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I’ll know I’ve been raised from the dead
when everything becomes a door—
every brick wall,
every dead end,
every Judas friend,
everything we see and smell and taste,
everything we think and feel and are,
every mountain top and valley bottom,
every birth and every death,
every joy and every pain,
every ecstasy and infidelity,
when every single thing
becomes a door
that opens to eternity
and we pass through
as we could never do
before.
Then we’ll wonder why
we’ve spent so many years
just stopping at these doors;
why we’ve always pulled up short,
and turned around,
and walked away,
instead of simply
passing through.1
Fr. Francis Dorrf
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Foreword
SHAUNA NIEQUIST

One of the best things a writer can do, in my view, is tell the truth
about his or her own inner experience in such a way that it makes
the reader feel seen and known, included in a universal story. Another way to say it: as a writer, my goal is to whisper to the reader
on every page, “You’re not alone, and you’re not crazy.”
This book does that. This book is an act of generosity, of hospitality—sit down here, walk with me through this.
Leeana and I are busy-minded, anxious, kindred spirits, women
who long for bravery and beauty and freedom of soul and spirit . . .
and who frequently find their minds to be their own worst enemies.
And I suspect that Leeana and I are not the only two women who
live in this place—aching for wide, open-souled life, while finding
themselves stuck in loops of exertion and exhaustion.
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Foreword

What I’m coming to know, and what Leeana so lovingly offers
to us in these pages, is that almost every meaningful part of life
comes to health and wholeness through practice, through repetition, through the willingness and humility to begin again. When
it all feels stuck, all we can do is begin again.
For those of us who love the prevailing myths of grand gestures
and overnight transformation, this is really bad news. Again? Again?
Again? I so badly want to be fixed, cured, altered irrevocably.
But the truth resounds, doesn’t it, with all we know of life? The
best things are built over time. The deepest, most durable, most
rooted parts of our souls are not developed in a rush, but in repetition, in beginning again, again, again.
This Benedictine idea of beginning again strikes me as deeply
true, and deeply difficult, as most things are. What I do know is
that as I disabuse myself of the notion of quick fixes, the idea of
beginning again connects with me—a way to hold my heart in
position.
My father-in-law is a chiropractor, and one thing I’ve heard him
say to patients over the years is that the real lasting healing is not in
the adjustment—the manual realignment of the spine. The lasting
healing comes when the muscles that hold the spine are strengthened to the point that they are able to hold the spine in alignment.
There is nothing glamorous about this. Many people would
rather have their chiropractor crack them satisfyingly back into
shape than strengthen the muscles that will keep them in shape.
But as in all of life, the small, ordinary practices are the ones that
transform us most completely, that actually change our bodies and
souls, that give us new capabilities, new eyes, new hearts.
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Foreword

That’s what this book is about: learning to build and nourish
our souls through loving repetition—through being humble and
brave enough to begin again, again, again.
My favorite books are the ones that give you a sense of the
writer—who they are, what they love, what moves them, and what
scares them. Leeana is a writer that you begin to know across the
pages—I can picture the bougainvillea even while I’m firmly
planted in the Midwest as I read. I can smell the salt and see the
golden Southern California evening light. I can feel the table and
the coffee, the quiet of the mornings.
Through her writing over the years, Leeana has reached deep
inside herself and offered her readers her own life and soul with
such generosity, and this book is her richest and most generous yet.
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Introdu ction
Restless

Our heart is restless until it finds its rest in thee.
St. Augustine

Nine years ago, I was a brand-new mother to boy/girl twins, and
everything felt enormous. My love was enormous. My fear was
enormous. My self-contempt was enormous. My exhaustion, enormous. The pile of empty Diet Coke cans, enormous. The babies’
beauty, enormous. The weight of how perfect it all was, just waiting
for me to mess it up, enormous.
I could not cut a path through the extraordinary landscape. It
was all just huge. And so I felt nailed to the couch, floating, in love
and entirely anxious. Like I wanted to crawl out of my own skin.
Of course, you have no idea what I’m talking about whatsoever.
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Introduction

It was in these very early days of motherhood that I read the line
from the Rule of Saint Benedict, which transformed into not just
a line but a lifeline and has been with me every day since those
winter days almost a decade ago.
Always we begin again.
Benedict’s rule for monks called out the holiness of repetition,
even the spiritual efficacy of it, though our culture preaches only
the opposite. It gave a certain grace to beginnings that saved me
over and over again in those days of being a beginner.
Because that’s all those days were: one beginning after another.
And let’s be honest, that’s what so much of life is—learning how,
and learning how again, over and over. Each day is brand new,
after all. We’ve never lived this day before. It is certainly difficult
to not get impatient, even contemptuous, with ourselves over our
utter noviceness in life. And the difficulty

The beginning
space was actually a
holy space, not just
a layover on my way
to something better.

of being new and inexperienced tempts us
to become experts, or in some cases pretend we are experts, long before we actually
are.
So this emphasis on the sacredness of
beginning and beginning again was a hold

in what felt like vast amounts of thin air. It was permission to be
unaccomplished, to be a beginner, to be brand new. More than
permission, too, a sense that I was right where I should be and that
the beginning space was actually a holy space, not just a layover
on my way to something better.
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I put the “Always we begin again” sentence in my pocket and
have carried it around since. Four simple-enough words have alchemically been both a guide and a companion to me. Even on
the heels of the most overwhelming moments, I could begin again.
When nothing else helped or made sense, I could always begin
again. Just the knowledge that this hand was forever reaching toward
me comforted me like little else.
We are a restless breed, we human beings. Our Hard and our
Hurts propel us and paralyze us and it’s a real trick to recommit to
each moment. We spend a lot of restless energy hurling ourselves
back into an unchangeable past or forward into an unknowable
future.
We want rest. In fact, I think most of us are borderline desperate for rest: a break from all the agitation that enervates our bodies
and our minds. We want the capacity to stay right where we are
instead of reeling from regret or forecasting. We want peace from
the inside out, building a life on something settled and centered
inside us, but all this is hard to come by, isn’t it. Which is why I
believe the practice of beginning again is one of the single most
significant gifts you can give yourself.
I want to talk to you about how beginning again helps us live
moment to moment, all the while nudging us, gently, on our journey of transformation. Without it, we get stuck. Beginning again
invites us out of all the various corners we’d prefer to stay in: safety,
swirling, shame, striving, scarcity, shoulds . . . to name a few.
I will pan in and show you myself in my driveway, crazy-eyed
and sweaty, invited to begin again. I will pan out and show you
myself in my work and my home and my faith, needing a robust
17
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Introduction

dose of courage, invited to begin again. I will cut a cross section of
my soul and show you my longings to be naked and unashamed,
and my insistence on self-protection, invited to begin again. And
I will tell you how I’m just now learning to bring my hurt to God
and, in its place, receive rest.
God’s story is a narrative of emancipation. Here’s the heart of
it: What we thought was an ending may very well be a beginning.
When the hissing in our ear tells us it’s over, God whispers an opportunity. Here’s a place we could start from, he says. Here’s a rock
bottom. Hooray. Let’s see this for what it is: a possibility.
And we get the gift of being able to seek resurrection instead of
annihilation, even though things might feel so very bleak. How is
it possible that this is the start of freedom? I don’t know, exactly.
But I believe it could be.
Whether you are huddled in your closet right now, hiding from
your children, or you are navigating the dissolution of an important
relationship, or you are embarking on new work that is requiring
more from you than you imagined—whether your life feels impossibly small or overwhelmingly enormous—just think of this book
as my way of sliding a note to you on a scrap of paper. When you
open it, you will find my message to you:
Breathe and begin again.
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On Opening Up
In returning and rest you shall be saved.
Isaiah 30:15 NKJV

It was late spring and the breeze brought up the jasmine from the
gate where it climbs. I walked through the house, room by room,
opening doors and windows. Letting air move through the house.
Every opened window, every opened door, a prayer.
Come in.
Help.
Thank you.

I opened the entire house. Cranked windows wide open. Found
stools and baskets to prop the doors. And then I stood in the very
21
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Too Tight

center of our house. I tilted my chin up slightly, and I closed my
eyes and let the air move across my face.
We live amidst rolling hills of avocado orchards in Southern
California, and our 1930s house is perched on one of those hills,
so we almost always have a breeze. But the house had been sealed
up, and you couldn’t feel any movement at all.
Sometimes a house feels tight, no matter how many square feet
it is. Sometimes a heart and a life feel tight. Sometimes a marriage
feels tight. Sometimes our work or our calling feel tight. Sometimes
the skin we’re in feels tight. We need a door or a window to open, a
fresh breeze of perspective, the movement of change, but we don’t
always know how to get there from here.
Opening life up when things feel tight is a vulnerable move.
Keeping everything sealed feels so much safer. What will we find
when we open the door? What will slide in through all those
screens? What is waiting for us behind the windows?
I did not open the house sooner because I had been too afraid
of being overwhelmed. I was too afraid of discomfort, hurting.
Ancient wisdom tells us the truth will set us free, but sometimes it
feels more like the truth will consume us. I have had a couple of
distinct seasons in my life when I got overwhelmed, truly, and there
seemed to be little I could do about it. For example, there was a
time when my brain got scrambled up, and I couldn’t unscramble
it. And it was really, really hard.
I believed everyone was paying for my scrambled-up brain, and
that made it all worse. I have talked and walked and prayed and
breathed and written and listened my way through the scramble, but
it won’t likely ever be gone. And recently, I began to realize that I
22
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On Opening Up

had been ordering parts of my life on the sole basis of avoiding
ever being overwhelmed again. When we do this—avoid, especially avoid a low-lying truth—we begin to split off from ourselves,
which is why things start to get tight. We see that our ways of being
are getting in the way of our being. And, in our attempts to secure
space for ourselves, we have somehow walked ourselves into tight.
When this tightness arrives—for any reason—my initial response
is to lock, seal, slam, secure, bolt. I shut out. I don’t want my imperfections to be witnessed. I don’t think I can tolerate that kind of
exposure. I do this as a means of self-protection. I do this as a way
to control my image as someone who is special.
I avoided until I could no longer avoid anymore, and that’s when
the gentle voice whispered in my ear, like it had so many times
before, Leeana, always we begin again.
The word begin has rare origins. I like that. It’s such a common
word in most respects, but its roots are not. Simply put, there aren’t
many other words like it. One of the root meanings of begin is “to
cut open” or “to open up.”
Geesh. Who wants to do that? Who wants to endure that kind
of vulnerability? Emily Dickinson has this curious poem about
surgeons being careful when cutting someone open because under
the surface is a Culprit. And that Culprit is called Life.
I take that to mean that something living and breathing and
flowing is inside each of us. This is both scary and thrilling. We
want to let it out. And we are terrified of letting it out. Letting Life
out, and therefore, letting Life in, is a risk somehow. On paper,
it’s such a great idea to open ourselves up. But for some of us, in
practice, it’s not as easy as we had assumed.
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Too Tight

What if I open up and that opening is the very thing that ruins
me? I know that when I do, I will cut open a surface that I cannot
quickly whipstitch back together. Oh, never mind. I don’t really
want to go there, after all.
Because maybe it’s gone badly for us in the past. Maybe we were
open and unguarded and we got pummeled somehow—from our
outside world or from our inside world. And we have learned that
in order to function in this wide world with our particular brain
and our particular body, we must be far more vigilant and protective and measured.
Like everything in life, this works . . . until it doesn’t.
“You’re kind of hard to get to,” a friend said to me recently. I
was shocked to hear her say that. No, I’m not, I thought. I’m entirely accessible. I’m as open as it gets. But her words haunted me
enough, bothered me enough, to indicate some validity. True, I
didn’t answer my phone when she called. I don’t like talking on
the phone. And true, I didn’t want to make too many plans or be
too available since that would ultimately translate into expectations
that I would inevitably not be able to meet. True, I shied away from
spontaneous invitations.
I can sit down at a table and tell you the entire contents of my
soul, but I also have a constant, buzzing temptation to create distance in the dailiness of life. Even with people I want to share life
with. I never want to be a disappointment.
But these strategies wear out. Maintaining calculated distance
becomes harder than showing up just as I am. Or, at least, I’m
wondering if that’s the case. What if trying to keep ourselves safe
is the thing that’s actually making life feel tight?
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On Opening Up

I dropped off my friend’s son at her house, the same friend
who said I was hard to get to. I thought I was just dropping him
off, but when I pulled into her driveway, I saw another one of our
friends was there too and all the kids were playing. I walked in the
house, seized with the desire to offer pleasantries and leave. I had
yesterday’s eye makeup halfway on and I hadn’t prepared myself
for conversation.
They invited me to sit, let my kids out of
the van and play. And for some reason I could
not say yes. While the two of them sat on the
kitchen barstools drinking LaCroixs from cold
cans, I proceeded to talk with them for twenty
minutes while I stood, staring at the chair, try-

What if trying to
keep ourselves safe
is the thing that’s
actually making
life feel tight?

ing to decide if I would sit down or not.
Finally, after I realized my kids had long since escaped the car
and I was enjoying myself, I sat down. But it took twenty minutes.
It takes a lot of energy to stand there in no-man’s-land.
Something in me would not flow and could only freeze. Why?
Why was I so invested in staying closed? These are women I
love, women I have vacationed with, women who love my family. These are women who know me. I had nowhere to be, no
plans for the day, no one waiting for me somewhere else. And I
could not sit down.
I remember a season in late elementary school to junior high to
early high school when I did not feel comfortable eating in public,
especially at school. One of my first boyfriends took me to a fancy
restaurant and ordered me orange roughy and all I wanted to do
was make out instead of eat that fish. Not because I was dying to
25
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make out but because I was desperate to avoid eating there at the
table while he stared at me.
This stage passed, but I think about it every so often: this young
person inside me who is self-conscious, afraid of exposure, putting
the brakes on when things get too vulnerable. She wants to be seen
and she’s scared of being seen.
But what if we don’t need to be in a state of self-protection
and self-preservation at all times? What if—even though it may
be disguised as something else—grace is always lurking behind
everything we’re trying to keep closed?
I did sit down, with my crazy eyes and my semi-scrambled
brain. And when it was time to leave and one of the friends
asked me to join her and her kids for lunch, I went to lunch too.
I bristled momentarily, and then I made the decision to breathe
and open up.
To begin. Right there in that simple little Sunday afternoon
moment.
Every time we begin, something in us—even the smallest
amount—must open up in the exact place where we want to stay
shut. For me, this almost always feels counterintuitive at first. Exposure versus protection? I’ll take safety, thank you very much. To
be exposed—to be left without shelter or defense—is something
to be avoided, not invited.
I’ve been wondering lately if God’s constant invitation, though,
is to bring us back to naked and unashamed. And dang if that isn’t
difficult—to be that exposed, to endure connection instead of settling for contact.
Exposure, after all, is what lets the light in.
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On Opening Up

One of the most genuinely inconvenient truths I know is that
often something has to die in order for something new to live. And
so when we know—deep down—that something isn’t working,
there’s also a part of us that knows what it’s going to take to make
the thing work again. Likely, it’s going to take a death.
Those possible deaths we don’t want to face, those ways of being
that we’re so invested in that we are gripping them with every bit of
energy we can muster, lead us to thoughts like these: Don’t touch
my addiction to work. Don’t touch my overeating. Don’t look twice
at my spending. Do not get close to my resentment. Don’t even
think about asking me to give up my victim status. Do not, I repeat,
do not, come near my codependence.
Jesus himself taught this to his people. He said,
Listen carefully: Unless a grain of wheat is buried in the ground,
dead to the world, it is never any more than a grain of wheat. But
if it is buried, it sprouts and reproduces itself many times over. In
the same way, anyone who holds on to life just as it is destroys that
life. But if you let it go, reckless in your love, you’ll have it forever,
real and eternal.1

But who in their right mind wants to look death in the eyes?
Or, at least, the possibility of death. It’s hard to think about letting something fall apart, only to put it back together again in a
different way.
But on the other side of death, the other side of surrender, is
this: movement in, space for movement, in the places where things
have been locked down, shut down, deeply tight. We can unseal
27
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our hearts. Even just a willingness to reach for the window handle
and turn it slowly. Feel the cross breeze.
In that allowing, we step into a place that is not yet. Maybe
reluctantly. Maybe with the hardest of hearts, but we leave space
for the possibility that something fluid and alive is on its way.
I walked through my house. This home that we bought while living
in the Middle East for my husband’s job. Steve flew to San Diego
for thirty-six hours to walk through it with a laptop and Skype and a
questionable internet connection so I could “see” it before we closed.
The first time I physically walked through it, we already owned it.
This home that we brought two four-year-olds and our new
one-year-old to live in, to make a life in. This home with its overgrown wisteria and reaching palms and potted bougainvillea and
wild lavender. This home with brick walkways and inlaid Spanish
tile and the most finicky plumbing. This home with good bones
and a bad backsplash. This home that looks out on the city of El
Cajon with the big beige block that was once the El Cajon jail. I
grew up just a mile from this home, and when we were little, my
mom would take us for kraut dogs and corn dogs and a million tiny
packets of yellow mustard and then we’d go to the building site and
watch all the diggers and dozers build that jail.
This home.
Beginning again on this day means I will open up—my clenched
hands, my heart, my strategies, my life. I walk through this home,
into and out of every single room, opening it up to something that
is beyond me.
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