
“In Available Hope, with the authenticity and authority of lived 
experience, Richardson reminds us, along with Maddy, that God 
loves us—no matter what—and that we do not face life alone. In 
our own complicated, sometimes broken lives, we, too, can choose 
hope, and the world is better for it.” 
— Sharon E. Watkins, General Minister and President of Christian 

Church (Disciples of Christ) and author of Whole: a Call to Unity in our 
Fragmented World

“How can we affirm the giftedness of new life in a world that seems 
to rob us of life in so many ways? This is indeed one of the most 
urgent demands placed upon those entrusted with the care and 
development of children. Richardson, a compassionate theologian 
and a thoughtful pastor, is bold in both her honesty and her hope. 
She dares give voice to fears even while giving room for hope to 
resiliently speak for itself.” 
— José Francisco Morales Torres, Director of Pastoral Formation, 

Disciples Seminary Foundation

“In these ten essays, the topics of which range from prejudice to 
divorce, Richardson layers personal narrative, biblical stories, and 
metaphor to convey both the complexity of our world and the 
hope that can light our path. Richardson’s conversational tone and 
candor about her own failings make Available Hope intimate and 
thought-provoking, as well as a gentle call to action.” 
— Kelly Martineau, Seattle-based writer

“Julie Richardson understands that the spiritual life is ultimately 
forged, not in theological abstractions, but in the daily experiences 
of life, including talking to a precocious daughter about the joys 
and challenges of living in the 21st century. Her prose moves the 
reader along breathlessly, each page crackling with honesty and 
spiritual insight. She reminds us again that the most sacred thing 
we can ever do is to tell our story. I loved this book.” 
— R. Scott Colglazier, Senior Minister, First Congregational Church of  

Los Angeles
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“The most universal truths are almost always the most personal 
ones. With disarming vulnerability, Julie Richardson invites us 
into the tenderness of a world at the same time ruthlessly painful 
and filled with unexplainable grace. Available Hope breathes with 
the authenticity of a life lived with eyes wide open.” 
— Mark DeVries, Ministry Incubators, Ministry Architects

“Richardson reminds us that although we are so often afraid as 
we walk through this difficult and terrifying world, still this world 
belongs to God. Still the world is full of grace and rough beauty. 
Still the world belongs to our children, who can teach us how to live 
with hope into the future that lies ahead. Walking with Richardson 
and her daughter, Maddy, gives me hope in the midst of so much 
terrible fear in the world today. Through chapters that speak with 
candor to our most present fears—racial injustice, terrorism, 
cancer—and to particular events like Hurricane Katrina, September 
11, and the Syrian refugee crisis, we find hope is available to us, in 
one another and in God’s love and promises.” 
— Heidi R. Haverkamp, author of Advent in Narnia: Reflections for the 

Season and the blog The Vicar of Bolingbrook

“Julie Richardson is not a fearless narrator, and thank goodness 
for that. In her willingness to share her imperfections and 
vulnerabilities, Richardson bears intimate witness to the ways that 
perfect love casts out fear—even in an age of anxiety.”
— Katherine Willis Pershey, author of Any Day a Beautiful Change and 

Very Married

“In Available Hope, Julie Richardson writes honestly and eloquently 
about the challenge of parenting in an often terrifying world. Woven 
through the stories she tells are glimpses of the world she longs for 
her daughter to inherit: a world not devoid of pain or fear, but a 
world in which such challenges are met head-on with hospitality, 
justice, and delight.” 
— Lee Hull Moses, author of More than Enough: Living Abundantly in a 

Culture of Excess 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

It is one thing to tell your own life story—at least, in part. It is 
another thing entirely to tell the stories of others. 

In the pages of this book, I’ve written about some painful and 
difficult things. And, because of that, I’ve chosen to protect the 
identities of some of the people of which I’ve written. 

I have often used a person’s real name, securing permission if at all 
possible in those cases. I have, here and there, used pseudonyms. 
I do not like using pseudonyms as a writer—especially when I am 
writing about someone that I know well. Using a false name, even 
with good intentions, seems so disingenuous. Still, sometimes the 
telling of a story, or the structure of a sentence, just won’t otherwise 
work, and so a pseudonym it is. 

I’ve also chosen, throughout the book in various places, to leave 
some people unnamed—and I cannot explain that decision other 
than it felt like the right thing to do to both honor the story and 
protect the person. 

And, finally, I’ve done my best to use language that is inclusive of 
all God’s children as whole and beloved. If I have failed that in any 
way, please know that it was not intentional, only my own human 
inability to ever truly fully encompass the sort of all-embracing 
and unconditional love the God who created us has for each of us. 
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 INTRODUCTION:  
A THIN BLUE LINE

She arrived in my life without warning or expectation, all 
thoughts of the possibility of her shelved until my heart could 

again handle conversations about fertility drugs and adoption, 
exchanged for the far easier and (I thought) lofty goal of becoming 
the best youth minister I could be.

I learned she existed through a thin blue line on a plastic test 
stick, instant explanation for recent marked fatigue, dizziness, and 
nausea. It was just after seven in the morning—and I was home 
alone, my husband having volunteered to lead a week-long trail 
camp for teenagers, and therefore out of touch with civilization. I 
had banked on a lazy mid-summer week with very little to do and 
not much excitement to be had. 

Within minutes of seeing that thin blue line, I’d dialed my younger 
sister’s cell phone, completely disregarding that it was only four in 
the morning at her apartment in Berkeley, California. I can still 
hear the quiet pressure of excitement in Joy’s sleepy voice, can still 
sense her smile through the thousands of miles that separated us, 
as she asked, “Really?!?”

I took five more tests that morning (spending approximately $50 at 
Walgreen’s for my efforts), calling Joy again after the last one to say, 
“Yep. Really.” And then I spent the rest of the day so still, so silent, 
unable to process what this might mean for my very comfortable, 
very focused, very fast-paced existence, somehow feeling that the 
straight plane of my life had tilted into something for which I had 
no preparation, no map, no instructions—just this vast landscape 
of unknowing.
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Nothing has been the same since that morning—it marked the 
genesis of a transformation in my life that I am only now, eight 
years later, beginning to understand. My daughter is the purest 
expression of God’s grace I’ll ever know, and in her is all that I 
have ever longed to be. 

We named her Madeleine Joy—the Madeleine after my favorite 
author, Madeleine L’ Engle, and the Joy for my sister. She was 
born almost a month early via C-section because I’d developed 
a relatively rare pregnancy-induced liver disease that left me 
miserable and threatened her safe growth in utero. No words, really, 
can describe the feeling or 
concept of your abdomen 
being sliced open and new 
life being physically pulled 
from your very innards. It 
took mere minutes, and 
suddenly there she was, held 
in the practiced arms of my 
doctor, covered in newborn 
goo, and absolutely the most 
beautiful thing I’d ever seen. 
“Oh, Maddy,” I said, my 
choice of nickname not even 
a conscious thought, “I love 
you so much.” And then 
they whisked away her tiny 
being to make sure all was 
in working order. 

There’s a picture of me holding her the day she was born. I’m 
half asleep, and she’s nestled in the curve of my arm between my 
forearm and my face. I look at that picture and know why I held 
her that way—I could smell her there. From the very first moment, 
Maddy’s smell was like breathing in mercy. She catches me still, 
sometimes, burying my nose into the very center of the top of her 
head, breathing in deep the scent of her.

Madeleine and me on the day Madeleine 
was born
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The next four days are a blur of post-op recovery, futile attempts at 
sleep, pain meds, and happy visitors. And then, before I felt ready, 
the hospital sent Maddy and me into the world. Bringing her home 
was terrifying. The fear felt paralyzing as her dad slipped Maddy’s 
five-pound body into the infant car carrier for her trip home. We 
left the hospital ten hours later than planned because our girl had 
been unable to maintain her body temperature. I would have been 
perfectly happy to stay another night—or several more nights, so 
afraid and uncertain I was about caring for this impossibly tiny 
human. My dad, her Papa John, compared lifting her out of the 
hospital bassinet to scooping a sack of sugar off the shelf at Kroger. 
It was an accurate comparison.

I’ve blocked out much of the ride home from the hospital. I know 
it was winter-dark and winter-cold and that Saturday night traffic 
clogged the roads of east Louisville. I know I could barely hold 
myself upright from post-surgery abdominal pain, and I remember 
not being able to take my hands off Maddy, holding her head up 
and her body still, fiercely determined she would not fall out of 
that car seat, unable, at that moment, to recognize that the creators 
of infant carriers have, of course, designed them to do their job of 
keeping babies safe while in cars. I bit my lip hard, fought back 
what felt like shameful tears (Who cries over taking a baby home?), 
and steeled myself against the mad rush of emotions threatening 
to undo me. 

I’d never felt so inadequate, so unprepared, in all my life. And even 
as I was surrounded by family and friends and skilled caregivers, 
I’ve never felt so alone, as if this tiny baby’s entire well-being 
depended solely on me. I’ve only myself (and perhaps those damn 
post-pregnancy hormones) to blame for feeling so isolated. My 
husband rose to the occasion of fatherhood from day one with 
great skill and even greater love. I had parents who quite literally 
made life possible those first few weeks, and a sister who, when I 
called one day in tears, just sure I couldn’t be a mother, said, “I’ll 
be there tonight.” And she was. Church members cleaned and 
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cooked and held Maddy so I could shower. Friends walked the 
dogs and stayed to visit and offered to help in any way they could. 
I was surrounded by the first inhabitants of what would become, 
and still is becoming, Maddy’s village.

The days held great joy. Still...they were hard, hard days.

And now, sometimes, I wish those hard days back. I could hold 
her then. I could protect her better when she only weighed five 
pounds, and when she slept on my chest in the afternoons. I knew 
she was breathing, and could see for myself, every minute, that she 
was a perfectly healthy and happy baby.

Now, I drop her off at school, and I watch her walk into that big 
building, the double doors swallowing her up until they spit her 
back out again at afternoon carpool, and, every time, my heart 
pounds harder and faster for a few seconds and a lump rises in my 
throat, the truth that I cannot, in the end, keep her entirely safe 
from the world made plain as she skips away from me.

I cannot be the only parent who feels this way. 

Maddy has been delivered to a time where, on the one hand, 
anything is possible and the world is at her fingertips. At age 
five she could, with one swipe of her tiny hands, “FaceTime” her 
grandparents, and she first learned to spell her name typing it onto 
her dad’s computer screen. Her school boasts the latest technology 
and state-of-the-art equipment for everything from music class 
to the school’s black-box theater to the iPad her teacher uses to 
control the classroom smart board. Her favorite playmates hail from 
Ethiopia and India, and her typical classroom curriculum includes 
Spanish lessons. She can text her aunt in Denver, “We’re on the 
way!” while navigating a TSA line at the airport like a seasoned 
business traveler. She is, in every way, a child of modernity.

But she’s also a child of a post–9/11 world. And even if those planes 
flew into those buildings and those thousands of people died years 
before she was born, she has inherited the aftermath— lines of 
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demarcation and hate, after-effects of war, false ideologies of what 
it means to be patriotic. 

The world she lives in is shaped by gun violence, by HIV/AIDS, 
by the resurgence of heroin, by the curses of instant and mass 
connectivity, by a widening gap between those who have and those 
who have not, by systemic racism and excruciating poverty. 

Despite her teacher’s efforts to be discreet, Maddy can tell you which 
kids at school go home with a backpack of food for the weekend. 
She can tell you, too, that it seems like “all the brown kids” are the 
ones who eat school lunches and “it’s mostly kids like me” who 
bring their own. I had no idea I’d be searching so soon for a way 
to explain to her that in the town (world, even) she lives in, many 
more dark-skinned kids live in poverty than white-skinned kids, 
and those school lunches are necessary for their daily survival.

The world she lives in includes cyber-bullying, internet pornography, 
human trafficking, and the reality that girls are still assumed to be 
inferior at math and science, and are, far more often than young 
boys, defined by their outsides as opposed to their insides. The 
world she lives in includes genocide, immigration wars, and decided 
prejudice against the LGBT community.

In other words, the world she lives can be—and often is—a 
horrifying and awful place. 

And, yet….

There is, too, such immense beauty. There are moments of such 
exquisite and hopeful truth. 

“Here is the world,” author and theologian Frederick Buechner 
wrote, “Beautiful and terrible things will happen. Don’t be afraid.”1

But some days I am so afraid for her. Some days it is so easy to 
focus on the terrible and forget the beautiful.

1Frederich Buechner, Beyond Words: Daily Readings in the ABC’s of Faith 
(New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 2004).
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My senior year of college I took a photography class, required for 
my major in communication. This was well before iPhones or a 
“Camera Awesome” app, even before digital cameras were readily 
available to just any person who likes to take pictures. We kicked 
it old school, and I did so with a manual Canon AE80 with rolls 
of film that needed to be developed in a darkroom. 

I remember only the lesson on “available light,” which is exactly 
what it sounds like—using what light is available—no fancy gels, 
no up-to-the-minute flash photography, no spotlights or lamps. 
Available light uses faint sunrise or dying sunset; afternoon rays 
filtering through an ancient maple; the light of a full moon—if 
the photographer is very experienced and knows just which speed 
and stop to use. When using available light, you do the best you 
can with what you’ve got to capture the moment. 

These days, I’m on the lookout for available hope. In the face of 
all that threatens to undo us, with all the possibility for heartbreak 
and despair, how do we, as parents, as grandparents, as caregivers, 
as those who simply care about children, find a way forward that 
promises them, “You are not alone in this big, scary world. We’re 
with you. And we want for you to know how beautiful this life 
can be, too.”

What hope do we have available to us as we walk alongside our 
children?

Maddy’s buddy Chernet was born in Ethiopia. He was, until some 
friends of mine adopted him and brought him to his new home 
to Kentucky, an orphan, lost to some of the worst circumstances 
you can imagine. There is nothing about Maddy and Chernet 
that automatically assumes “best friends”—different countries of 
origin, different native languages, different skin colors, different 
life experiences, different beginnings. But something in her heart 
recognizes something in his. And they are fast friends, the joy on 
their faces as they play a divine prayer for goodness and mercy if 
there ever was one. 
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They are available hope—a promise of something beyond all the 
ways we hurt each other, a promise that all is not lost. 

I’m banking on Maddy and Chernet making this world a better 
place. 

Meanwhile, I believe not one of us has a chance of making it on 
our own, and, in many ways, I’ve written this book as testament 
to that. In these pages, I want to bear faithful witness to the 
relationships and experiences that lead me to hope, that beckon 
me to trust the inherent goodness of the world, despite any 
evidence to the contrary. I want to share the hope available in my 
own life, broken though it may be, so that perhaps the hope in 
yours might be more evident, more discoverable, and eventually 
fully known.

I am no parenting expert, I assure you (and I don’t trust anyone 
who claims to be). My efforts to be Maddy’s mom to the best of my 
ability are fraught with mistakes. The eight years since she’s been 
born have held for me a significant career shift, loss, illness, divorce, 
and, as with all of us, the whole host of other challenges that go 
along with being alive. 

Some of those stories I share 
in these pages. People and 
experiences and events that 
pre-date Maddy’s existence, 
but that have an effect on 
her life because they’ve 
impacted her mother, just 
as I’ve been impacted by 
the lives of my mother and 
father, and they theirs. Not 
a one of us rises to the 
occasion of caring for a child 
without all that has shaped 
us—that which has been Maddy and Chernet
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good and that which has not been—coming to bear on how we 
love and guide our children. 

And so I simply tell you, this is my story, so far, of what it has meant 
to be a mother, a parent, a caregiver to a child, in this world we live 
in, and how my life, as I understand it perched at age 40, has led me 
to mother my daughter with hope, even when it seems impossible.
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Chapter 10

Y’ALL

His name was Aylan Kurdi. He was three years old. And, on 
September 2, 2015, his body washed up on the shore of a 

Turkish beach. A photo of his body lying lifeless on the beach 
appeared around the world in newspapers, online news sources, 
and television programs. It remains one of the most soul-shattering 
images I have ever seen. And, even as I wish I could forget the image, 
I wish, too, that we all, everyone of us in these United States, were 
required to have the photo framed over our dining room tables...our 
fireplace mantles...anywhere that we’d have to look at it every day 
and be conscious of what this world we live in is capable of—and 
what role we play in such horror. 

Aylan was one of millions—millions—of refugees from the country 
of Syria. In the first four-and-a-half years of the war, since the 
Syrian civil war broke out in March of 2011, an estimated 9 million 
Syrians have fled their homes. 

Fled their homes. 

I cannot fathom having to grab up Maddy, jam all that we could 
into our backpacks, and leave. Just leave. Walking, hitchhiking, 
relying on total strangers for food and shelter at times—things 
I could never imagine us doing. Even if it meant risking death 
because the alternative—staying put—meant certain death. I 
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cannot fathom. But exactly that is happening all over the world 
we live in—in Rwanda, in Myanmar, in Uganda, in Syria. Most 
days, it is easy to turn a blind eye, to ignore the reality of it because 
it does not affect us.

But when the bodies of toddlers wash up on foreign shores because 
that beautiful boy’s parents believed it safer to risk the sea than stay 
in their native land...the horror is impossible to ignore. 

Aylan Kurdi. May we write his precious name on our hearts and, 
in doing so, refuse to settle for a world in which little boys die in 
the way he died. 

r s 

My colleague and friend Jim spent a great deal of his many years 
in ministry working with youth, leading conferences or mission 
trips—where there were many, many teenagers to lead, protect, 
and care for. On the first night of these gatherings, Jim would call 
together the adults involved in the event or trip, and he would 
remind them every child there was the responsibility of every adult 
there. “Your kids are my kids and my kids are your kids,” he would 
say, and the adults would repeat back, “Your kids are my kids and 
my kids are your kids.” It was both mandate and reminder that they 
were all in this together. That they were all “their kids.” 

I have often wondered what the world would be like if Jim’s youth 
event words were something we lived every day. 

Several months ago, a thirteen-year-old boy was shot in one of 
Louisville’s more troubled and poverty-stricken neighborhoods. In 
the last year, someone’s been shot every couple of days in Louisville. 
And there doesn’t seem to be an end in sight to this rise in crime 
for my city. This eats at my soul. 

Two particular things about this particular boy make the soul-eating 
worse. One is that it was a kid—a boy who could have been one of 
any boys in any one of my youth groups. Children die at the hands 

SAMPLE



 Y’ALL 107

of violence every day in this country. I get that. And, so—on the 
one hand—so what? Probably in other cities three times as many 
teenage boys have been shot. 

“So what?” makes me crazy, because any child’s harm or death, 
for whatever reason, is a cause for mourning. But when we’ve got 
middle-school-aged boys wielding firearms in our city streets, we 
ought to be falling to our knees, begging forgiveness for what we’ve 
become as a nation.

The other thing that really got to me about this particular boy is 
that, while I heard people acknowledge his shooting as a tragedy, 
I also heard far too much, “Ah. There goes that West End, being 
troublesome again.” In Louisville, “West End” means “west of 9th 
Street.” Ninth Street marks a significant socioeconomic and cultural 
divide in the city. Some might even say 9th Street segregates the city. 
East of 9th Street is downtown tourism, funky neighborhoods with 
boutiques and bars and indie coffee shops, suburbs and shopping 
malls and a thriving local restaurant scene. West of 9th Street is 
low-income housing, city parks where no one wants to be after 
dark, a drug trade, and frequent gun violence. West of 9th Street 
is mostly African American. East of 9th Street is not. Somewhere 
along the way, in the city of Louisville, we’ve become comfortable 
chalking things up to “West End” problems instead of recognizing 
a West End problem is, in fact, a Louisville problem. 

We are, after all, one city.

What if instead of being so quick to name the shooting of an eighth 
grader as a product of the West End’s issues, we’d all broken our 
hearts open grieving the lost life? What if we’d claimed this child 
of God as our child, too, and felt the bullet that killed him pierce 
our own hearts, our own lives, our own little ones tucked safely 
in their beds? 

What if Aylan’s death brought constant, unabated grief into all of 
our lives, grief so palpable that we could not see past it, grief that 
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compelled us to swear to do something about it? The kid at school 
that smells odd and never is quite dressed adequately and inhales 
her lunch every day because it’s the only meal she knows she’s 
getting—what if we surround her with every ounce of tangible love 
and light we have available and promise her she doesn’t have to walk 
alone anymore? What if we not only took sandwiches down to the 
homeless community under the bridge, but also books? And sub-
zero sleeping bags? And what if we said, “Here. Please. It’s for your 
child. Because, if our lives had not been cast as they have, it could 
easily be me and my child sitting where you are.” And then what 
if we offered to come back, every weekend, and in doing so made 
this homeless family a part of our lives? Offered them relationship 
along with the well-intended sandwich and thermos of coffee?

What if your kids were my kids? And my kids were your kids? 
For real?

Several years ago, a local domestic violence prevention/advocacy 
organization presented a program on bullying for middle schoolers 
at my congregation. Their program was effective for a variety of 
reasons, but one thing stood out to me: “In almost every instance 
of bullying,” they told the kids, “there is actually a third person, 
aside from the victim and the bully.” You could see the puzzled 
looks on the kids’ faces at this—“What are they talking about?”

Bystanders. They were talking about bystanders, the people who 
watch injustice, or harm, or violence or suffering or immense sorrow 
take place, and, even if they feel a tug at their heartstrings, don’t 
do anything about it. Shake their heads and walk away, choose not 
to be involved in helping another in a time of pain. Bystanders, 
these folks told those kids, can make or break a situation in which 
someone is being bullied. 

I know all about cyber-bullying. And text-bullying. And the subtle 
ways a bully can make life a living hell for his or her victim, such 
that it takes any supposed bystander a long time to even realize 
something is happening. Vast injustice happens right under our 

SAMPLE



 Y’ALL 109

noses and we do not even realize it. But far too often we simply 
choose the bliss of ignorance, of, “What can I possibly do to fix 
this?” And, so, we simply stand still. Is this what we want for our 
young people, a society of bystanders? 

I worked for a couple of years for a nonprofit that served single 
parents completing college degrees. The vast majority of the 
participants in this program have known homelessness, or at 
least unstable housing. They’d lived in poverty, escaped abusive 
relationships, dealt with the effects of malnutrition on themselves 
and their children. Most of them were scrabbling their way out of 
hell by tooth and nail. They were some of the strongest men and 
women, and the most dedicated parents, I’ve ever known, and I 
stood in daily awe of their tenacity and hope when I worked with 
them.

The nonprofit held a major fundraising luncheon every year, and, 
one year, the speaker for that luncheon was Los Angeles–based 
author and attorney Carissa Phelps.1 Ms. Phelps is a survivor 
of human sex trafficking, and, having survived, has dedicated 
herself to advocacy and legal aid for children and adolescents 
who have been sex-trafficking victims themselves. As part of 
the luncheon plan, I gave a tour of the nonprofit’s facilities to a  
regular volunteer and potential donor. She was a middle-aged white 
woman, privileged, highly educated, truly concerned about our 
participants and how she could support them. 

As I told her Ms. Phelps’ story, and, as the words “human trafficking” 
came out of my mouth, her eyes widened, and one hand slowly 
rose to cover her own gaping mouth. She was (and rightfully so) 
horrified at the story I was telling her.

Finally she said, “What country?” I didn’t understand her question 
and it must have been obvious, because she repeated it, adding, 
“What country was she trafficked in?”

1Carissa Phelps’ story is told in her memoir Runaway Girl (New York: 
Viking, 2012).
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I paused. Took a deep breath. And answered, quietly and simply, 
“This one.”

Her silence was a deafening response. 

This one. The United States, land of the free and home of the brave, 
bootstraps, manifest destiny, equality, all that. This one. Where 
human trafficking, primarily of women and girls, primarily for sex 
work, is a multi-million-dollar-a-year industry. 

The Polaris Project, a U.S.–based NGO dedicated to fighting 
the national human-trafficking business, received, in 2014 alone, 
over 24,000 “signals” for help from their various advocacy and 
intervention networks and services. And those are only the cases 
that can be tracked. 

Carissa Phelps is not the only one. Far from it. We know this. 
We have data to prove it. And yet, still, there are children—our 
children—in slavery in these United States. 

Are we okay being bystanders to this?

(“Your kids are my kids. And my kids are your kids.”)

I know it’s overwhelming. Believe me, there are days getting 
Maddy to school on time, in clean clothes, with her teeth brushed 
and having been fed breakfast is a small victory for me. I say that 
as a mother with resources, with support, with education, with 
ways and means. I need—need—the village of people raising my 
daughter. I need and am grateful for the full parental partnership 
of her dad, even as we are no longer married. I need the friends 
who pick her up from school or keep her on a snow day when my 
workload is just too much. I need the calm assurance of my parents 
that I can do this thing called motherhood, and the way my sister 
and brother-in-law treat Maddy as if she is their own, even though 
they live nowhere near us. I cannot do it alone.

And if my Maddy were in trouble, in harm’s way, in danger—I’d 
want any bystander to step up and keep her safe. And I hope—
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pray—I’d be brave and committed enough to do the same to 
another’s child in need.

This caring for our children, it is not a competitive or solo sport. 
When we make it such, we fail them all. Every one. We must be 
in this together.

When Maddy was born, I served a congregation where I had a 
colleague named Mary Beth. When I arrived on that staff, just 
shy of age thirty-one and so terribly nervous about meeting new 
people and working with new youth, Mary Beth, who’d been on 
that church’s staff as long as I’d been alive, took the time to show 
me the ropes. She walked me through the congregation’s history, 
made sure I knew who was related to who, and gave me instructions 
for how to lead the communion service my first Sunday. When she 
was done with all that, she checked in on me on a regular basis. 

I’ve never known anyone quite like Mary Beth. She was grizzled 
and tough and deeply caring. She could argue her point fiercely in 
a board meeting and an hour later sit quietly and compassionately 
at the bedside of someone ill, or in the living room of someone 
dealing with grief, or at a local dive with a cigarette in hand talking 
to just about anyone. She maneuvered the giant aging church bus 
as easily—and perhaps with as much pleasure—as she could her 
Porsche. She cared nothing for style or fashion of any kind, though 
she did once, before a major church event, call me to ask, “Are we 
(as in the two of us, the only women on staff) going with skirts or 
slacks for this shindig?” 

Mary Beth had no biological children of her own, but she was, 
somehow, profoundly maternal. When Maddy was about six weeks 
old, I brought her to church for the first time—it was a Sunday 
evening youth fundraiser and fellowship dinner, and I was barely 
ready to be in public, my C-section incision site still painful at 
times and my energy very low. Maddy’s dad and I walked into a 
full church fellowship hall, and I remember thinking, “I cannot 
do this. All these people. I’m so overwhelmed.” Within moments, 
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Mary Beth was at my side. She took Maddy gently from me, cradled 
Maddy in her arms, and said, “I’ve got her.” Mary Beth knew, with 
one look at me, that I needed a moment, that someone was going 
to have to help me navigate the situation. I was grateful—but 
nowhere near as grateful as I was for what Mary Beth did next. 

With Maddy curled up quietly in her arms, Mary Beth walked 
from table to table, from person to person, saying, “This is Maddy. 
This is our new baby. Isn’t she beautiful?” There has, I’m sure of it, 
never been a more intentional introduction of a child to a group 
of people.

This is our baby. That’s what she said. And I wonder how different 
this world would be if such a thing were said about every child—if 
every single beautiful one of them was taken up into arms as kind 
and caring as Mary Beth’s and claimed “ours.”

Less than a year later, Mary Beth lay dying in a hospital bed. She’d 
defeated cancer before, and she was battling it again—but this 
time, she was losing. She was alert and attentive, but her days were 
numbered, and so, one by one, day after day, friends, family, and 
colleagues came to see her. And, one day, I took Maddy to see her. 
Mary Beth was awake, but so tired. All around her were beeping 
machines and tubes dripping medicine, but she smiled when she 
saw me walk in with Maddy in tow. Without even thinking about 
it, I carefully placed Maddy in the curve of Mary Beth’s arm, and 
I said, “I thought she might do you some good.” I will always 
remember the image of the two of them in that hospital bed, the 
very young and healthy, and the very sick and dying, together. 

When I say, “We must be in this together,” this is the image that 
comes to mind: Maddy and Mary Beth. In retrospect it feels like 
they shepherded one another through that year—Maddy’s first 
and Mary Beth’s last—in such a way that they were both better 
and stronger for it. 
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One of my favorite and most-oft used words is y’all. I often seen 
it misspelled (ya’ll) and I often hear people make fun of it as a 
“Southern thing.” It’s an informal contraction of “you all,” and 
technically, I guess, it can be used when speaking to one person 
or a group. That said, it is not uncommon in the South to have 
someone to say to you, just you alone, “How y’all doin’ today?” 
To which I generally say, “Just fine, how’re y’all?”

I use y’all often when speaking or preaching, and generally when 
I’m about to make a point—as in, “Y’all... (boom, mike drop, exit 
podium!).” And when I was doing youth ministry I often would 
holler to a big bunch of kids, “Y’all! Hey! Listen up!”

Sometimes you hear someone really stress the plural nature of “y’all” 
by saying, “All y’all!” As in, “All y’all are welcome!” Or, “All y’all 
need to listen up.” In other words, “y’all” just won’t quite cut it, so, 
to be clear, I mean every single one of you, “All y’all!”

I don’t know what the first-person plural of “y’all” might be—not 
in the same sense anyway. “We all” just doesn’t carry the same 
punch. “Y’all”—that makes a statement. It’s indicates familiarity, 
gets people’s attention. Truly, there isn’t another word quite like it. 

So…

Y’all, we need each other—you and me and everyone else. All y’all. 
Every single one. We must be in this together. For my kids and 
your kids. For all our kids. 
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