,
something happened. In the words of Elvin Bishop, I fooled
around and fell in love.

I met my future husband, Perry, several months before I
graduated from Texas A&M. (You can read the whole story in
The Antelope in the Living Room. Just look for a copy at your local
garage sale.) I didn’t realize he was also in San Antopio until a
mutual friend mentioned it. Perry and I began.spéhding time
together mainly because each of us was the only other person
our age that we knew in San Antonio, but then it slowly turned
into more when neither of us was paying-attention. All of a sud-
den, my master plan to move to another city didn’t look quite as
compelling. I still knew I wantedito make a job change, though,
which is why when my manager pulled me into her office to ofter
me a promotion, I brilliantly chose to quit my job instead. This is
what most career-guidahce books and my dad would call a really
dumb move. Consider this next sentence the after-school special
portion of this book: “Never quit a decent job unless you have
another one-already lined up, kids.”

In what should have come as no surprise, companies were
not lining up around the block to hire me. My grade point
average ensured that I was shunned like a leper in the twelfth
century, and so I ended up with a temporary position in the
human resources department at QVC. That’s right. QVC, as in
the home shopping network. My job was to call people on the
phone who’d submitted an application and prescreen them to
see if they were qualified enough to bring to the corporate office

for an interview. This led to conversations in which I answered

19
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questions such as, “Is it a problem that I smoke a lot of weed?”
or “I turned in the application for my brother. He gets out of
prison on Monday; can he call you back then?” I wish I were
joking. The only real upside to working at QVC (or “The Q,”
as we insiders liked to call it) was the in-house store where
employees could shop for deeply discounted items that had been
returned by customers. But even that eventually lost its novelty,
because a single girl in her twenties doesn’t have a great need for
dolls from the Marie Osmond Collection or jewelry from Joan
Rivers Classics, a fact I'd tend to forget when everyttime I got
carried away thanks to all the low, low prices. (it was kind of
like the feeling you get on an airplane whenyou are desperate
and end up looking through the SkyMall-catalog because you
didn’t properly estimate how many People and US magazines
you'd need to get you through<the whole flight. That’s when
your mind tricks you into_wéndering how you ever survived
without an illuminated beyerage cooler or a space-saving floor-
to-ceiling shoe rack.)

Anyway, my stint at QVC led to job search desperation, and
I sent out résumés everywhere and to everyone, but I knew my
goal was telstay in San Antonio because LOVE. So I finally
resorted to signing up with a corporate headhunter named Sasa
Johnson in hopes that she might have better luck finding me a
job. I went to her office for my first visit in my most professional
Casual Corner suit. She was a petite woman with lots of nervous
energy, and I immediately felt like I was in over my head. She
scanned my résumé quickly, drumming her fingers on the desk
the entire time, and then gave me a steely glance as she looked up
and said, “I'm looking at your résumé. I see almost no job experi-

ence, no qualifications, and that you graduated from college with

20
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Give Me a Casual Corner Suit and Get Out of My Way

barely a 2.0 grade point average. I have to ask, what the hell have
you been doing with your life?”

In all fairness, as much as it stung, it was a valid question.

It made me ask myself the same thing as I walked out of
her office. It also made me decide to use a different corporate
recruiter since it was fairly obvious that Sasa didn’t necessarily
believe in my potential. Ultimately, I found a job working for a
local company that manufactured doors (SNOOZE), but a year
at that job gave me much-needed experience and led;to a job
opportunity in pharmaceutical sales, which is wher€'l spent the
next eleven years of my life.

Let’s talk for a minute about pharmacéutical sales. I had a
love/hate relationship with it. The free car, the nice salary and
bonuses, and the incredible health insurance were all huge perks.
The days of hauling in lunches from Great China Inn, pretending
to be an extrovert in hopes that the nurses would like me, and the
constant worry over market share for my products? Not so much.
To this day if I find @myself sitting in a doctor’s office waiting
room, I can start(to suffer from post-traumatic stress and feel
like maybe I was supposed to show up with lunch for thirty from
the Olive Garden as I wrack my brain trying to remember the
diffepence between LDL and HDL cholesterol.

But as much as I joke about it, working my way up to a job
in pharmaceutical sales was one of the first real goals I set for
myself. People tried to tell me it was a hard industry to get into,
and I should have majored in Biology (as if), and they only hire
people who graduate from college with a 3.5 grade point average
or higher. But I didn’t let that deter me, because at that time in
my life, I saw it as my own little cough and cold promised land.

When I got the call from the hiring manager offering me the job,

21
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I realized for the first time what it meant to shoot for something
that seems impossible and achieve it. As an added bonus, Perry
proposed to me two days later. In the words of Charlie Sheen,
[ was #winning.

God used that feeling to remind me to trust his voice when,
eleven years later, I felt him calling me to walk away from
pharmaceutical sales and take a chance on trying to write full
time. It seemed like an insane risk at that point in my life, but if
you're reading this book then—SPOILER ALERT—it, turned
out okay.

The point I'm trying to make in this long, fairly uninter-
esting history of my career trajectory is this€For a long time, I
really had no idea what I wanted to do.with my life, so I spent
years making decisions based on fear/rather than taking a leap
of faith to figure out what I reallyzwanted to do or who I wanted
to be when I grew up. It’s what.so many of us do, because society
has ingrained that kind ofithinking into us. Were supposed to go
to college, get a degreeln business, keep dating the same person,
get married, have-three kids, buy a house and a minivan, and call
it good. It’s theAmerican Dream. Except who decided the dream
is one size fits’all? Especially the part about the minivan. I know
they haye’those automatic doors that slide open, but nevertheless,
NO THANK YOU.

Sometimes we get caught up in thinking that the thing God
has for us is something huge but hidden, and we either have to
work really hard to figure it all out or wait until he drops that
thing in our laps like manna from heaven. I absolutely believe
God has a plan and a purpose for our lives, otherwise we wouldn’t
be here. But he has also given all of us unique gifts—time,

resources, money, hearts for service, athletic ability, intellect,

22
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music, or the dedication to watch all six seasons of Parenthood in
Just a few sittings—which means not one of our lives will look
like anyone else’s life.

[ spent many years wringing my hands over God’s will for
me and worrying that I was going to miss the whole thing while
I was selling doors for a door company or cholesterol drugs for
a pharmaceutical corporation. What I realize now is that God
used every one of those experiences to build my character, to
teach me perseverance and dedication, to help me, figtre out
my strengths and weaknesses, and to shape myperception of
the world. He used those jobs to get me to SanAntonio, which
is where I learned to hear his voice when T was all alone, met
my husband, figured out I loved to write, and am now raising
my family. I thought it was all about-finding a job and being a
productive member of society, butiultimately it was God’s way of
leading me to a home and a-purpose.

Nothing is wasted when we view it through the lens of what
God has for us in whatever life brings our way. It’s all a part of
who we are and-who he is making us to be. For some, that may
be a public role on a big stage, but for the vast majority of us,
it's about being faithful in the small stuff: going to the grocery
storesvolunteering in our kid’s classroom, befriending the new
girl, coaching a Little League team, showing up for work every
day, being kind to our neighbors.

We need to look for God in the ordinary, everyday things, to
pursue our dreams and live our lives and be faithful in the small
things, because those are the moments that prepare us for the
next thing. Pay no mind to the critics who want to point out how
and where we might be falling short in the process. I've always

loved this quote from Teddy Roosevelt:

23
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It is not the critic who counts . . . the credit belongs to the
man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by

dust and sweat and blood . . .

Or as Taylor Swift taught us, haters gonna hate, hate, hate,
but I'm just gonna shake, shake, shake it off.

Or as Sasa Johnson so eloquently asked me twenty years
ago, “What the hell are you doing with your life?” Because now
I realize what she was really asking—in a not-so-delieate or
tactful way—was, “Are you going to waste this epédimperfect,

yet precious life you've been given?”

Things [ Wish T'd Known in Co“ege

“I was really)going to be somebody by the time |

was 234

Lelaina Pierce, Reality Bites

Every fall on Facebook, | see pictures of my friends dropping their kids
off at college, and it always makes me want to curl up in the fetal posi-
tion and bawl my eyes out. It also makes me speculate what it will be
like someday when Caroline leaves for college, and | think it’s probably
best summed up in two words: HOT MESS. | have this mental image of
her dragging me across the ground as | hold on to her ankles and cry,
“Don’t leave your mother!” Although the sane part of me knows she

has to leave because otherwise, we might become like Big and Little

24
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Edie living with fifty stray cats in Grey Gardens, and that’s not good for

anyone. Maybe especially the cats.

1. It’s really never a good idea to drink beer from a funnel.

2. | know Whataburger taquitos are delicious, but perhaps eating
them every day at 1:30 a.m. isn’t the kindest thing to do to
your pants.

3. Those boys who seem like they could have real potential if
you could just change a few things about them aren’t'going to
change.

4. On a similar note, not one boy in the history ofthe world has
ever quit calling because he’s “scared by how much he cares
for you.” That’s a lie sold by Meg Ryan-and romantic comedies
in general.

5. Contrary to your belief, you:dd need to learn how to use a
computer, and email is\going to take off as a viable form of
communication.

6. You will neveréegret all the late nights you spent hanging out
laughing with'your roommates.

7. That bodysuit that snaps at the crotch that you insist on wearing
with'high-waisted jeans and a Brighton belt is a mistake.

8~ Maybe you should actually attend class every now and then
since that’s technically what your parents are paying for every
semester.

9. Choosing the right major really doesn’t matter as much as just
doing enough to graduate.

10. These four years (or five or six) (no judgment here) will teach
you more about yourself and life than you ever could have
imagined. And give you friends and memories that will still be

some of your favorites long after it’s over.
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