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9

one

Our (Not So) Simple Story

I always wanted to live a simple life. As a carefree young 
girl growing up on the South Dakota prairie, I wanted 
nothing more than to run around barefoot in the warm 

summer sun or to pack a picnic and enjoy it by a creek 
somewhere in the Black Hills. I was born with a longing 
for freedom, and my heart pumped that longing through 
my veins. I wanted to chase that freedom and live the life 
of my dreams.

In my teen years, I needed to begin making some deci-
sions about which college to attend. My heart wanted to 
be lying in the sunshine reading books, writing books, and 
somewhere down the line, raising babies to be just as wild 
and free as my own soul was. But my brain told me no, 
that’s not practical. When one grows up, one must go to a 
good school and then get a good job and have a wonderful 
career. Or at least that’s what my family and my culture told 
me, and that was the direction I was encouraged toward. 
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After that, if it worked out, I could have some babies, but 
whatever I did, I needed to be successful. The opposite of 
success is failure, and I didn’t want to be a failure. So, suc-
cessful I would be.

However, at sixteen, I met the boy of my dreams. I didn’t 
know it at the time, and neither did he. We were both work-
ing at Target. He was a cart attendant, and I worked in 
customer service. He claims that I never paid attention to 
him because of his lowly job status. The truth was, my head 
was stuck in the clouds and I didn’t have time for boys. They 
would be a part of my future, but they weren’t included in 
my short- term goals. I needed to go to college and get that 
good career first.

I picked a good school and started on a path that I didn’t 
necessarily want to be on but that, I was told, would be best 
for my future. I didn’t stop to think about why society knew 
better than I did what would be best for my future. I just 
went along with it and decided I must not be smart enough 
to know what I should be doing. I would let others decide 
that for me.

I wanted what everyone— my family, my coworkers, my 
friends, society— told me I should want: to lead a successful 
life. But I never stopped to think about what success meant 
to me. Even worse, I never stopped to truly ask God if that 
version of success was where He wanted me to be. What did 
He want from me? Who did God create Merissa to be? I wish 
I’d asked that sooner. But then, maybe if I had, I wouldn’t 
be writing this book.

I made it through one whole year of college. I wasn’t a 
bad student. I actually excelled in all my classes. But I had 
no drive. College was not my dream; it was someone else’s. 
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My dream was to write and to raise a family. I didn’t need 
college to accomplish those goals.

Married LifeMarried Life

The boy I met working at Target was persistent. He finally 
asked for my phone number when I was eighteen, and the 
next few months went by in a blur. We discovered we were 
basically the same person but in two different bodies, and 
we wanted to spend the rest of our lives together. So, on a 
windy day in September, nine months after he asked for my 
phone number, we were married.

At that point, I was done with school. I decided that I’d 
skip ahead from the career plan and start the family plan 
instead. In the meantime, I wanted to be the best wife I 
could be.

When I was growing up, I was taught many skills that 
some would consider to be old- fashioned. I was cooking 
full meals by the time I was ten. I knew how to sew, weave 
baskets, kill a rattlesnake, keep a good garden, and preserve 
my harvest by canning. When my husband and I got mar-
ried, I wanted to be able to do all these things for my house-
hold. I wanted us to have the very best garden and to be as 
self- sustaining as we could be, mainly because I loved doing 
those things. But this almost turned into a competition with 
myself. I taught myself how to make many things that one 
would normally buy from the store— ketchup, candy bars, 
and anything else I could think of.

Unfortunately, things didn’t go exactly as I had planned 
after we got married. I forgot about this little thing called 
money and that when you are nineteen, you don’t usually 
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have a whole lot of it. In my first book, Little House Liv-
ing: The Make- Your- Own Guide to a Frugal, Simple, and 
Self- Sufficient Life, I share how my husband and I went from 
totally broke to pulling ourselves up by our bootstraps and 
being able to buy our first home.1 We’d hit rock bottom, and 
there was nowhere to go but up.

All the trial and error of making things, growing things, 
living frugally, and everything in between turned into a blog. 
Because our first home was a little green house on ten acres 
and I had nicknamed it “Little House on the Prairie,” what 
better name to call the blog than Little House Living? I shared 
how we were living frugally and simply in our little house out 
on that South Dakota prairie. My book and my blog featured 
all kinds of ideas on how to “make your own” every thing, 
from shampoo to taco seasoning.

However, in those first few years of marriage, I was always 
in a state of anxiety or depression, and I couldn’t figure out 
why. My body wasn’t very healthy, but I was working harder 
at life than ever before. Things should have been wonder-
ful, right? We were working our way toward the American 
Dream! I worked at a small retail store, and my husband 
worked as a debt collector. In those early days, my version of 
simpler and slower living was to try to make as much money 
as we could so we could have the things we wanted: a nice 
house and a good future. For me, that was the American 
Dream: to have everything we wanted or needed and to be 
able to do the things we wanted to do.

I still wasn’t asking God what He wanted from my life 
or if we were on the path He wanted us to be on. I guess I 
just figured this was a good path, and I didn’t see how there 
could be anything wrong with it. My theory was that if I 
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wasn’t working this hard or trying to do all the things I could 
possibly do, I would be classified as lazy.

Growing a FamilyGrowing a Family

After about three years of marriage, our baby plan wasn’t 
really working out. We had both wanted a big family, but it 
seemed God didn’t have the same plan we had— at least not 
the way we thought it was supposed to go. We decided that 
in the meantime we would be foster parents. We wanted to 
care for children, and we thought this would be a good way 
to do it until God decided to make us parents.

We had a few short- term placements before our first long- 
term one. This baby came to us straight from the hospital, 
which was rare for a foster child through the state. The first 
time I saw him, I thought he was the tiniest thing I’d ever 
seen. I was terrified to pick him up with the social worker 
there. What if  I broke him? Of course, I finally held him 
and felt such an odd little spark between us. Not something 
I’d felt with the other children we’d had in our care prior 
to this child. After a tumultuous thirteen months with him, 
we stood in a courtroom as a judge declared him to be our 
little boy forever.

It was totally unexpected after the trials we had been 
through with him and the state, but nevertheless God deliv-
ered our first child to us, and we were finally parents. Not 
in the way we had expected, but that didn’t matter to us. I 
remember sitting in the social services office going through 
the baby’s paperwork before court— something all parents 
must do before they adopt through the state— and having 
an overwhelming feeling that God did not want us to have 
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children biologically because He knew there were other chil-
dren out there who needed to be in our family. And I was at 
complete peace with that.

By the time my husband and I were twenty- four, our lives 
looked a bit more different. We were a family of three but still 
trying to live the American Dream. I was going to give this 
little boy the best start in life that he could possibly have, even 
if it killed me to do it, because I believed that I needed to give 
him the world— and more. At this point, I was still fairly un-
healthy and dealing with anxiety, but I didn’t stop to question 
it. I just thought it must be normal, and I moved on with life.

Freedom in ChristFreedom in Christ

My husband and I had been meeting with the same in- home 
church group since we got married. Even though I’d been 
raised in a typical evangelical church, my husband preferred 
that we meet with a group from the church that he’d grown 
up in and that all his family attended. After I attended a few 
of the services, I decided that was fine. I wanted to be a good 
wife and not rock the boat. And a good wife went to church 
with her husband. Besides, they were teaching straight from 
the Bible, so there couldn’t be anything wrong with that, 
right?

After going with him for four years, I couldn’t take it any-
more. I didn’t understand it at the time, but life was weighing 
on me. I told my husband I could no longer go to church 
with him. I had a need for perfection, but no matter how 
perfect I tried to be, I just couldn’t achieve my goals. The 
drive for perfection within the group was more than I could 
handle, and my anxiety was through the roof. There were 
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so many things I was expected to do that I continually failed 
at: I needed to dress right at all times; I needed to speak a 
certain way; I needed to raise my child in ways I didn’t feel 
comfortable with.

I may have been a fairly “good” girl in the general sense 
of the word—I never smoked, drank, ran with the wrong 
crowd, etc.— but my soul is wild, not made for meaningless 
traditions, and it longed for freedom. I knew that my free-
dom was found in Christ, and something was telling me that 
the church I was attending didn’t believe that. My husband 
continued to attend without me, and I decided to go back 
to my old church alone with our little baby.

Not long after I stopped attending church with my hus-
band, I started to question a few things I had heard in his 
group. I was not prepared for what I found. From document 
after document, testimony after testimony sharing the true 
motives behind the “church,” I realized that my husband was 
in what I defined as a cult.

A cult can mean many different things, but a basic defi-
nition of the word cult could be a religious system that has 
particular unorthodox customs. A Christian cult, such as 
this one, may seem to follow most of the traditional Chris-
tian beliefs, but it often denies certain fundamental Christian 
truths while still claiming to be a Christian organization. 
For example, the members of this group do not believe that 
Jesus is truly our Savior. Instead, they believe He came to 
be the perfect example of how we should live while on this 
earth. They also deny the teaching of the Trinity and do not 
believe that Jesus was equal to God.

After coming to this realization, I dug into true biblical 
doctrine and immersed myself in studying what the Bible 
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actually says versus what the group claimed and believed. 
What I learned was that Satan can twist something that is ac-
tually far removed from the truth into something that seems 
incredibly innocent. As someone who had been a believer for 
over twenty years, I felt like I should have seen this group for 
what it was from the beginning. This seemed like a major 
failure in my life, and I felt ashamed that my eyes had been 
closed to the truth for as long as they were. At the time, I had 
no idea that God was using this whole experience to shape 
my future and the future of our family.

A New StartA New Start

A year after I left the group, my husband was miraculously 
shown the truth that lives only in Jesus and was able to come 
out of the group he had known his whole life. He had been 
praying for truth and honestly seeking answers to his ques-
tions ever since I had left the group. Whenever we talked and 
I asked him questions, he realized he did not have a strong 
answer for why he believed what he did. He began to look 
for answers in the Bible to truly discover what he believed 
and why. What he actually discovered was that he had been 
seriously misled by the leaders in the group. While the verses 
the group used were in the Bible, my husband found that 
they had been taken completely out of context to shape the 
beliefs of those in the group.

Of course, when a group believes that they are the only 
way to heaven and you have suddenly chosen to leave that 
path, they no longer want anything to do with you. As soon 
as it became known that my husband had renounced the 
group and was now a born- again Christian, we were excom-
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municated. We’d walk into the grocery store and see people 
we’d known for years, and they would turn around and walk 
away from us without saying a word. For a young couple still 
trying to make our start in the world, it was heartbreaking. 
We both knew that what we had done was right and that, 
with the knowledge we had, there was no going back, but it 
was still hard to lose all the friendships we thought we had 
gained during the early years of our marriage. We quickly 
learned that there was a price to pay for being a follower of 
Jesus.

We decided that the best thing for us to do was start over. 
In 2013, we moved across the state and settled down on an-
other small acreage of land with our young son. Not long 
after, in 2014, we were chosen to be the parents of another 
sweet little boy through a private adoption, and we were 
overjoyed. We moved again to a larger house and kept chas-
ing that American Dream. The house we moved into was 
just beautiful. It was on eight acres and had a huge barn, 
bedrooms for everyone, and a guesthouse. From the lovely 
wraparound porch, I could take in the yard, which looked 
like a park.

We started our own coffee shop in the small town nearby. 
We loved having a business and being around people. All that 
time, I kept thinking that I must do everything to give these 
boys the best start they could possibly have in life. I started 
homeschooling our oldest, and we made sure we were tak-
ing plenty of vacations and doing all the things we thought 
we needed to do. Our days were filled with special toys, 
extravagant crafts, and unique outings. Never mind the fact 
that I was trying to work two full- time jobs— blogging and 
running the coffee shop— while also trying to be a full- time 
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mom and wife. In 2017, during everything else that was going 
on, we adopted a sweet little girl through another private 
adoption.

My health had improved since we had gotten out of the 
cult, but it still wasn’t great. I was so tired by lunchtime 
that I would put the kids down for a nap and have to take 
one myself. I couldn’t even make it through the afternoon 
without a decent nap. But I still felt so strongly that I must 
do everything— so I kept doing it. I was also still producing 
most of our food with my garden, and I’d take on any extra 
task that was thrown my way. Oh, and did I mention that 
our children have special needs? That’s right: I was taking 
one or the other to therapy multiple times a week on top of 
every thing else.

That’s just what a good mom does, right? She overextends 
and stretches herself in any way she can in order to give her 
children the whole world. Society seemed to be pressing in 
on me and telling me that I had to do certain things and act 
certain ways and that my children should be the reason for 
my existence. Or, at least, that’s what I believed.

Giving UpGiving Up

One day a call came that I didn’t expect. My childhood best 
friend, the one who had been my neighbor when I was little 
and who had still stayed in touch— even if it wasn’t often— 
after we had grown up and gone off in different directions, 
had passed away from cancer at the age of twenty- seven. 
He was just a month older than I was. I couldn’t believe it. 
Twenty- seven- year- olds are not supposed to get cancer, and 
they aren’t supposed to die from it. Or, at least, that is what I 
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kept telling myself as I sat at his funeral, almost too shocked 
to speak. I don’t think I really understood just how short life 
was until that point.

Then things started snowballing. My doctor found some-
thing during my routine physical that shouldn’t have been 
there. Then I found a lump that shouldn’t have been there. 
Then I had a precancerous spot taken from my shoulder. I 
was also diagnosed with an autoimmune disease. Then an-
other. In just two years, my life went from “Let’s do it all” to 
“We have got to stop this train wreck right now.” I was mad 
at God. I didn’t understand why I was the one who had to 
go through all these things. I was young and should’ve been 
healthy and active! We had our dream house, an amazing 
business, and now three beautiful children. This was every-
thing I always wanted, right?

I had not asked God if this was what He always wanted 
for me and our family. Was this the life He wanted me to be 
living? All wrapped up in myself, my wants, and my desires? 
I honestly thought during this time that I was living a simple 
life! My definition of living simple was doing all the things 
we wanted to do without much stress, being self- sufficient, 
and having what we thought we needed so we didn’t have 
to need or want anymore. I really had no idea what simple 
living was then, even though I thought I did and was writing 
about it in my book and on my blog.

God told me, “You have to stop.” He didn’t whisper it to 
me, either, because I obviously wasn’t listening. No, instead 
He allowed these experiences to get my attention: coming out 
of a cult, stressful health situations, life challenges. Maybe 
the first thing didn’t work, so they just kept on coming. And 
you know what? It finally worked.
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I finally cried out, “You have to take my hands off this life, 
Lord, because I’m doing nothing but driving it right into 
the ground.” I finally admitted that my life wasn’t mine and 
that I wasn’t a very good driver anyway. My life had always 
belonged to God, and I had just been trying to steal it. So 
now, I gave it back to Him. It took me a while, but I realized 
I needed to give Him the wheel and truly be willing to let 
Him keep it. I wish it hadn’t taken those circumstances to 
get me to understand what I needed to do, but I guess I’m a 
little more hardheaded than I’d like to admit.

I thought my job in life was to do everything: to be the 
perfect mom, to be the best wife, to give my children every 
opportunity they could possibly want. I believed that if I did 
not want to do those things, I would be a bad person and a 
bad mother. I should have my children enrolled in everything 
that is available to them because, you never know, they might 
turn out to be the one to invent the next big thing. And I 
wouldn’t want to be responsible for letting the opportunity 
pass them by.

Why had I been so afraid to give God the control over my 
circumstances and over my children’s lives? He gave them to 
me, didn’t He? Why did I think I knew better than He did 
how they should be raised and all the things they should do?

Following God’s PlanFollowing God’s Plan

After we’d been in our home for three years, I woke up in 
my beautiful bedroom in my big farmhouse one morning 
and whispered to my husband, “I think we are supposed to 
move.” It felt like I was saying something terrible, words that 
should not even be uttered. How could I think about moving 

_Alink_LivingSlower_KA_sa.indd   20_Alink_LivingSlower_KA_sa.indd   20 12/23/21   9:04 AM12/23/21   9:04 AM

Merissa A. Alink, Living Slower 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



Our (Not So) Simple Story

21

away from what others would perceive as the perfect life? 
Where would we go, and what would we do? We went back 
and forth for several months and finally concluded that God 
was asking us to go. He was asking us to move outside of 
our comfort zone because He had a plan for our family— it 
just wasn’t exactly the one we had pictured.

Once I made the decision to let go, God took over im-
mediately, and I knew I was ready to let Him. I gave Him 
my health, I gave Him my kids, and I gave Him our future.

Currently, we are in the process of building our own home, 
trying to keep costs down as much as we can. We’ve felt 
guided to a specific ministry: to share the love of Jesus with 
the group my husband grew up in and to provide a refuge 
to those who are in stressful and difficult situations (such 
as those who are leaving a fundamentalist group or cult, or 
those who are in ministry or missionary work and need a 
respite). We are both excited and a bit terrified to see what 
the future holds, but we fully trust in God’s plan for our 
family. In a million years, this is not where I had expected 
things to be for us, yet here we are.

Since I’ve given in to God’s plan, things have improved. 
My health is the best it’s been in my adult life. All the lumps 
and areas of concern on my body have turned out to be 
benign, and I have an energy and mental clarity I haven’t 
had since I was in high school— even though I’m chasing 
around three young children every day! I still struggle with 
autoimmune issues, but with diligence in my activity and 
in my diet, I’ve been able to get those issues under control.

We know things aren’t always going to be perfect or even 
good, and more things will happen and go wrong. We live 
in a fallen world. Nothing will ever be perfect until we get to 
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heaven. But I will tell you that life is much smoother when 
you let God take control and when you let Him plan your 
priorities.

The Rest of the StoryThe Rest of the Story

I started this book by sharing my full story because I want you 
to know that I’ve been where you’ve been, or maybe where 
you are now. I know you want to give your family the best life 
possible. I get that feeling—I think all moms do!

Even if you aren’t a mom yet or don’t ever want to be a 
mom, or if you’re a grandma, an aunt, or anyone else, I know 
you still understand this truth. You likely want your life to be 
as perfect as it can be. We all want that, but we must realize 
that the only perfection we can have is perfection through 
Christ.

We will never be perfect while we are on this earth. Bad 
things might happen to us, and circumstances will be out of 
our control. But we can always find rest in the fact that if we 
have accepted Jesus into our lives and He is living through 
us, then God views us as perfect.

I am sure it’s not hard to think of the last thing you did 
wrong. Or maybe I’m the only one who messed up today? 
But isn’t it wonderful to think that when God looks at you, 
He sees you as totally and completely perfect? Thank good-
ness I don’t have to pretend. Are you good at doing that? I 
know I’m not.

It’s time to stop, take a breath, and ask yourself, Am I 
the person God wants me to be? Are my priorities in order? 
Or am I working toward what someone else said should be 
done while I am on this earth?
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We live in a world of side hustles, school that starts at 
age two or three, and pressure to have all the toys that the 
Joneses have— plus some. The big house, the expensive cars, 
the boats, the exotic vacations . . . none of those things are 
bad in themselves. But are they what God wants for your 
life? Is that the life God wants for your family?

One thing I’ve noticed is that every time things start to get 
busier in my life, the first thing that goes out the window is 
my morning quiet time. Isn’t Satan sneaky? He knows that 
living in a world that pushes us to do more and be more will 
shove God right out of the picture. We may not even realize it 
at first, but that just goes to show how crafty that old snake is.

I could be wrong. Perhaps your life is filled with many 
things that keep you busy all day long, and you are com-
pletely satisfied with the amount of time you spend with God 
and the amount of control He has in your life. But if you feel 
like everything is snowballing and you can’t remember the 
last time you were able to sit in total peace and just listen for 
God’s voice among the chaos of your day, this book is for 
you. I was just like you once. Some weeks, I’m still like you 
and let the busyness take control. I forget the beauty that 
comes from true simplicity and the richness that comes from 
a life lived in the slow lane.

Throughout the rest of this book, I will walk with you 
and share what happened when I let God take control of the 
pace of my life. I want to show you how you can make these 
changes so that you can make strides toward living in simplic-
ity too. The topics I’ll cover in the coming chapters are areas 
in which my family has experienced huge differences in our 
lives since we started living slower. I hope you are ready to 
fall in love with the life that God has planned for you.
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