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I N T R O D U C T I O N

“What do you do for a living?” In today’s economy of identity 

and status, this question is king. For those already in the working 

world, it is one of the first questions that we ask and are asked upon 

introduction, and from a young age, we learn that the answer to 

this question is important. Children are asked what they want to be 

when they grow up. Students of all ages participate in career days, 

attend college fairs, and take aptitude tests to determine what they 

should do with their lives. In college, the questions about career 

and identity only increase. What are you studying? Where will you 

work? What are your talents? How are you unique? What are you  

made for? 

Oftentimes, our identity is tied to the thing that we believe 

we were made to do. You might believe that you were made to be a 

worship leader or an engineer or a mother or (you fill in the blank)—

all positive and worthwhile pursuits. But what happens when all of 

that is stripped away? What happens when life doesn’t turn out the 

way that you thought it would? When you don’t get accepted into 

the school that you wanted to go to or you tear your ACL and can’t 

play your sport ever again? What happens when you lose your job or 

your marriage falls apart? What happens when the pregnancy test is 
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negative? Again. What happens then? Who are you now? What were 

you made for? 

In good times and in bad, you may try to come up with all sorts 

of human answers to that question. You might attempt to pivot your 

career path or reevaluate your “callings,” but at the end of the day, no 

matter how you try to fill in that blank, you will find that it falls short. 

Career, status, and relationships just aren’t fulfilling—or, at least, not 

as fulfilling as you thought they would be because, in truth, you were 

made for more. 

Life can be hard and the journey is long. We all experience it. 

You are not alone. Each chapter in this series is authored by a member 

of the Multnomah University family and tells the story of their journey 

towards discovering what they were made for. In these pages, you will 

find stories of career shifts, heartbreak, failure, victory, and change. 

They are stories of faith, growth, and trusting in God’s plan to prosper 

and not to harm. They are stories about how Jesus and His Gospel turns 

our ideas about our identity on their heads. And, most importantly, 

they are stories about God and how He is Emmanuel through it all.

I  A M  M A D E  F O R More
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C H A P T E R  1 

I Was Made to  Redefine Competition
By 

Timothy Bieri 

Head Coach, Women’s Basketball

At the end of a basketball game—any game, really—there is 

a winner and a loser. For all intents and purposes, the winners can 

walk away from the court believing that they’re good enough to 

move forward in the competition, able to dominate the other team, 

and worthy of being seen, noticed, and praised. But what does it 

really mean to win? Better yet, what does it mean to lose? What 

happens on the other side of that court for the team who walks 

away with a loss? If the winners can claim that they are enough, 

does that mean if I lose, I’m not enough? As a competitive basketball 

player, these questions came up often in my life, and they impacted 

my identity, self-worth, and faith. What was even more challenging, 

though, was when those questions extended beyond the court and 

into my personal life. In the face of great loss, who was I going to 

be? 

I have always been a competitor. Being the youngest of three 

boys, competition was the air I breathed. I was always striving to 

keep up with my older brothers’ accomplishments. My oldest brother 

was a great athlete; all the girls liked him and all the guys wanted to 

be him. My middle brother was academically accomplished; he was 
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extremely disciplined, responsible, and well-respected. Then there was 

me. I loved my brothers dearly, and I looked up to them in so many 

ways—they were my heroes, and, in many ways, they still are—but 

from an early age, I defined what it looked like to win by comparison. 

Their accomplishments became my standards, and a highly competitive 

spirit began to grow in me.

My competitive, winning-driven identity wasn’t imposed on 

me by my parents or even by my brothers, necessarily. It was all very 

internal.  I wanted to be a certain thing and achieve certain goals, and 

as my life continued to move forward, I actually experienced a lot of 

success. In high school, I was efficient on the court, I got good grades, 

and things were, from all outside perspectives, really good. Like many 

young people, I was still learning about God, testing the boundaries 

of our relationship, and seeking Him in different ways, but I was doing 

okay.

I went on to earn my undergraduate degree from Fort Lewis 

College in Durango, Colorado. Between my good grades and my many 

accolades for my skills as a basketball player, I was considered to be very 

accomplished. Winning became my identity, and I was on a trajectory 

of success that I intended to turn into a career as a professional athlete. 

I had conversations with God saying, “God, if you could help me get 

into the NBA or a top league in Europe, just imagine what I could do 

for you. If I’m doing well, then everyone around me will be able to do 

well.” 

When I was twenty-two-years-old and coming to the end of my 

college basketball career, which had been promising and successful all 

four years, I was being scouted by a European league. I had peoples’ 

attention. I had put in years of time and effort to prepare for this, and 

whether or not I could play basketball in this league was a professional 

and emotional tipping point for me. I was being evaluated on a life-

changing scale, labeling me as “good enough” or “not good enough.” 

In the end, I wasn’t chosen. I didn’t qualify. The results were in: “Not 

good enough.” Suddenly, my entire vision of being a professional 

athlete was just gone. It wasn’t going to happen. My dream was 

stripped away, and my identity as a winner was crushed. It felt like 

losing a friend. 

Suddenly, I was forced to ask, “Now what? Who am I? God, if 

you didn’t make me to win, what did you make me for? Why did you 

give me this desire and drive for sports at all? What is my life about 

if I don’t get to compete—if I’m not recognized for my talent? If you 

didn’t make me to be a high-level athlete, then what did you make me 

for?” Those questions hit me hard. Right out of college, I was forced to 

figure out what was next for my career while also having to redefine 

what competition was, discover what my purpose was, and navigate 

the loss of my identity. I was deeply aware of how much losing affected 

my sense of self, but I was not prepared yet to walk away from the 

game. In hopes of staying connected to basketball, I began coaching 

instead of playing. 

In spite of my somewhat lateral move into another 

accomplishment-based career, God used coaching to propel me forward 

in my relationship with Him. I got a job coaching women’s basketball 

at Multnomah University, and, during my time at MU, God began to 

challenge my entire philosophy of what made me me. I began to spend 

more time in the Scriptures and having meaningful conversations with 

faculty, staff, and students about God, life, and faith. I started to see 

the athletes I was coaching as deeply loved, valued, and complicated 

children of God, not just pawns to help me win a game. The opposing 

teams’ players and coaches became people instead of enemies.  I 

realized what Scripture meant when it said that our battle is not 

against “flesh and blood” (Ephesians 6:12). 
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Slowly, “competition” took on a new meaning to me. I began 

to redefine it as “striving together” rather than “striving against.” I 

began to understand how a final score was simply a result and not 

a definition, and winning and losing loosened their tight grip on my 

sense of self. When my team lost a game, I could confidently tell my 

athletes that it didn’t define them. I knew that they were still valuable, 

complicated children of God who are worthy of love, and I started to 

realize that the same might be true for me. 

In 2015, the lessons I was learning came to a head when my 

wife, Sara, and I experienced a deeper kind of loss than ever before. 

At the time, my wife was pregnant with a daughter, and from early 

in the pregnancy, the doctors said that the baby was not going to 

make it. There were too many things that were wrong with her. 

Immediately, we felt like we had failed. We had lost in a profound 

way, but we were determined and convicted to wait on God and 

see what He would do. We decided that we were going to pray for 

a miracle; we were going to hope in the Lord, stay in the game, 

and do this thing together. And we did. For seven months, my wife 

carried our daughter, but the time came when, for Sara’s safety and 

for the safety of the baby, our daughter had to be delivered two  

months premature. 

On January 22, 2015, our daughter was born, but after only 

five days of life, our girl passed away and went to be with Jesus. We 

experienced loss and grief on that day like we never had before, and 

we continue to experience it today. It put every loss that I had ever 

experienced into perspective. Losses on a court just do not compare 

when you think about life and death. The loss of our daughter forced 

me to ask an entirely different set of questions about my identity in 

light of the Gospel: What really matters for eternity? Who does God 

say I am? Why do I hate to lose? 

I realized that lying beneath my competitive nature was fear. 

Whenever I lost, I was driven to a place of questioning my identity. 

Was I a winner or a loser? Those labels defined me. I didn’t want to 

be a loser. I didn’t want to lose because it hurt. I was afraid of not 

being good enough; not being noticed; not being seen. Competition 

and athletics, even marriage and family, allowed me to be noticed by 

others. They allowed me to exert some sort of power and gain status, 

and the fear of losing that power and status became my motivation 

to win. I thought that once I had success in those areas, I would have 

made it in life. It was a dangerous fear that was full of pride. I had 

put myself in the place of God, relying on my own abilities to save 

me and make me acceptable. I had bought into the perception that is 

perpetuated by our society that winners have life all figured out and 

there is no hope for the people who struggle or lose. 

But the Gospel says something different. The Gospel turns 

everything on its head. As we navigated our tragedy, and as I continued 

to study the Word and interact with other people who had deep and 

rich relationships with Christ, I learned that I was seen. I was known. I 

was a deeply loved, valued, and complicated child of God, and I didn’t 

have to be afraid of failure. I didn’t have to be afraid of not being 

good enough.

The older I get and, honestly, the more I lose, the more I hear 

God telling me, “You are enough.” I hear him saying, “I love you and 

I have a purpose for you.” Through the contours of my life, God has 

shown me that He made me to lead and grow through loss; to redefine 

the competition. To some, that may seem like an undesirable calling, 

but not for me. Loss is hard, but the purpose, perspective, and growth 

that come from it are too valuable to walk away from. In my experience, 

some of my most significant spiritual formation has happened when I 

leaned into the refining power of loss.
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It wasn’t until my career as a basketball player ended that God 

clearly said, “I put athletics in your life for a purpose, not  just for a 

moment. This is a skill, passion, and talent that I have given you to 

reflect and point people back to me, and you will grow closer to me 

as you do it.” It was through the loss of my daughter that I realized 

that all things in life—good things, bad things, our own lives, and even 

the lives of our loved one—come to an end. Faith, on the other hand, 

is eternal; God Himself is eternal; and the people that we become by 

knowing Him are eternal. Jesus, on the cross, fought for the only result 

that truly matters: eternity together with God. Now, every other result, 

win or lose, is not so heavy, because Jesus already won. His victory 

takes all the pressure off. He is the reason I am able to remain hopeful 

in a time of great loss. Because of Him, I know I will be okay. 

In that truth, I experienced freedom. My fear was transformed 

into growth through testing. It’s not about the scoreboard anymore. 

I’m no longer worried about the result, the paycheck, the number of 

people who like me, the number of smiles that I get, or how many 

wins my team has. My internal dialog has changed from asking if I am 

a winner or loser to asking if I am growing in understanding, wisdom, 

humility, and love. I have taken my eyes off of the scoreboard and 

fixed them on eternity and the people around me instead. Now, every 

loss is just something that points me back to my knees in prayer and 

further into relationship with Jesus and with others.

 I still don’t like losing. I don’t think anybody likes to experience 

loss. It’s tough when you work really hard, spend a lot of time, energy, 

and emotion on one thing, and it doesn’t pay off with a win. It can be 

even tougher when the loss is completely out of your control. But there 

is something to be said about those who learn to handle loss well. That 

kind of confidence and ability to go through hard things and come out 

on the other side stronger and better is incredibly powerful. It can be a 

supernatural thing to watch someone experience loss when they know 

that they will be okay. 

I’m a coach; I have dozens of athletes who look to me for 

direction. I’m also a father with three beautiful boys whom I am 

responsible to raise. I get to talk to my team and to my children every 

day, and I have watched them ask the same questions that I once 

asked: “What is my identity?” “Am I a winner, or am I a loser?” As a 

coach, of course, I encourage my team toward excellence in our sport, 

and I want my children to be the best that they can be in whatever 

they choose to do with their lives. But, for me, the bigger and more 

beautiful burden on my heart is for each athlete that comes through 

my program and each of my children to walk away more in love with 

their Creator, less defined by the world and the scoreboard, and more 

in tune with who God says they are. 

Loss is a common human experience. We all lose.   But those 

losses do not define us. Definitions are left to God. He is the one 

who defines us and reveals our true identity. Each loss endured is an 

opportunity to build a foundation of eternal perspective that you can 

always plant your feet on: God has won, I am good enough, and I 

will be okay. Because of my losses, I can say with confidence that I am 

made for more than winning. And I am made for more than losing. I’m 

made for more than any result or accolade. I am made for something 

so much more than I could ever accomplish on my own. I am made to 

redefine competition because I know that the battle has already been 

won.
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C H A P T E R  2 

I Was Made for  Partnership
By 

Karen Fancher

Assistant Professor, Global Studies & Global Development and Justice

One of my greatest privileges has been partnering with 

people at various stages of life and helping to connect them to 

possibilities in God’s Kingdom. I have the honor of journeying with 

college students seeking to develop their worldviews and clarify 

their callings, with graduate students preparing to invest their lives 

in humanitarian service, and with people who have faced incredible 

hardship, trauma, and war. As someone who has a passion for global 

development, I have thought deeply about what “partnership” 

means, and I’ve discovered that being a partner means learning 

from the strengths of others and seeking to participate in the good 

work that God is already doing in our midst. But how did I come to  

this place? 

I didn’t always know that I was made to be a partner, but 

I have always had a love for people. I came to faith in Jesus at a 

summer camp when I was eight years old, and, from the time I was 

young, I had an acute awareness of God’s love and a deep desire to 

help others. I was the kind of kid who constantly wanted to know 

more about God and serve Him, but I also struggled with insecurity 

in my ability to make a difference. 
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When I was in junior high school, I went to a youth camp where 

a pastor challenged us to be the hands and feet of Jesus and to allow 

God to work through us. He encouraged us to be conduits of God’s 

love and hope to others, which I immediately felt drawn to. I wanted 

to invest my whole life in ministry, but I was also aware that I was very 

inadequate. Besides the pastor up in the pulpit who looked very far 

away, I had never been exposed to people who worked in full-time 

ministry. Since I didn’t see myself being a pastor, I couldn’t imagine 

what a life of serving God in full-time, vocational ministry could look 

like. 

Towards the end of high school, my class did an exercise where 

we wrote about what we thought our lives would look like in ten 

years. At the time, I wrote that I thought I would be an occupational 

therapist in Colorado and married with three kids. While those 

aspirations were all good things, God had a different plan for my life. 

It was in high school that He planted the first seeds for my love of 

cross-cultural engagement. In my sophomore year, I began to study 

the Russian language and culture. I also became aware of Christians 

in the former Soviet Union who were persecuted for their faith. As 

I continued to learn about the experiences of Christians around the 

world, my sense of connection to the Global Church increased and I 

realized that it was multi-dimensional. The topic was captivating to 

me; I wanted to learn more about how God was at work in the world 

and how other Christians experienced their relationship with Him. As 

I learned about how others lived out their faith, I began to grow in 

mine. 

I stepped into my collegiate studies at Eastern Washington 

University, where I continued to study languages and culture. During 

my sophomore year, my best friend suggested that we join a study 

abroad program in Mexico. At the time, I thought it was crazy for 

someone who was studying Russian to spend a semester in Mexico, 

but I was persuaded to go, and we packed our bags and traveled to 

Morelia, Mexico. 

While there was no big, spiritual impetus for me to go to Mexico, 

I’m grateful to say that God used that experience as an opportunity 

to teach me more about my calling. While some of the other study-

abroad students felt frustrated or overwhelmed with the cultural 

differences, I came alive as I discovered commonalities and established 

friendships across cultural and linguistic boundaries. Getting to know 

people from another background, learning to speak their language, 

and seeing the world from another perspective brought me so much 

joy. I realized that I was a part of something much bigger than myself 

and my current experiences. I was part of a global community. 

When the semester ended, I was sad to leave Mexico, and as 

I returned to the U.S., I missed the warmth of Mexican culture and 

the joy of stepping into new experiences every day. I found that I 

wanted to continue to grow in my use of the Spanish language and 

develop practical tools to engage with multicultural communities. 

Thus, I transferred to Washington State University where I majored 

in Elementary Education, specializing in Bilingual/Bicultural Studies. 

After graduation from college, I began working in public schools as a 

bilingual teacher. Through that role, I discovered that I loved teaching. 

I found teaching to be a fulfilling vocation, but I also longed to be able 

to share more about God’s love with my students. 

The following year, I was provided a wonderful opportunity 

to work and study in Madrid, Spain for a year where I completed 

a Certificate in Spanish Studies at the Universidad Complutense. 

Towards the end of my time there, I again felt a desire to step into 

full-time vocational ministry, so I sought counsel from my pastor in 

Spain, saying, “Pastor, I want to serve in cross-cultural ministry. I’m 
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even considering coming back to Spain in a ministry capacity. What 

could that look like?” He told me that it would not be best to return to 

Spain, as it could be perceived as seeking to impose American culture 

and values (he noted that, in Spain, the most effective ministry was 

taking place through other Hispanic people). Instead, he told me that 

God was working in powerful ways in Argentina. Being from Argentina 

himself, he suggested that it would be a good place for me to learn 

about God, to support that work of the church there, and to serve with 

a local community. 

After Spain, I moved back to the States and met with my 

pastor, David Lanning, who helped me to consider the possibility 

of serving in Argentina. Pastor Lanning advised me to work with a 

church in Argentina for one-to-three years to confirm whether or not 

I was called to long-term vocational ministry. He said, “If you have 

confirmation that God has called you to a life of ministry, your time 

serving with a church will help you to understand the areas in which 

you need to grow. Then you can come back and study in seminary and 

focus upon those areas.” Not only did he offer me valuable advice, but 

Pastor Lanning also prayed with me, encouraged me, and believed in 

God’s work in me, which was a huge blessing in my life. He helped me 

see the possibilities that I couldn’t see. Even though I knew no one in 

Argentina and it felt like a faraway pipe dream, as we prayed, God 

opened a door for me to go. 

In 1991, I moved to Argentina. We established a ministry 

called “Amor Para Los Niños,” which partnered with an Argentine 

church on a project to build a school and reach out to children in 

the neighborhoods, or “barrios.” During my time there, as a young, 

American woman who had no idea what she was doing but had the 

heart to serve, I was extremely blessed to have people come alongside 

me to teach and partner with me. Pastor Alejandro Juzchuk was one of 

those people. He would sit with me most evenings after dinner, telling 

me stories about God’s work in his life and the church in Argentina. 

He took the time to help invest in my formation; he asked me deep 

questions, and he modeled what it looks like to trust God, to walk with 

humility before Him, and to believe in the power of the Spirit of God 

at work in our lives. 

During my time in Argentina, I met many people who had 

experienced deep emotional and spiritual wounds, and I became aware 

of the relationship between counseling and discipleship. I saw a need 

for integrating Scriptural truth with practical strategies to support 

others on the journey to healing. After serving in Argentina for three 

years, believing that God had confirmed my calling, I returned to the 

U.S. to attend seminary. I had a deep hunger to delve more deeply 

into the Scriptures, so I earned a Certificate in Bible from Multnomah 

Biblical Seminary and then went to Columbia International University 

and graduated with an M.A. in Counseling and an M.A. in Bible. 

After I graduated from seminary, a pastor at my church was on 

the Board of World Relief and he invited me to join a team traveling to 

South Sudan. At that time, Sudan was embroiled in a horrific civil war. 

The population in South Sudan was experiencing hunger, displacement, 

and death on a massive scale, and they were crying out for help. I had 

the honor to travel and meet some of the leaders who were seeking 

to support their communities in the midst of suffering. It became clear 

to me that I did not know how to support them, but also that I could 

not walk away. 

When I came back from Sudan, I obtained my Doctorate of 

Intercultural Studies, focusing upon the impact of war-related trauma 

in South Sudan; seeking to understand the impact of the trauma of 

war and considering practical ways to provide support in communities 

impacted by violence and displacement. As an outsider who has not 
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experienced war, my understanding is still quite limited, but growing in 

my knowledge about the trauma of war provides a helpful foundation 

for partnership. 

Even so, I’ve become increasingly aware that degrees, 

resources, and knowledge, though helpful tools, cannot bring healing. 

Restorative relationships with God and others are the foundation for 

healing and transformation. Since my first experience in South Sudan, 

I have had multiple opportunities to return and engage with Christian 

leaders. I engage as a learner, an encourager, a partner in ministry, and 

a sister in Christ. In the process, I’ve been taught about perseverance, 

faith that transcends experiences, eternal perspective, the value of 

community, and the restorative power of grace. 

I have to keep the perspective, especially as a counselor, that it 

is not my job to try to fix people, which is great news because I could 

never accomplish that. Some of the people that have most impacted 

my life are refugees from South Sudan who have lived in the context 

of war, have experienced displacement and violence, and have lost 

loved ones. If I ever thought that it was my job to fix their situations or 

erase their pain, I’d be defeated and, of course, I would fail. In those 

vulnerable places, my calling is to seek God alongside these brothers 

and sisters. In doing so, there is beauty in the journey, and it becomes 

a partnership. 

In my travels, I have discovered that ministry is never one-way. 

When I partner with others, my life is enriched and forever changed. 

I have had the privilege of walking with people who have faced 

incredible hardship and I’ve learned from their faith, innovation, and 

perseverance. I have walked into places where there has been conflict 

and I’ve seen the impact of the trauma and the power of resilience. 

I have been able to partner with others as they work to strengthen 

their communities and engage in the process of healing; as we walk 

together, I continue to learn and be shaped as well.

All of these experiences come together in the work that I 

am doing now as an Assistant Professor at Multnomah University in 

Global Studies and the Master of Arts in Global Development and 

Justice program, or MAGDJ as we call it. In this role, I have the joy of 

partnering with students as they discover how they can participate in 

this world of development, locally or globally. I have finally found a 

role that allows me to combine my love of culture and seeing God at 

work in the world with teaching. The world of development is broad 

and there is a wide spectrum of skills needed, contexts for service, 

and opportunities to engage. In our program, we study faith-based 

solutions to complex situations in the world, and we invite people to 

be a part of those solutions. 

Our students come from a variety of undergraduate disciplines 

and varying life experiences. As I teach them, I learn from their 

experiences and insights as well. We work together in a community, 

and we learn from each other. As a professor, I get to facilitate an 

environment where students build upon their unique gifts to engage in 

the world of global development and justice. I consider myself a partner 

in my students’ journeys, and I am able to be a bridge of connection 

for other partnerships to be formed. It brings me great joy to connect 

my students to global leaders, organizations, and communities, which 

often lead to more possibilities for God’s redemptive purposes. 

A key aspect of partnership is humility; recognizing our 

interdependence and our ultimate dependence on God. I mentioned 

that I grew up feeling insecure about my preparedness. As a child, I 

felt small and foolish, and I can still feel that way as an adult. I used to 

see the immense needs in the world and feel completely inadequate 

to respond, but that fear focused on my abilities, not God’s. I had to 

learn to trust in God’s faithfulness and that I was not responsible for 
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the big picture of my life, He was. As long as I devoted myself to the 

work He put before me and trusted in His mercy and faithfulness, He 

would weave the pieces together beyond that.  

When I traveled to Argentina and South Sudan or when I 

began to teach, there were times when I felt like perhaps someone 

else would be better suited to be in that role than I was. I was aware of 

the fact that there are others who were much more gifted, insightful, 

or educated than I was in many areas. However, God does not call us 

to compare ourselves with others, but rather to be faithful with what 

He has entrusted to us. We are each called to devote ourselves to our 

vocation and giftings and to support others to flourish in theirs. It’s 

beautiful that we each have unique callings. I celebrate the gifts and 

talents of others and the ways that we are stronger together.  

I was made to partner with people as they take steps of faith to 

pursue their calling. God called me to come alongside others, maximize 

their gifts, and connect them to the resources and possibilities that 

they need to participate in God’s redemptive purposes. God created 

me to be a visionary who is energized by stepping into places where 

others might feel overwhelmed. Where others might see hurdles, I can 

see possibilities for God’s redemptive work. That perspective is a gift 

of God’s grace for those who work in humanitarian and development 

contexts, however, visionaries often fall on their faces without 

practical implementers and planners partnering with them. We need 

one another. Alone, my gifts are limited, but together, the possibilities 

expand. 

God is always at work, He’s always redeeming, and He designs 

His people to accomplish their callings. At the community level, on an 

individual level, and on a personal level, we all have a role to play in 

His restorative purposes in the world. God made me to connect people 

to opportunities and to see possibilities for His work in the world. He 

made me to be a partner because He is a partner. God partnered with 

me when He came alongside me and helped me discover what I was 

made for. It is my privilege to follow His lead and partner with others.



26 27

C H A P T E R  3 

I Was Made to  Learn
By

Christy Martin

Associate Dean of Student Success 

At this point in my life, I can honestly say that I love learning. 

I am fascinated by the way that humans develop and grow. The 

human ability to interact with our surroundings, digest knowledge, 

and constantly synthesize information is captivating to me. We learn 

things through conscious effort and we learn when we’re not even 

trying. We are always putting pieces together. Whether we intend 

to or not, learning and development are a part of being human. We 

are lifelong learners. 

The phrase, “We are lifelong learners,” is a cliché that I believe 

now, but I didn’t always. In fact, I was quite the opposite. For most 

of my life, when I would hear people say things like, “I’m a lifelong 

learner” or “I love learning,” I would internally laugh, thinking, 

“That’s awesome for you, but I’m so not in that camp.” I preferred 

to know everything immediately and then be done with it. On some 

level, I knew that that wasn’t possible, but I wasn’t interested in the 

work that learning requires.

As a young person growing up in Southern California, I 

planned on being a high school math teacher. As a high schooler, I 

spent a lot of my time tutoring other kids with their math homework, 



28 29

and I loved it. It made me feel like if I could show someone who didn’t 

think they could do math that they could do it, it would unlock their 

confidence in themselves. If I could be a part of changing what one 

person believed about themselves, then that could be my way of 

changing the world; one student at a time. 

When I graduated high school, I realized that I had grown 

and changed so much over the past four years. I appreciated my high 

school experience as a transformative and exciting time, and it sparked 

an interest in me to work with young people. Valuing the positive 

changes in my own life, I thought it would be exciting to work with 

other young people as they went through that kind of transformation 

in their lives.

While I was interested in teaching math, I also wanted to grow 

in my faith and know more about what I believed. I decided to attend 

LIFE Pacific College, a Bible college in San Dimas, California now called 

LIFE Pacific University, to earn my bachelor’s degree in Biblical Studies. 

My hope was to study the Bible and learn more about God. While I 

was there, instead of pursuing a career as a math teacher, I felt God 

calling me into youth ministry, which I was excited about; it was right 

in line with my interests. I was intrigued by high school growth and 

development, and while I never expected to be a youth pastor, there 

was something inside of me that latched onto the idea. If I wanted to 

work with high schoolers and integrate that with my faith, being a 

youth pastor made sense. 

During my time at LIFE Pacific, I took a Greek class with a 

professor named Mr. Duzik, the head of the Greek department. Toward 

the end of my college career, Mr. Duzik asked me if I was considering 

earning a master’s degree. When I said no, he encouraged me to do 

so, which I thought was ridiculous. I wasn’t a naturally ambitious 

person. I had no interest in going back to school and never intended 

to specialize in anything; that partially stemmed from an assumption 

that my husband, Levi, would be a youth pastor, and I, prepared with 

my B.A. to support the ministry, would just get any job I could to help 

with the bills. I told Mr. Duzik that I wasn’t going to get my masters 

and that was the end of that, but his confidence that I should stuck 

with me. I thought it was really kind that he asked me about it. 

When I graduated from college, I was struck again by just 

how much I had learned and changed during my four years in school; 

much more than I had changed in high school, which I hadn’t thought 

possible. I was energized by that realization. Once again, I scratched 

the surface of my interest in the process of learning, but when I was 

honest with myself, I didn’t like the process. I saw positive progress in 

my personal development as a result of school, but it was also hard 

work that took a lot of emotion and effort. It wasn’t fun to have 

to learn lessons and grow and change. Being someone who lacked 

ambition, I preferred not to exert that effort. I was far more interested 

in the results than the process.  

In 2006, Levi and I moved to Portland, Oregon where he got a 

job as a part-time youth pastor and I was offered a job at Multnomah 

University in an office manager position, which I accepted. During that 

season, Levi and I both realized that working in a formal capacity as 

a youth pastor was not what we wanted to do. It was a disillusioning 

realization for me. I thought that youth ministry was my calling. I 

had always known that it was dangerous to put too much emotional 

investment in my career, so I tried my best to not be too attached to it, 

but sometimes that is easier said than done.

Meanwhile, I was thriving in my job at Multnomah. I was 

getting promotions and I was encouraged to get my master’s degree 

in Higher Education, specifically in Student Affairs, and I had bosses 

and coworkers telling me that I was good at student relations and 
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development. While I was working as the Office Manager in the 

Student Life department, a colleague said jokingly, “When I’m 

president someday, I want you to come work for me.” Then I had my 

boss say before he left, “I want you to go get your master’s so that 

you can work for me again someday.” In my role as Assistant Director 

for Housing, my boss said, “You really have to go get your master’s 

degree. You’re good in this field. If you really don’t want to earn your 

master’s, you don’t have to, but if you want to advance in this field, 

you need to go get it.” I had yet another mentor tell me that I was not 

only going to have to earn a master’s, but I was going to need to get 

my doctorate, too. All of these people whom I respected saw potential 

in me to do more in this field. Just like Mr. Duzik had said, they wanted 

me to specialize. Go back to school and learn. 

I wrestled with it for a long time. Not only was I struggling with 

the idea of going back to school in the field of education, but I was 

also struggling with reconciling this new reality with my desire to work 

with youth. I had never planned on working with college students. 

Then, one day as I was driving home from work and getting off the 

I-205 off-ramp, I had an important encounter with the Holy Spirit. He 

said, “This is your youth ministry. Your work with college and graduate 

students is all about human growth and development. This is your 

youth ministry.” It was that moment in the car with God that made 

me realize that college education—the development of these people 

in this way in this space—was the “youth ministry” that He had called 

me to all those years ago. The “youths” were more diverse in age than 

I was expecting, but it was all about human growth and development. 

That was what I was made for.

In that season of deciding whether or not to go back to school, 

I had a conversation with Dr. Craig Williford, Multnomah University’s 

president, and he took the time to encourage me to pursue this field 

on purpose. He affirmed my leadership ability and pushed me to 

develop my skills in order to better serve God’s Kingdom. He saw that I 

was good at what I was doing and he knew that education would help 

me grow. I was grateful for his input, just as I was grateful for all my 

other mentors’ input. I needed that encouragement in order for me 

to feel like going back to school was something I needed to do. That 

feeling of necessity motivated me. Thanks to those around me, and 

the redefinition from the Lord of what I thought I was supposed to do 

with my life, I had the encouragement that I needed to feel like going 

back to school was a necessary undertaking. But I was still reluctant to 

do it. 

I would say that one of my biggest obstacles was myself—I 

wasn’t excited at the idea of putting a lot of effort into it—but there 

were also logistical obstacles to contend with. By the time I felt like 

I knew what I wanted to do and that I wanted to pursue a master’s 

in the field of education, I had been married for ten years, I was 

having babies, life was full of family, and I was working full-time. It 

wasn’t going to be simple to take on a difficult and time-consuming 

responsibility while I was in the middle of an already busy life. I would 

not have blamed myself if I had decided, “Now’s not a good time,” 

because it wasn’t. It wasn’t a good time. But I felt the Holy Spirit saying 

that it was the right time. I had to embrace what I knew God was 

telling me to do at the moment that He was telling me to do it in even 

when I knew it was a busy moment. 

It was a solid nine years after I had earned my undergrad 

degree, but in 2014 I went back to school to earn my master’s degree. 

In December 2016, I graduated from Portland State University with 

a Master of Science in Educational Leadership and Policy and began 

working towards my doctorate in the same field at Oregon State 

University in 2019. It was a massive undertaking and a shift in the 
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structure of my life. I had to wrestle through the new reality of being 

a mom, a wife, an employee, and a student. Mental health became a 

new obstacle for me. In the midst of all of that stress, I started dealing 

with anxiety, which I had never experienced before. I was buckling 

under the weight of all of the responsibilities in my life. 

During that time, I became aware of my tendency towards self-

sufficiency. At that point in my career, I was working in the Student 

Life office at Multnomah and, one day, a student came into my office 

to talk to me about a really hard thing they were going through and 

the very tangible experience they were having with God helping them 

navigate that process. When the student left my office, I had a very 

sincere moment of prayer, saying, “God, why don’t I experience you 

like that?” And the very clear answer was, “Because you don’t need me 

like that.” I knew immediately that He wasn’t saying that I didn’t need 

His help, He was saying, “You rely so much on your self-sufficiency that 

you don’t and can’t tap into me the way that your student is tapping 

into me.” It was a potent learning experience for me about the way 

that I am wired and the way that I interact with God and those around 

me. I had to admit that I couldn’t do it on my own. I couldn’t control 

everything. 

It was a humbling experience to recognize that if I relied on 

only myself, I wasn’t going to be able to accomplish my goals. I realized 

that the factor that was triggering my anxiety was expectations—the 

ones that other people had given me and the ones that I had given 

myself or thought that others expected of me. It was too much. If I 

didn’t allow my community to come around me, the community that 

God had placed around me to help, and if I didn’t rely on God for direct 

strength, then I was going to crash. I had to learn that I was stronger 

when I was depending on the Lord. Slowly, I began to relinquish my 

sense of control and self-sufficiency. I allowed my community and my 

husband, in particular, to come around me, confront the expectations 

of my life, and lighten my load.

When I went back for my doctorate, our two housemates 

initiated a family meeting with me and my husband to discuss the 

situation. They got out a whiteboard and wrote “Dr. Christy’s Keep 

Alive Plan” at the top. Together, my housemates, my husband, and I 

listed all the things that I do in my life. They asked me, “What are the 

things you have to do? What do you want to do? And what are the 

things that only you can do?” We answered all of those questions, 

listed out everything else that needed to be done, and then the three 

of them divided it all up and said, “This is how you’re going to stay 

alive. We’re going to do all these other things.” It still brings me to 

tears thinking about that day and what it meant to me. If I didn’t have 

that support, I would not be able to do all the things that I’m doing 

now. 

That transition took a huge logistical weight off my shoulders, 

but it was also a very emotional weight that was being lifted, and I 

needed help to lift it. It was through the support of my community 

that I recovered from my anxiety and learned how to mitigate my 

emotions and deal with stress better. I learned how to get the sleep 

that I needed and how to let go of some expectations. Being able to 

tell myself, “This is not something that’s being expected of me right 

now. I don’t have to worry about that. Someone else is going to do it,” 

made all the difference in the world to me. There was a heavy weight 

that I wasn’t able to lift on my own, and the people around me took it 

upon themselves to lift it for me.  

Proverbs 3:34 says, “God opposes the proud and gives grace to 

the humble;” a difficult but important lesson to learn. God humbled 

me in that season. I couldn’t do it all alone. But my life was so much 

fuller once I stopped trying to do it by myself. That’s the purpose of 
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community. God wants us to rely on other people. It’s not a matter of 

dependency but interdependency. Learning, growth, and development 

can’t happen in a vacuum. We need each other and we need God.  

The thing about education is that it is so much more than just 

what you learn in the classroom. It impacts everything about who 

we are. We are all lifelong learners. We are all capable of growth. 

As we discover what God has planned for our careers and our lives, it 

is important to hold our expectations with open hands because God 

undoubtedly shifts the trajectories of our lives in ways we wouldn’t 

expect. At the time that this book is being written, I am working 

towards my doctorate in Leadership in Higher Education. When I was 

a high schooler dreaming of being a math teacher, I never expected 

that I would be here. I didn’t set out to learn the things that I learned. 

I didn’t set out to have the career that I have or to pursue the level 

of education that I am now pursuing, but my willingness to be self-

reflective allowed God to speak into those spaces and pull me forward. 

I don’t call the trajectory that I have been on a “career path,” I call it 

an employment journey. Much of it was not intentional on my part, 

but God knew what He was doing and He humbled me in the process 

and by helping me to rely on my community and on Him. He helped me 

to overcome my lack of motivation and set aside my ideas about where 

I thought I was going so that He could teach me to be about who He 

created me to be. 

The passion I have for learning and the passion I have for 

human development, in many ways, has always been inside me. Even 

as a young person, I knew that those seasons of growth and change 

were special, but I didn’t see change and growth as lifelong pursuits; 

I saw them as something that young people went through in high 

school. My desire to work with that age group was colored by my 

inability to embrace and enjoy the reality, potential, and excitement 

of learning as a whole life experience. Being someone who naturally 

prefers immediate information and results, I had to die to myself in 

order to give up the idea that I would eventually arrive and be done 

at some point.  

A tip for life that I joke about with a lot of students at 

Multnomah is to have really low expectations about your life because 

if you have low expectations, you’ll never be disappointed. Of course, 

that is a joke because, with God, we can and should have great 

expectations, but I think there is some truth in the statement as well. 

With God, we have to hold our expectations loosely because God has 

a way of constantly modifying them. We don’t know what to expect. 

We can’t. We can only let God work in that space, be open, hold it 

with open hands, let Him shape our experiences, and then take away 

our experiences as lessons. When you do that, you will find that you 

were made for more than you would expect. You were made for more 

learning and discovery than you could ever imagine. You were made 

for more belief and more engagement and more community than you 

would think possible. You are made for more.
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C H A P T E R  4 

I Was Made for  Family
By

Dalon Parker

Head Coach, Men’s Soccer  

In soccer, eleven athletes with a ball have to learn to come 

together as a team in order to play the game with any hope of success. 

I would say the same is true for life off the field as well. When boys 

and girls are figuring out how to fight the battle of becoming young 

men and women in the world, they need people to come alongside 

them to give direction, encouragement, and a sense of belonging. 

They need a team. They need a family. My purpose as a coach is to 

instruct my players to come together and play a sport. My purpose as 

Dalon Parker, however, is deeper than that.

I was raised as an only child in a single-parent household 

on the south side of Dallas, and my days consisted mainly of trying 

to stay out of trouble, playing basketball and soccer, and cooking 

meals for my mom and me when she couldn’t get home from work in 

time. It was challenging at times, but, from my point of view, it was 

awesome. The way I was raised taught me everything that I know 

about working hard and the importance of community.

My mom was incredible. While I was growing up, she worked 

so hard to give me what I needed and even what I wanted, and we 

did it together. From washing clothes to cooking meals to getting 
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me through school, we were mom and son—Team Parker—all the way. 

But we didn’t do it alone; my mom traveled a lot for work when I was 

younger, so, in order to raise me, we leaned on our family. I spent a lot 

of time with my grandmother who taught me “ The old way of doing 

things,” as she would say. I learned how to farm, raise pigs, and work 

hard. My aunt would pick me up from school, and I knew that if I got 

in trouble at school, I was going to get in trouble with my aunt and my 

mom. I also had a close-knit group of friends who would take me into 

their families, and their dads became mentors to me. I was raised by 

a community: my mom, my grandmother, aunts, uncles, cousins, and 

no dad, but I had other “dads” that I could call my own. As the saying 

goes, “It takes a village.”

Aside from my mom, my biggest role model was Troy Williams, 

my high school sports coach. I transferred to Trinity Christian High 

School on a scholarship to play soccer, basketball, and football, which 

is how I met Coach Williams; he was one of the first guys in the building 

that I met, and we just hit it off. Coach Williams was not only the 

football coach and the basketball coach, but he was also the principal 

of the school. He obviously knew his stuff and was a great coach, but 

he was also an incredibly supportive person. He became a huge mentor 

for me, and I still talk to him to this day.

Coach Williams and his wife didn’t have any kids of their own, 

so we were their kids. If we needed something, he was only a phone 

call away. Coming from a single-parent household with no father, that 

was huge for me. He was someone I could look up to, and he supported 

me through any struggle I was having; when I went through a slump or 

had girlfriend problems or school was getting hard in my junior year 

and I was just trying to stay afloat, he was always there. He sacrificed 

for me and my teammates the way any father would. It felt like he 

would do anything for us. He called us his family, and he established a 

family environment for us. My teammates, managers, and water boys 

became my brothers and sisters. They were always there to ask if I 

needed a ride or if I ate that day, and they would ask me about my 

mom—”Is she out of town this week?” “Is she feeling low?” “Do you 

guys need any help?” etc. 

My relationship with my coach and my team was more than 

just an interest in whether or not I could put a basketball in the hoop 

or a soccer ball in the goal. They cared for me. When I would stray 

from the straight and narrow, Coach Williams was always there to pull 

me back and say, “Nope. We’re going to stay on this path and get 

ready for what’s next after high school.” He watched out for me when 

I couldn’t watch out for myself. He was a father figure and a mentor 

when I didn’t have one, and he showed me what kind of man I wanted 

to be—the kind of coach that I strive to be today.

When the time came, I attended Dallas Christian College on a 

scholarship to play both soccer and basketball. I was one of those lucky 

guys who not only played two sports, but I also was a Pre-med major. 

It was tough. I had a busy schedule with practice, games, and studying, 

and it was hard in other ways as well. One of the most difficult things 

about being a college athlete was working against people’s assumptions 

and perceptions about who I was. It always seemed to surprise people 

to learn that I wasn’t just a jock, but that I was actually pretty smart as 

well with hopes for a future that didn’t necessarily entail sports.

My college ball experience was pretty different from my high 

school experience. For the most part, my coaches just wanted me to 

come and play, and when the season was over, our relationship was 

over too. Coming from such a family-oriented team in high school, 

it was weird to be four or five hours away from home and not really 

having anyone to talk to. It left me feeling used; like my only value was 

in my sport, so I learned how to bring people together. With a glaring 
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lack of family values on my teams, I chose to step up to the plate and 

create them. 

I had always been a natural-born leader, and by my sophomore 

year, I was serving as the captain of the soccer team. Learning how to 

lead twenty-five men was hard, especially when they were all watching 

me learn. It came back to the issue of perception; everyone was always 

paying attention to the person I was versus who I claimed to be both 

on and off the field. My life had to be a sacrifice because others were 

looking to me for direction. I wasn’t just a part of the family anymore; I 

was the one creating it. I had to learn that it wasn’t about me anymore, 

it was about everyone else and I had to set aside my ego and come last. 

It was a difficult lesson to learn as a young man, but God put me in 

that place to teach me just what it looks like to create a family.

Throughout my college career, I was on bad teams that 

struggled through seasons because we just couldn’t get along. I was 

also on great teams where we weren’t as talented, but we got along 

well and, as a result, we experienced a lot of success and accomplished 

our goals. The most important factor was never talent; it was unity. It 

was in college that I coined my life motto: God first, others second, me 

third. If unity was the goal, I had to live that out.

After college, I did a variety of things. I graduated in 2010 and 

I played for the Texas Legends in the NBA Developmental League. In 

2009, got married to my wife, Sarah, and we had our son, Elijah, in 

2015. I owned and ran the North Texas Hoopstars youth basketball 

program; I coached the varsity program at The Highlands School in 

Irving, Texas; I coached boys’ and girls’ youth soccer clubs; We moved 

to Durango, Colorado where I directed a winter training program for 

area youth and served as the Durango Youth Soccer Association Board 

Vice President. By 2013, I was serving as the coach of the boys’ and 

girls’ soccer programs at Durango High School. My whole career up to 

that point felt like a really long internship of just learning what kind 

of man, coach, husband, and father I was going to be.

  In 2017, an old friend named Tim Bieri came to Durango to 

talk to me about taking over the soccer program at the small Christian 

university where he worked called Multnomah University. He offered 

me an opportunity to do something with youth that was next level 

for me. I had been working with high school, middle school, and even 

elementary kids for a while, but this presented the opportunity to 

move up and have an impact on people’s lives at a different stage of 

development: college. 

Tim planted a seed that day, and after he left, Sarah and I 

began to water it with prayer and conversations with mentors and 

pastors, just trying to figure out what was the next step in my life. I 

began to ask myself hard questions. What did I want to do? Did I want 

to make the jump to college kids? Was the door closing on my time 

at Durango? I had been at Durango for three years, and I was very 

successful there. I felt like God had taken me there to be a light and to 

grow as a man, but the more I prayed about it, it felt like maybe I was 

done growing and it was time to move on. The internship was ending.

I’m not going to lie, there was some uneasiness about that 

idea. It seemed a little crazy, but then I thought back on how I got the 

job at Durango in the first place: three years prior, my wife, son, and 

I had packed up, sold everything, drove seventeen hours, and arrived 

in Durango with no job and no place to stay. At the time, we thought 

it was crazy, but God was like, “You’ve got to go,” so we went. Now, 

it looked like it might be time to do that again, so, out of faith, we 

took the leap. I accepted Tim’s offer, we packed up, sold everything we 

could, and this time we didn’t drive; we flew out to Portland and we 

began to build our team.

Today, I have been working at Multnomah for almost three 
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years and I have been coaching for almost a decade. I bring everything 

that I learned from my mom, my family, my community, Coach Williams, 

my college teams, and all of my coaching experience to my work here 

at Multnomah. My mom and my extended family taught me to work 

hard and that, in order to raise a man, it takes a village. Coach Williams 

taught me to be a man and a coach worth looking up to; one who can 

build a family support system and can make a group of athletes more 

than just a group of athletes. After watching my college coaches, I 

learned about the kind of coach I didn’t want to be; I would never 

be the coach that brings kids in and makes them feel used. Instead, I 

would make them feel like they belonged. And being the captain of 

college teams showed me the importance of unity. God first, others 

second, me third. All these things came together to make me the coach 

that I am today.

The pillar of our program here is family. We bring college 

athletes in from all over the country, some of them from other 

continents, and we try to make them feel as comfortable, as at home, 

and as family-oriented as we possibly can. My wife, the assistant 

coaches, and I work to create a culture of belonging. We emphasize 

belonging because we believe that if a young man on my team feels 

comfortable and safe, then he will play that way on the field and will 

act that way off the field and in the classroom. We want each guy 

to be able to say, “This is my group. This is my place. This is where  

I belong.”

For us, family starts with just having regular meals every 

Thursday at my house. My wife and I cook dinner, we invite the guys 

over, and we watch soccer or football games; we talk about tennis 

matches; we have conversations about psychology, theology, or 

math. We spend a lot of time together off the field. We create an 

environment that allows them to grow together. Once they feel like 

they’ve grown together, then they feel like they belong. Once they 

feel like they belong, it’s pretty hard to get them to be quiet after 

that point. Now, this group of guys who didn’t know each other and 

weren’t very vocal initially, they just talk, talk, talk, talk, talk all the 

time. That’s a sign that they’re comfortable and they found someone 

that they have something in common with.

These kinds of relationships come with all the positives and 

negatives of family. We fight sometimes, but we teach the team how 

to continue to strive through those arguments and work together. 

They learn to overcome differences and see commonalities. They learn 

to appreciate where another teammate might be coming from. They 

learn about helping the next man up. I ask them, “Are you going to 

point one finger down the guy that makes a mistake, or are you going 

to put five out so you can help him up?”

Part of belonging is understanding that they’re not alone. 

They may have grown up in different countries or just different parts 

of the same country, but through spending time together, they learn 

that they’re all going through the same problems and can experience 

the same joys. Anytime one of them asks me, “Am I the only one going 

through this?” I encourage them to ask that question out loud because 

I know that there are likely four or five other guys going through 

the same thing. We try to help them see that. We try to help them 

understand that, no matter what they’re going through, we’re always 

here. Once they get that sense, they get very comfortable and then 

they feel like they have permission to be very happy or very sad; they 

can go through ups and downs, peaks and valleys, but they realize 

we’re here for them no matter what.

I work hard to structure family belonging into my teams. 

Creating a community off the field fosters a better community on the 

field. A young man who feels safe, supported, and like he belongs 
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is far more likely to succeed than someone who doesn’t have that. 

I consider it my job as their coach to look out for my players when 

they can’t look out for themselves; to point them in the right direction 

when they stray from the path; to encourage them to lean on each 

other. I know how much I needed that when I was their age, and I was 

fortunate to have people in my life like that. I get to pay that forward 

every day with the young men on my team.

On the road to discovering what I was made to do, I’ve battled 

with God about why I’m at Multnomah and whether or not this is 

the right place for me. “Am I doing what You want me to do? Why 

did You bring me all the way out to Portland to do this? I was doing 

just fine where I was.” When I look to the Bible, I find that seems to 

be the ongoing tale for pretty much all of the disciples: they were 

comfortable doing what they were doing and then God uprooted 

everything. Then they had to go in a certain direction, and they didn’t 

know much about that way at all. I’ve felt the same. I wrestled with 

God when I had to sell all my belongings, move, and start over from 

scratch. I struggled when I had to adjust my coaching knowledge that 

I worked so hard to develop—I wasn’t working with high schoolers, 

middle schoolers, and elementary kids anymore. I had to come here 

and learn a whole new way of doing things. And it tested me. But one 

message that God has given me over and over again is to have faith. 

I need to be faithful, patient, kind, and understanding, because if I’m 

not, then I know I would never be able to get these young men to 

follow my lead and, ultimately, I wouldn’t be able to prepare them for 

what God wants for them.

I was made for more than just coaching. I was made to create 

a safe space for young people to discover who they are and tap into 

their own potential. I have the opportunity to shape young minds into 

great minds. Hopefully, we win some soccer games along the way, but 

over time, I’ve realized that I was made to use coaching as a bridge 

to accomplish what matters most. I use coaching to plant seeds in 

everybody that I meet to help them understand that they belong, that 

they have a family, and that they’re greater than what they see in 

themselves. That’s what I was made for.
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C H A P T E R  5 

I Was Made for  The Messy In-between
By

Jessica Taylor 

Vice President of Diversity and Inclusive Development  

There are so many aspects of life that do not fit into neat, 

little, black-and-white boxes. The world is full of gray. Topics like 

race, socioeconomics, gender, and politics are full of nuance and 

shades of gray. There are also emotions like grief, doubt, and 

unbelief that show up in shades of gray. Every person has a story, 

and every story has its gray. There is a “messy in-between” in life—

between black and white, good and bad, right and wrong, joy and 

sorrow, left and right. So much of life happens in between and not 

on opposite ends. 

I have always been caught in that tension—the 

uncomfortable, middle, “both/and” space. There are so many pieces 

of my identity that were both this and that, but I’ve felt it most 

when it came to matters of race.  I am a half-Black, half-White child 

from a blended family. While I was both Black and White, I was also 

constantly aware that I would never be Black enough and certainly 

never White enough to fit into either of those neat, little boxes. 

Those boxes walled me in and excluded me at the same time. No 

label seemed to fit quite right. Even the children’s nursery song said, 

“Red and Yellow, Black and White, they are precious in His sight,” 
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and left me wondering where I fit in the kingdom of God. I was split 

between two worlds, unseen by both. 

I was brought up in a sea of all White faces; from the pews 

at church to the desks in the school to the chairs in my own dining 

room, I was almost always the only Black face. Growing up, I rarely 

saw people who looked like me in leadership, in the pulpit, or teaching 

my classes. There was a noticeable lack of representation, and I was 

certain that critical decisions were being made without the input of 

people like that looked like me. I was sure that the world was being 

shaped in ways that perpetuated those premade, ill-fitting boxes 

instead of making more space in thoughtful, nuanced ways. At times, 

I desperately wondered if anyone else saw the world through my eyes. 

In high school, I began to question if God and the people around 

me could hold all of my questions and doubts about life. Desperate 

for answers, I began to study scripture for myself and ask difficult, 

open-ended questions. I wanted my faith to be my own. I wanted a 

faith that wasn’t afraid to wonder. I wanted to know for myself who 

God was, and the scripted, easy answers weren’t cutting it anymore. I 

began to read perspectives that were diverse and often contradictory 

to how I had been raised, and during that time of searching, I found 

that I was comfortable with the depth and mysteries that accompany 

faith in God. More importantly, I found a God who wasn’t shaken by 

my questions. I found a God who walked with me in difficult seasons 

when answers were unclear. I found a God who didn’t run from what 

was hard or messy. I found a God I could trust. I also began to realize 

that, similarly, I could handle doubt, mess, and pain, and I felt a calling 

to hold that space for others. 

At the time that this book is being written, I am the Vice 

President of Diversity and Inclusive Development at Multnomah 

University. I am also a wife, pastor, business owner, friend, author, and 

nonprofit leader. Throughout my life, God has given me opportunity 

after opportunity to lean into the tough spaces of other people’s lives 

and my own. I work to make more space for more people at more 

tables in even more rooms, and advocacy has become one of my 

greatest joys. However, while equity and inclusion are deep passions of 

mine that are highly important, there is far more to the depths of life 

than I could have anticipated when I started my journey. It was actually 

through the lens of motherhood that my understanding of advocating 

in these gray spaces became clear. 

In 2009, I married my hilarious, kindhearted husband, Eric, and 

in 2012, we became pregnant with our first child, Olivia. We were so 

ecstatic to become parents. I had always wanted to be a mother, and, 

suddenly, that dream was coming true. I was high-risk but, most of my 

pregnancy was uneventful until our 26-week appointment. When I was 

six-months pregnant, we were informed that Olivia had unexpectedly 

passed away and I needed to induce labor and deliverer her. 

In an instant, my life changed. The days after Olivia’s death 

were a blur. Gone were the days of joyfully dreaming about and 

planning a future with Olivia. Now, we were trying to cling to God 

and comprehend the reality of who He was: A loving Father and the 

one who had allowed the greatest pain of our lives. He may not have 

caused this pain, but He allowed it. My faith was tested and tried. 

During that season of extreme loss and pain, I was searching for the 

will of God more than ever. I needed His comfort and His answers. I 

questioned everything and had to do so from a platform of leadership 

in my church and the community. 

As anyone would, we turned to our community as we tried 

to navigate this time. We had just experienced the worst kind of 

pain and loss, but, unfortunately, so much of what people had to say 

was shallow platitudes that fought against the realities of our grief. 
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Too often, people would try to provide a silver lining. There were so 

many well-intentioned sympathies like, “You can always try again,” or 

“It’s not as bad as (fill in the blank),” which crushed us as we tried to 

navigate our tragedy. People were so uncomfortable with our pain, 

and they grasped at straws to make that suffering make sense. 

As we were walking through that time, we experienced the 

reality that most people do not know how to react to pain or hold 

space for grief. Most people don’t know how to exist in the mess of 

not having answers. I craved transparency. I needed intimacy. I wasn’t 

asking for answers from the people around me, I just needed to know 

that people could handle my pain without flinching or shying away. 

I didn’t want platitudes or people telling me that “it gets better.” I 

didn’t need explanations in cold, theological terms that God was in 

control. He was  in control, but that wasn’t what I needed to hear in 

those moments. After Olivia’s passing, I vowed to never give platitudes 

or “silver linings” to people in the depths of their pain.

Our recovery was slow and painful, but in the midst of it, Eric 

and I experienced the joy of welcoming our second daughter, Eliana 

Grace, into the world in 2013. Later, in 2015, we became pregnant 

again with twins, Addison and Atalie. However, in another devastating 

turn of events, our daughter, Atalie, passed away shortly after she was 

born due to a genetic anomaly. Eric and I were forced to walk that 

familiar path again. Again, we were hit with something we could 

neither control nor explain. Again, we walked into something that 

had no easy answers or condolences. Again, a mess of questions and 

grief and pain was thrust upon us. 

Amid our grief, God revealed His heart for what we were 

going through. I found that I could relate to God the Father in a way 

that, before the loss of Olivia and Atalie, I couldn’t have expected. 

Our experience with our girls gave us a peek into an aspect of God’s 

heart that many don’t experience—the grief over the death of a child. 

God Himself watched His son die. He identified with us in our pain. 

Even though God didn’t take that suffering away, even though He had 

allowed this cup to come to us, He was with us. He was good even in 

the midst of incredible loss.

In the Scriptures, I found myself clinging to the life of Job. I 

connected to him in his extreme devastation. The Lord revealed to 

me that Job’s story is one of ongoing struggles that didn’t just end 

when God gave him more children, wealth, and possessions. Job had 

to walk the rest of his life grateful for God’s restoring gifts while also 

remembering the pain of losing everything. He would never forget 

the betrayal of his close friends and would forever be scarred by the 

ordeal he endured. He would live in the tension of his great blessing 

and great loss. Many read Job’s story as being neatly tied up with a 

bow because he seems to get a happy ending. Many might read my 

life story in the same way. But I read between the lines of Job’s story, 

knowing that Job would have had to master the art of dependence 

on God long after his life looked like it had been put back together to 

those on the outside.

In our tragedy, Eric and I tried to focus on the fact that 

everything we have and everything we are is a gift from God. Proverbs 

3:9-10 reminded us that we should, “Honor the Lord with [our] wealth 

and with the first fruits of all [our] produce; then [our] barns will be 

filled with plenty, and [our] vats will be bursting with wine.” For us, 

our literal first fruits—our children—were what we gave.  In their 

wake, we hold two truths in tension: God has blessed us, and God 

has allowed pain. We can attest that when we honored God instead 

of cursing him in our time of devastation, He filled us with more than 

we could have ever imagined. Like Job, He didn’t restore exactly what 

we lost, and He has been so generous with us. While Job did not get 
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back the people and things he originally lost, his relationship with 

God flourished in the season of testing, and he was honored for his 

obedience in adversity.  

Each year we celebrate Olivia’s life on Eliana’s birthday since 

their birthdays were just over a year apart. We also celebrate Atalie’s 

life at Addison’s birthday each year. We want to commemorate the 

bitter and the sweet. We never want to forget what we have or how far 

we have come. Our pain and grief will never go away, no matter how 

amazing life is. We have become comfortable in the uncomfortable. 

We are committed to calling out and recognizing sorrow and blessing, 

sometimes in the same breath. 

Eric and I have two beautiful daughters in our care. While 

God did give us new children (not replacement children), we never 

offer those gifts as standards or expectations for how someone else 

should navigate their grief. Grief and hardships are so personal, and I 

would never tell someone “It’s all going to be okay, so don’t be sad.” 

Navigating that in-between space is part of the journey that each of us 

goes on in our spiritual development. 

We often wrongly think that, in the devastation of life, people 

are looking for simple answers. What I’ve found is that, oftentimes, 

people are actually looking for presence. They need the presence of 

those that love them and they need to feel the presence of God in 

their dark place. People need to hear “I’m with you. I’m shaken, too. I 

don’t have any answers, but I will sit with you for as long as it takes.” 

I learned that lesson the hard way when we lost our two daughters 

when, at times, I didn’t receive those graces. It was during that season 

that I learned what type of leader, friend, person, and mother that I 

wanted to be—one who could teach people, by example, the value 

of sitting in the crisis with others because that is a picture of Christ 

and what He did for me. Before I was cleaned up, before there was a 

redemption story, He said, “It’s okay to not be okay. I’m here.” 

In my various personal and professional roles, I have countless 

opportunities to interact with people in the gray areas of their lives. 

Oftentimes, being present looks like empathy—sitting with people and 

holding things that are very complex while attempting to understand 

their perspectives. When I sit with students or members of our church 

or my daughters, there isn’t always an answer. Sometimes there are 

no words. Sometimes no solutions come to mind. But I have learned 

that every person has a story worth hearing, and my God-given ability 

to be present in the gray spaces has equipped me to have the difficult 

conversations about our differences, inequity, grief, and hardship that 

people deal with every day. It has prepared me to lead from a place 

of grace.

I am devoted to cultivating space for people to truly question, 

struggle, and explore their faith and experience all of the emotions 

that come with that. Due to my time spent in that space, I trust God to 

show up and reveal Himself in all circumstances. I no longer question 

if God is good because I have seen it—He is good in all things, even 

when those things don’t make sense to me. My faith was solidified in 

that uncomfortable space, and I believe that the same can be done for 

others, especially when they have someone to come beside them and 

lend their empathetic presence.

As I reflect on my testimony, I am reminded of all of the ways 

God has brought me through. I am grateful for the ways He has had 

patience with me and walked with me in burdensome and complicated 

times. I am astonished by how far I have come in my confidence in 

myself because of my confidence in the love that I have for Jesus. I 

recognize in a thousand tiny ways that I am not who I was. I thank 

God for the ways He has transformed me over the years when I felt 

isolated, disconnected, hopeless, and confused. I was forged for more 
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in the refining fire of pain, and, when everything was burned away, I 

walked away with the knowledge that I am worth more and able to 

experience so much more joy than I could have imagined.  

I live in the strange comfort of knowing that God created me 

for the spaces that make no sense. I was made to embrace the nuance. 

I was born to bridge two worlds. I was shaped by the opposites and 

the in-between, and I was formed in the mystery of how something 

horrible can produce something beautiful. There is a messy in-between 

in life, and I was made to exist in that space. By existing in that space, 

I cultivate space for others to exist there also. There is space for people 

who don’t feel like they have a box to fit in, for whose grief is too 

much to bear, and for people who are in the margins. I am confident 

that there is space for them in Christ, because, in Him, there is space 

for me.
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C H A P T E R  6 

I Was Made for  Success
By

Heather Lohmolder 

Director and Chair, Business Administration Program 

If you had asked me as a high schooler what I thought my 

future would look like, I probably would have told you that I was 

going to get married, have three kids, build a successful career, 

and, essentially, have a perfect life. I was always self-motived, so I 

thought that if I continued to do the right thing, perform well, and 

follow God, my life would be happy and fulfilling. But I find myself 

looking back on the last twenty years of my life and seeing a lot 

of brokenness. It seems ironic to claim that I was made for success, 

but, through all of my personal failure and hardship, I’ve learned 

that success has much more to do with God refining my heart and 

character than Him giving me what I thought would make me happy. 

I was the kind of kid who always tried to win awards, 

achieve my goals, and do everything right. I was born in Richland, 

Washington, where my dad worked at Pacific Northwest National 

Laboratory as an engineer, and my mom taught high school Home 

Economics until she had kids and, later, opened a home daycare. 

They were loving and supportive parents. My dad was a quiet man 

of consistency and integrity with an incredible knack for history and 

trivia. He always valued his daughters and was fully invested in being 
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a good dad; packing our lunches, driving us to music lessons, attending 

all of our sporting events, and encouraging us to do well in school. My 

mom was a natural teacher. She would bring vocabulary quizzes that 

she pulled from Reader’s Digest Magazine to the dinner table so that 

we could improve our vocabulary while we ate. Before podcasts were 

ever invented, she blared books on tape in the house so that we could 

expand our minds while we did chores. From both of my parents, I 

learned the value of hard work, investing in my community, and being 

frugal; in our household, we heard the phrase, “A penny saved is a 

penny earned,” all the time. But somewhere along the way, I picked up 

the message that the more I performed, the more I achieved, and the 

better I did, the more I would be loved. That lie permeated everything 

I did, including my relationship with God.        

In high school, I was the quintessential overachiever. I joined 

every activity I could, and I always wanted to succeed at everything I 

took on. I was the yearbook editor, I was Key Club president, I was in a 

lot of music groups, and I was always trying to push myself to improve.  

As a result, I received a lot of accolades, earned good grades, and won 

competitions. My whole life revolved around my accomplishments, 

which turned out to be a disillusioning reality.  At the time, I didn’t 

realize that all this early success wasn’t preparing me to deal with 

major life failures in the future. 

In college, I continued to focus on achievement and 

accomplishments. I went to a small, Christian college where I double 

majored in Business and Music. I also threw myself into different events 

and activities. During my freshman year, I was selected to be part of a 

music group that traveled to different camps and churches where we 

would sing and promote our college. It was through that experience I 

discovered my love for promotion and marketing. I loved being able to 

go out and share about an institution that I really cared about. 

I found myself being drawn to marketing; I loved my classes, I 

loved learning about business, and I realized that God had given me 

gifts and skills in those areas. Having grown up in the church, I valued 

the concept of serving God with my career, and I realized that God 

does not call everyone to be pastors or missionaries, He calls people to 

be His salt and light in the world in different ways, including business. I 

had the opportunity to develop the talents He had given me while still 

serving Him, and I was eager to find that balance. 

After graduating from college in 1999, I got married and, 

shortly after, we moved to San Diego where I got my first job in 

marketing. After working for a couple of years, I went on to earn my 

Master of Arts in Business. My plan was to work hard at my education 

and career then take time off to be a mom, pour into my kids, and 

invest in them as a legacy that would outlast me. Being a wife and 

mom was my biggest dream.  

In college and in the early years of my career, I also dreamed 

about working in academia, but as my career progressed, I was so busy 

with my jobs and enjoyed what I was doing so much that I put that 

dream on the backburner. Professionally, I found myself aligning with 

brands that I admired. I took a position on the corporate marketing 

team for PETCO Animal Supplies, where I wound up working for five 

years.

 While working at PETCO, I was able to maintain my pace and 

drive for success until I found myself divorced at the age of twenty-

seven. My drive to succeed and to achieve rather than focusing on 

the needs of my husband contributed to him walking away from our 

marriage. In hindsight, the warning signs were obvious, but, in my 

ever-focused attempt to achieve my next accomplishment, I missed 

many clues that our marriage was failing. Being someone who had 

always succeeded at everything, our divorce left me feeling like a 
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broken failure. 

I was inexperienced with failure, and I wasn’t able to see how 

my actions had contributed to the breakdown of my marriage. At the 

time, I thought that I had done everything right, so I became very angry 

with God. How could He have let this happen? I had performed well 

and yet I hadn’t succeeded. I had done what I thought He wanted me 

to do but there I was: divorced. I wish I could say that experience drew 

me closer to God, but I went through the next several years angrily 

distancing myself from Him. 

Having experienced what felt like the biggest failure of my life, 

I struggled with shame, regret, and aimlessness,  and I was trying to 

navigate all of it without God. I spent many difficult years grasping 

for an identity when my ideas of success had fallen apart. Seven years 

after my divorce, I hit my breaking point. I remember lying on the 

ground in my bedroom and just saying, “I don’t want to lead anymore. 

I want You to lead, God. You’re in control of my life. You have a better 

plan than I do for my life. I surrender.” And I really did. I recommitted 

my life to God, began the healing process with Him, and, three months 

later, He completely changed my life. 

At that time, I was working on the corporate marketing team 

for Jack in the Box restaurants. Out of the blue, just three months after 

recommitting my life to God, I was offered the opportunity to relocate 

my job with Jack in the Box to Portland, Oregon. It was the change 

that I needed, so, I packed up my life in California. There was a clear 

connection between me saying, “God, you’re in charge, I surrender,” 

and all of the current blessings in my life. In August of 2011, I moved 

to Portland, Oregon, joined a local church, and soon met the man who 

would later become my husband.

After marrying again in my mid-thirties, I began to dream 

again about being a mom. My husband already had three older kids 

and he knew I had always wanted kids, so we tried to start a family. 

Unfortunately, our efforts were met with years of infertility issues and 

multiple miscarriages. It was devastating. I had worked incredibly hard 

at my career, and yet it all seemed futile when I couldn’t have what I 

wanted most. Once again, I was asking God why He was allowing this 

to happen. I was trying to do the right thing, but I was failing. Again. 

I was really low during those years of multiple miscarriages, 

wondering what God had planned for me. I couldn’t understand why 

my plan to redeem the “perfect” life I’d always envisioned wasn’t 

working. Not only was I struggling to become a mother, but the 

professional success I had worked so hard to achieve felt unfulfilling 

and meaningless. Yes, I had climbed to a respectable level in my career, 

but there was, and always would be, someone much more successful. 

Worst of all, by putting my career success ahead of relationships, I had 

waited too long to have kids. 

I struggled with those realities often. It was during one of 

those low moments that I turned to God and said “God, I know You’re 

all-powerful and could choose to bless me with kids, but You’ve chosen 

not to, and I accept that. Your plan for my life is better than my plan. 

You’re in control of my life and future. Guide my steps and help me 

to see what Your will is for me.” It sounds easy in writing, but it was—

and, sometimes, still is—a big struggle to surrender those desires to 

God. 

Shortly after, I got a text from a friend of mine who told me 

about a faculty role at Multnomah University. When I saw the job 

description, I was reminded of that dream of mine from almost twenty 

years ago to work in academia and instantly knew I would love the 

position. At that point, I had twenty years of business education and 

experience under my belt, which I felt I could bring to the classroom and 

share with students. At Multnomah, I was presented the opportunity 



62 63

to return to a Christian college, similar to the one I attended, where I 

could not only teach but I could invest in the lives of students. 

As a faculty member teaching business, I have the opportunity 

to use the wisdom that I’ve gained while remembering the perspective 

of being a young college student. I help to shape a business program 

that offers hands-on learning opportunities and real-world experiences. 

Multnomah also has small class sizes, so I am able to form relationships 

with students on a personal level. I love meeting with students one-

on-one to hear about their hopes and dreams for their career, what 

their gifts are, and where they think they can be used to further 

God’s kingdom. Along with my step kids, my Multnomah University 

students have become my “kids,” now. Sure, they’re not biologically 

my children, but I get to spend my days investing in their development. 

I get to come alongside them and help them develop the gifts, plans, 

and talents they already have. I do not consider myself the planter 

or originator, but rather someone who cultivates and makes things 

better.

In the same way, I try to leave every organization a little better 

than when I got there. As the Director and Chair of the Business 

Program, I strive to build an even better program than when I was hired 

with students who are prepared to go out and make a difference in the 

world. I work hard for that and I strive for excellence. But something 

that I’ve learned over the years and through every season of my 

life—from the kid trying to do everything right, to the overachieving 

high-schooler, to the traveling college student, to the broken-hearted 

divorcee, to the successful businesswoman, to the mother with no 

children—is that “success” in God’s eyes is very different from my own 

ideas of what it meant to be successful. 

Reading the story of Mary and Martha in the book of Luke, I 

have always identified with Martha: the one concerned with doing 

things for Jesus and earning His love through service. But Mary sits at 

Jesus’s feet, and Jesus clearly says that Mary has chosen what is better. 

What I’ve learned through the struggles of my life and the progression 

of my career is that God doesn’t care about the things we often occupy 

ourselves with. He doesn’t care about titles, He doesn’t care about 

awards, and no amount of hard work will win His love. Seeking the 

next professional title can be invigorating, but it isn’t fully satisfying; 

once you achieve one level, you’ll just want to get to the next and the 

next and the next. Career milestones won’t make you happy in the end. 

When things are tough in life—when you’re going through a divorce 

or you’re suffering from a miscarriage or you feel like you’ve gotten 

off track in life—it’s God who gives meaning, identity, and presence. 

Mary knew that, and she rightly sat at Jesus’s feet. 

When it comes to “success,” everyone gets to choose their 

own yardstick to measure. For you, success might be earning money 

or becoming a parent or graduating with high honors, but in God’s 

economy, success is completely different, and I would argue, far 

better. To God, success happens when we submit to His will for our 

lives and enjoy the journey of getting to know Him along the way. 

Success happens when we surrender. Surrender is difficult and 

seems counterintuitive to success in corporate America, which is all 

about climbing. But some of the absolute best things in my life have 

happened almost immediately after I surrendered my will to God’s and 

said, “God, you’re in charge. I want Your will (not mine) to be done.” 

It was in those seasons that I learned to love and be loved by God and 

to let Him take care of the details of my life.  

As I look back, I’m glad that my life hasn’t been easy all the 

time and that things didn’t turn out the way I expected because it 

forced me to surrender my idea of my own achievements and hand 

over my identity to God. My early, uninterrupted successes inevitably 
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lead me to disillusionment and disappointment when confronted with 

hardship. But God used that hardship to transform me and, in time, 

my vision of success became less about me and more about others. 

The lessons I’ve learned through my own brokenness and failures have 

given me empathy and they’ve helped me to understand what people 

are going through so I can walk with them. My success is my ability 

to see those around me as God sees them and to share His love by 

investing in them.

I know now, that regardless of what I achieve, how I perform, 

or how well I do, I am loved. I was made to sit at His feet, in His 

presence, and surrender to His will as He shapes me to look more like 

Him. Through my struggles, I found that God actually uses the hard 

points of life to draw me closer to Him. Through my personal feelings 

of failure, He continues to teach me what it actually means to succeed. 

While I still sometimes wrestle with a drive for worldly success, I 

know that God cares more about transforming my mind, heart, and 

character than about me moving up in my career, raising children, or 

having a perfect past. I’ve experienced a lot of brokenness, and pain, 

and my younger self, who imagined a picture-perfect future full of 

achievements, might look on my life and see it as a failure. But I know 

that I was made to succeed. God said that His greatest commandments 

are to love the Lord your God and to love your neighbor as yourself. 

That is His measure of a successful life, and that is what I was made for. 
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C H A P T E R  7 

I Was Made for  Relationships
By

Debbie Whitehead 

Controller 

You may have just read my job title and wondered, “What’s 

a ‘Controller’?” While the title sounds a little menacing, I assure 

you it’s not. A Controller is a kind of accountant. As the Controller 

at Multnomah University, I work in the Business Office and I’m 

responsible for accounting and operations. I deal with budgets and 

university cash flow, financial reports, audits, accounting records, 

and many other areas related to finance. But as I reflect on who I am 

and who God made me to be, I know that “accountant” is not the 

answer. I was made to form relationships with people, and I consider 

my role as an accountant, and my desire to serve others, as a means 

to an end. 

As one of four siblings growing up in a small town, I have 

fond memories of my childhood. I was the kind of girl who loved 

being busy, and I participated in sports and music throughout my 

elementary education. I accepted Christ into my life when I was seven, 

and I was very active with my youth group and church activities. I 

have great memories of going to summer camp, going to various 

youth group events, and interacting with different youth leaders 

over the years. 
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My parents were heavily involved with church ministry, serving 

on the Board of Deacons and different committees all the time. They 

were always willing to have conversations with people; regardless of 

the convenience, our home was always open, and they made a point 

to include my siblings and me. We served together as a family because 

my parents set an example of hospitality and service. Partially because 

my parents were so connected in the church, but also due to my own 

involvement, I had relationships with many of the pastors and leaders 

in our church. I felt comfortable approaching any of them, asking 

questions about life, and getting help with things I was wrestling with, 

and, through those relationships, I was able to engage in activities that 

shaped me.

In high school, I began to develop two significant threads in my 

life: Accounting and volleyball. I was drawn into my first accounting 

class during my junior year of high school. While math was not my 

favorite subject at the time, accounting was captivating to me. It made 

sense. I liked the process of going from A to Z, and I enjoyed that 

there were neat rows, lines, and totals. I had a great instructor who 

made the material come alive for me, and the subject matter seemed 

to compliment my skills and interests. In my junior and senior years, 

almost all of my classes were accounting classes. On the other hand, 

my interest in volleyball was growing. I had always been active and 

competitively involved in sports, but volleyball was my favorite.

When I graduated high school, I decided to get my associate’s 

degree in Accounting, but I knew that I did not want to be a CPA 

(Certified Public Accountant); I loved the subject of accounting, but I 

was not interested in doing all those taxes. After graduating with my 

associates, I went on to earn my bachelor’s degree from the Oregon 

Institute of Technology in 1985, and I enjoyed my time there. While 

I would have loved to compete in volleyball at the college level, the 

Lord used my time in college to bring meaning and purpose through 

other avenues. It was during those years that I was able to make my 

faith my own. Being five hours away from home, I got to decide for 

myself if I wanted to go to church, who Jesus was to me, and what my 

relationship with Him looked like. My faith was not my parents’, it was 

mine. 

After graduation, I moved to Portland and went on to work 

in retail for a while. Eventually, I got an opportunity to work at a tax 

office, but I was still single and I was asking God what my future was 

going to look like. In the meantime, I found a good group of friends 

to go to church with and, together, we joined the college group. I even 

went on a few dates with one of the guys in the group named Matt. 

He was going to school to be a teacher and was involved in worship 

ministry at the time, but he was going through some difficult things 

when I met him. He had just recently lost his brother and he was so 

angry about it to the point where I didn’t want to hang out with him. 

It was clear that he wasn’t ready to be in a relationship, so I moved on.

During those early days of attending our church, my roommate 

and I began to consider how we wanted to serve at church. She chose 

to work with the high school kids, so I figured I would work with the 

junior highers. I had no clue what I was getting myself into, and a lot 

of people looked at me like I was crazy to want to work with that age 

range, but I found that I really enjoyed the opportunity. I loved the 

late nights, silly games, and overnighters, but what I loved most was 

engaging with the students where they were at and seeing just how 

valuable they all were in God’s eyes. I found myself in the position 

where I was talking to young people and helping them answer the 

questions of where God wanted them to go and what He wanted them 

to do with their lives, but I was on the same journey—at twenty-seven- 

years-old, I didn’t know where my journey was leading me or what 
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God had for me, either.

In 1990, God opened up opportunities to play volleyball again. 

I connected with Portland Parks and Rec, and I got involved with a 

church that was doing sports outreach through volleyball. While I was 

there, one of the guys who I was working with in the ministry came 

to me and said, “Debbie, I have an opportunity for you. I think I know 

exactly what you need to do—you need to come coach junior high 

girls’ volleyball.” Literally, at that moment, I felt like he could have 

been God speaking directly to me. I didn’t know I wanted to do that, 

but it spoke to my heart. I had no idea that it was even an opportunity 

for me to do something like that, but I heard God saying, “Debbie, 

this is a door I’m opening wide for you on your journey. This is what I 

want for you because I know it will fulfill you where you’re at in life 

right now.” 

I coached girls’ volleyball in the Portland area for eight years. 

When I first started, I didn’t realize how much the experience would 

feed me or how much I would enjoy it, but God did. He knew me. God 

knew what would minister to me and which door to open at the right 

time, and He continued to present me with new opportunities. 

In 1994, I was hired to work at Multnomah University in the 

Business Office and, in 1996, I began coaching volleyball on the side. 

God was simultaneously developing my two passions, and while I was 

still unmarried at the time, I was able to appreciate the blessings and 

opportunities that God was giving to me in various areas of my life. I 

started out working in Accounts Payable where I was able to grow in my 

skills and, not long after, I transitioned to a role in Payroll. During this 

time, God opened the door for me to coach volleyball at Multnomah, 

and I got the exciting opportunity to travel overseas with the team. 

Later, I became the Director of the Business Office, and eventually, I 

moved into my position as Controller. 

While I was blessed by what God was doing in my career, for 

many years, I was still asking God, “When will I get married?” I had 

watched my sister, my brothers, and countless friends get married and 

have kids, and I thought, “Lord, when will that happen for me?” In 

response, I heard God tell me, “Debbie, you are going to get married 

down the road, but you have to trust me.” So that’s what I did. I made 

an effort to focus on God and believe that He had my best interest 

in mind, and God gave me contentment in other areas. Instead of 

focusing on what I didn’t have, I kept my focus on what God had given 

me and the relationships at hand.

In my various jobs at Multnomah, I was able to form meaningful 

relationships and serve others through my job as an accountant and 

my involvement with volleyball. I was working with staff and faculty, 

helping them answer questions about how to create a workable budget 

or about where certain expenses go, and helping them navigate work 

that they didn’t enjoy, but I did. By serving my co-workers in that way, 

I was able to form relationships with them.

But my favorite part of my job was—and still is—interacting 

with the students. Over the years, and through my various roles, I have 

been able to help students figure out how to pay for school, and, in 

that process, I’ve formed relationships with them. Part of my current 

responsibilities as a Controller is to oversee Student Accounts where 

students come to pay their bills. While it’s not technically part of my 

job, I look forward to days when my staff are out of the office because 

it means that I get to sit at the window and talk with the students 

that come by. I take every opportunity I can to spend time with them; 

I try to go to the cafeteria as often as I can, I chat with students when 

I see them, and I go to our campus coffee shop to say “Hi.” Eventually, 

relationships form and I have students coming to my office just to talk 

about their lives and the things they are dealing with or to invite me 
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to their sports game that night. 

My involvement in volleyball and sports was also a way to 

connect with students. During my time as a coach, I spent hours and 

hours with my team, getting to know them, working hard together, 

and serving them however I could. Even after my time in that role, 

I’ve been able to talk to students about things that are important to 

them. I’ve had student-athletes come to me, saying, “Debbie, I need 

help paying a bill. How do I make it work in my finances?” I work with 

them to meet their immediate need, but then I also get to ask them 

how they’re doing, and I get to follow up with them on conversations 

we’ve had in the past. I have been able to engage students and show 

them that I care about what they do in sports, how they do in school, 

and what they do with their lives.

Today, I have plenty of work on my desk, but I also have a 

God-given opportunity to go engage with people and I believe that I 

need to take that opportunity. Of course, there’s a balance between 

accomplishing the work I was hired to do and going to get another cup 

of coffee with a student, but I see both as valuable. For me, serving 

others as an accountant, as a volleyball coach, or as a mentor, is a 

means to an end, and the end is relationship. By serving my coworkers 

and students I can make a bridge that allows for deeper relationships. 

And even if a student or coworker never sees the work that I do for 

them, I still find joy in the task. 

I spent years enjoying those relationships and the work that 

I was doing, and, in the midst of all of that God was teaching me, 

He remembered my desire to be married. Years after meeting him in 

our college church group, Matt and I met again at a church softball 

game. This time, something in me just felt like Matt was a safe person 

to spend my time with. While I wasn’t looking to get married at that 

point in my life—I was just looking for someone to go to the movies 

with—God was bringing us together in a way I hadn’t anticipated. 

Matt and I started seriously dating, and in 2004, fourteen years after 

our first connection at church, we got married. 

In hindsight, it is so clear to me that God took all of that time 

to prepare us. Matt was no longer the angry, hurting young man that I 

once knew. He had grown and become the man that he needed to be 

for me, and I had spent years growing in my relationship with God too. 

Even though I got married later in life, I can honestly say that God’s 

timing was perfect, and my relationship with my husband has been 

such a gift. Through my relationship with Matt, and I have learned 

different things about who I am, who God is, and what it looks like to 

follow Him through my marriage. 

Now, when I look back on my life, I see that God put people, 

positions, and opportunities in my life to take me where He wanted 

me to go. He knew what would fulfill me and what I truly longed for. 

When I was a single twenty-seven-year-old, I didn’t think that God had 

a plan for me to be married, but He did, and He brought the right 

person at the right time. When I was in high school, I didn’t think 

that I would be an CPA, but God directed my path because He knew 

better. He looked past my occupation and saw the person He made me 

to be. People don’t recognize me on campus saying, “That’s Debbie, 

the Controller,” because that’s not who I am. It doesn’t define me. 

Through my relationship with God and my willingness to trust Him 

with the details of my life, He shaped me into a servant-hearted leader, 

a capable accountant, a caring friend, and a loving wife. That is who 

I am. 

Trust in the Lord. He knows who you are because He made you. 

He knows what pulls at your heartstrings. He knows what makes you 

hurt. He knows what will fulfill you. He knows the relationships you 

need. If you put your trust in Him and His timing,
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He will stretch you and shape you into the person He created you to 

be. He will show you what you were made for and He will provide the 

means to live it out.
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C H A P T E R  8 

I Was Made to  Be a Scientist
By

Jason Stuckey 

Assistant Professor, Environmental Science 

My interest in Earth and environmental science started back 

in high school, but, back then, I had no idea that I would become 

a career soil scientist and professor. In college, I began to make 

concrete plans for my long-term education and career—there was 

even a point where I planned out the next nine years of my life, and 

I am grateful and a little amazed that those plans essentially panned 

out. Of course, I can’t take credit for any of that. In retrospect, it is 

easy to see God’s providence through it all. He took me on a journey 

through my career, and I simply did my best to pick a good route and 

stick with it. 

Much of the success I experienced rested upon a willingness 

to trust God and commit to the decisions that I had made. I didn’t 

waffle between alternative career paths; I picked one and worked 

for it, believing that if there needed to be a change in the direction 

of my life, God would make that apparent. I just had to keep moving 

forward and do the next thing. Staying the course wasn’t easy, but 

as I look back, I see the importance of persistence (something that 

any graduate student knows all too well) and a drive to continually 
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learn more. 

People often ask me why I chose soils in the first place. What 

is it about soils that really grabbed me? My love for soils has grown 

over time and there is profound meaning for me in my work. At this 

point in my life, I believe that there’s something about working in the 

soil that’s spiritual, though it didn’t start out that way—it wasn’t like 

there were angels singing after the first soil science lecture I attended 

in college. But from the time I was young, I had a broad interest in 

the Earth itself. I always enjoyed being outside and, looking back, I 

can see traces of budding interest in my childhood rocks and minerals 

collection. Every summer when I visited my grandparents, they took 

me to a shop that sold various rocks and minerals so I could add to my 

collection, and I studied books on basic geology.

When the time came to attend college, I went to Cal Poly San 

Luis Obispo intending to major in Earth Science. Because Earth Science 

was a developing program at the time, I had to start as a Soil Science 

major and would be able to transfer to Earth Science as a sophomore. 

I didn’t know anything about soil science, but the Earth’s surface 

seemed like a logical place to start. As soon as I took my first Intro to 

Soil Science course that freshman year, I knew I didn’t need to switch 

majors. I could spend my whole life studying soils and not begin to 

exhaust them. 

The soil was where the other disciplines came alive for me. I 

wasn’t enthralled with physics, chemistry, math, or biology as disciplines 

themselves, but when I saw them applied to a system, the artificial 

boundaries between the disciplines began to disappear. Soil processes 

involve physics, chemistry, and biology all working together. This 

realization was compelling and invited me to delve into other fields of 

study. Additionally, I began to learn how important soils are to human 

life and how understanding the soil could be a way to help people. 

Almost all food and fiber come from the soil, which is something 

that most people take for granted. It was invigorating to recognize 

the fundamental controls that soils exert on food security and water 

quality. Soil science made my biblical motivation for environmental 

stewardship seem actionable. Being a scientist would empower me 

to understand environmental systems such that I could help clean 

them up and reverse some of the effects of mismanagement or poor 

stewardship. I had found something that I loved. The curriculum was 

rigorous and challenging, but also meaningful and exciting. I was 

curious about the material and wanted to truly understand and retain 

what I was learning. 

During my time as a Soil Science major at Cal Poly, Dr. Tom Ruehr 

was providentially assigned to be my academic advisor and wound up 

being one of the greatest influences on my career trajectory. A brilliant 

instructor and a Christian, Dr. Ruehr’s default walking pace was at least 

a couple MPH above mine—he was a man with passion. His office was 

piled high with stacks of books that he constantly devoured, and his 

door was always open. He willingly entertained all my questions and 

had an uncanny (and unnerving) ability to continue reading while 

successfully fielding my inquiries. His breadth of knowledge was 

overwhelming but inspiring. By observing and spending time with Dr. 

Ruehr, I learned that I could become an expert in a particular field 

and spend a lifetime integrating that field with other disciplines. We 

shared a love of philosophy, which I’ve been able to incorporate in 

my current teaching. He was a picture of how rewarding a scholar’s 

journey can be. Through observing and interacting with Dr. Ruehr, I 

learned that my opportunities to learn could never be exhausted. 

By the time I was a sophomore in college, I wanted to go on to 

get a master’s degree, and by the time I was a senior, I knew I wanted 

to pursue a Ph.D. While the time commitment of a postgraduate 
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education was formidable, I was catalyzed by the body of knowledge 

that scientists and scholars in other disciplines had accumulated, and 

wanted to do the work they were doing. I wanted to be on the frontier 

of that body of knowledge, to identify new, un-asked questions 

and figure out how to answer them. I knew that nothing would be 

accomplished apart from God’s design and grace, and only through his 

providence would I able to pursue those ambitions. As Matthew 7:7 

says, “Seek and you will find.”

Near the completion of my undergraduate studies, I began the 

search for the right institution to earn my master’s degree. I found 

a professor at Penn State who was conducting a compelling project 

that would take me to Chile for eight months. I had never traveled 

internationally besides Canada and Mexico, and I found it exciting that 

science could take me to other parts of the globe. It seemed like the 

right fit. 

After committing to Penn State in the spring of my senior year, 

I got an email from a professor at Stanford that I was interested in 

working with named Dr. Fendorf. He expressed interest in having me join 

his research group as a Ph.D. student upon completion of my master’s. 

Dr. Fendorf and his grad students researched the problem of arsenic 

contamination of groundwater in Cambodia. It was a global problem, 

but it especially impacted regions receiving water from the Himalaya 

or the Tibetan Plateau, such as those in China, Vietnam, Cambodia, 

Bangladesh, and West Bengal. Dr. Fendorf invited me to visit Stanford, 

and during my time there, he convinced me of the importance of the 

work they were doing. With over one-hundred-million people affected 

by arsenic contamination, the research I could do there could have a 

global impact. It wasn’t just science for science’s sake; human health 

could be positively impacted. Dr. Fendorf’s research program coincided 

with my intellectual and worldview motivations. Before the visit was 

over, I was committed to pursuing my doctorate at Stanford. 

Suddenly, by God’s grace, as an undergraduate senior, I had the 

next nine years mapped out for me, which provided a sense of both 

freedom and security. I went to Penn State and spent eight months in 

Chile, researching and teaching in a chemistry lab using Spanish as my 

primary language. After completing my masters, I went on to Stanford 

where I studied with Dr. Fendorf and wrote my dissertation on spatially 

constraining the controls of arsenic release to groundwater in the 

Mekong Delta. I graduated with my Ph.D. in 2014. 

At that point in my life, I didn’t know what would come next. 

I had a wife and a few kids, so the responsibilities and pressure of 

uncertainty were greater. But one thing had not changed: God was 

still the ultimate designer of my life and would determine my path 

forward.  By this time, I knew I wanted to be a professor, to teach, and 

do research in some capacity, so I decided to bolster my professional 

experience through postdoctoral work at the University of Delaware, 

while also beginning to look for faculty positions. 

Searching for a faculty job required a great deal of patience and 

trust in God. One day, I came across a job listing for an Environmental 

Science Professor at a Christian university and did a double-take. It was 

a small school where I would have a good student to faculty ratio. The 

role would allow me to help build an environmental science program 

from scratch in the Pacific Northwest. I would have the freedom to 

develop a breadth of courses, teach them, and mentor students in my 

discipline and from a Christian worldview. That sort of offer doesn’t 

just happen by chance. I took an interview, visited the campus, and I 

have been working at Multnomah University ever since. 

One of my favorite aspects of being a professor at Multnomah 

is the mentorship. I am able to form meaningful relationships with 

my students and create bonds like I had with Dr. Ruehr in my own 
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college experience. Being a mentor is an immeasurably important 

responsibility. Through God’s guidance and the help of my mentors, 

I became an independent scientist. It was a slow and gradual process 

that required a lot of work, time, faith, and trust in God to point me 

towards the next step. I know that my journey wouldn’t have happened 

without the mentorship I received along the way, and in my role as a 

professor, I seek to pay that forward with my own students. 

Throughout the Scriptures, we see that we do not have to 

journey alone. Joshua led the Israelites into the Promised Land, 

which was a monumental task, but God did not force him to do it 

alone. Along with God’s constant presence, He provided Moses as a 

leader and mentor so that Joshua could be confident and fulfill the 

plans God had for him. A good mentor guides his or her student to 

independence. As a mentor myself, I want my students to grow more 

comfortable and confident as they proceed on their own journeys. 

By sharing my knowledge and biblical conviction of stewardship with 

my students, we can participate together in God’s redemption of the 

Earth. 

As I reflect on my journey, I cannot help but think about our 

collective finitude. I think of C.S. Lewis’s quote about the far-off 

country where he says that we all have a longing. We all know that 

there’s more out there to experience and enjoy, but it’s not all going to 

come to fruition until Christ returns. We often have grandiose visions 

for our futures, but romanticizing the future can detract from the here 

and now. We aren’t always going to see what lies ahead of us. More 

often than not, the future is uncertain, and from those moments of 

uncertainty, exciting and edifying opportunities can emerge. But to 

capture those opportunities we must move forward. We must take the 

next step in front of us in faith.

In my own life, I’ve found that doing the next thing and inviting 

God into the process through prayer and learning from the people 

He places in your life, is the most faithful thing you can do. There is 

so much for us to explore and enjoy on this side of heaven. There is 

so much good that we can do for the Earth and for the people who 

live in it. If we can trust God, proceed with what’s in front of us, pray 

about what He has called us to do, seek it out, and then commit to it, 

I believe that we will each find that God has more in store for us than 

we could ever ask for or imagine.
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C H A P T E R  9 

I Was Made to  Love
By

Lisa Hezmalhalch

Alumna, Class of B.S. 2008, M.A. 2015 

Figuring out a career path is such an important part of life, 

especially in America. Society tells us that what we choose to do for 

a living defines who we are. Growing up with that framework, I 

thought that figuring out what I was made for would simplify my life 

and provide clarity, but, in many ways, it made things much less clear. 

From the time I was young, I never felt a strong calling 

to do something specific with my life. When I was in elementary 

school, all the other kids wanted to be teachers or firefighters or 

astronauts—nowadays, kids want to be YouTubers—but I didn’t have 

anything to point to. I remember someone asking me, “What do 

you want to be when you grow up?” I told them that I wanted to 

be a teacher because that seemed like the closest thing to what I 

was aiming for, but deep down, I always thought, “If I could just 

get paid to love people, that’s what I would do.” But even as a kid 

I knew that “loving people” wasn’t a “real job.” I tried to name 

my vocation but didn’t have words for it. It made me wonder 

if there was something wrong with me. What I wanted to do  

was intangible. 

The idea of loving people as my life’s calling didn’t just come 
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out of thin air. I was born and raised in the San Francisco Bay Area in a 

single-parent home with my mom and two younger brothers. Despite 

my parents’ divorce when I was about three-years-old, I grew up in a 

home that was rich in love thanks to my mom. My mom did everything 

she could to take care of us while also going to school and working. In 

the midst of all that, she would reach out to others who needed her 

help and did whatever she could for them. Whether it was financial 

help even when we were struggling, sitting up and talking late into 

the night, giving them rides, cleaning their houses, watching their 

kids, or inviting displaced people to live with us, my mom always loved 

others in practical, sacrificial ways. Most compelling of all, she loved 

doing it. 

On a daily basis, I learned how to love people by watching my 

mom love others. She set such a good example of how to love people 

that I came to see her love as synonymous with how God loves us. 

Growing up in church, I heard about the sacrificial love of God and I 

saw it play out in the sacrificial love of my mom. When I saw her loving 

others, I saw her being the hands and feet of Jesus towards people. 

It made sense to me that, if I was going to love others, I could be the 

hands and feet of Jesus too. When I was in junior high school, I told the 

Lord that I loved Him with all my heart and wanted to dedicate the rest 

of my life to serving Him. I had no idea what that would look like, but 

I was open to whatever He had for me. 

In my adult life, I had to confront the old, “What are you 

going to be when you grow up?” question again. In my job searches, 

although I didn’t see “love” listed in job descriptions, I focused on 

positions where I could serve the Lord, love people, and get paid. 

Being a teacher was still my default answer because I would often 

hear teachers talk about living a life of love and sacrifice. I did enjoy 

working at an elementary school for a couple of years, but in my heart, 

it still wasn’t quite right. I was still seeking to name my vocation—to 

define what I was called to do. I was still searching, so I volunteered 

with the junior high group at church. While I was there, I found 

myself frustrated that all the devotionals that I found for teen-aged 

girls seemed so lacking, so I decided to take it upon myself to write a 

devotional for them. I realized that I had a gift for writing, and the 

youth pastor I was working with encouraged my work. That experience 

provided some direction for my next step in life. I felt the Lord calling 

me to go to college, and I tried to find a school that would train me to 

write youth devotionals. 

When I heard God calling me to go to college, I was like, “Sure, 

Lord, I’ll go anywhere,” but I was biased towards one specific factor: 

I loved the rain. Since it barely rained in California, I decided to see if 

I could find a school in a state where it did. Knowing that Portland, 

Oregon had a rainy reputation, I did a little digging and came across 

Multnomah University. At the time, Multnomah had a Journalism 

program, which I thought would make me a better writer, and everyone 

was required to double major in Bible and Theology, which I thought 

would help me know how to write about the Scriptures. Multnomah 

was everything that I was looking for. 

After a semester in the Journalism program, my writing 

improved and I started to learn how to interview people. As the 

years went by, I discovered that I loved getting to know each person 

I interviewed and hearing their stories, but I wasn’t very excited to 

write about them. Even though I was a good writer, I felt like their 

stories were sacred, even private. I realized that even if I wrote their 

stories well, there was no telling how others would perceive them. It 

wasn’t how I wanted to love the people that I was interacting with. 

All the while, my love for Scripture was growing along with a love 

for psychology and understanding how people worked. I realized that 
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journalism was not what I wanted to do in the future, but at this point 

in my college career, it was a bit late to change programs.

In 2008, I finished my degree and started working at Multnomah 

as an Admissions Counselor. I loved having weighty conversations 

with students about their hopes, dreams, goals, fears, and challenges. 

Likewise, when I was at home, I loved walking with my housemates 

through the difficulties of life. Because of those experiences, I knew 

that whatever lay ahead, I wanted to understand how to help people 

navigate life and grow spiritually. At first, that desire led me to begin 

graduate school to earn my Master of Arts in Counseling (MAC). 

However, after making it over halfway through the MAC program, I 

realized that I didn’t want to be a licensed counselor. I still wanted to 

help people, though. After all this time, I was still circling around the 

concept of loving others. I was still searching for a career path that 

would let me do what my heart was telling me to do. I decided to 

switch from MAC to pursue a Master of Arts in Pastoral Leadership.

Contrary to my deep desire to love and be loved, I was still 

single at this point in my life. During my time in seminary, I had a crush 

on a guy, and I remember that one of my professors, Dr. Val Clemen, 

made an incredible insight into my life during a mentor meeting. She 

said, “You have a great capacity to love. Maybe you shouldn’t focus 

all your love on this one person. Instead, see who else in your life you 

could love.” That hit me right in between the eyes. I spent a lot of 

energy on one person, who maybe didn’t even know I existed when 

there were so many people in my life that I could easily shower with 

love. I’ve asked myself that question frequently over the years. Am I 

focusing too much on one person? Who else could I love and pour into 

at this time?

In 2015, I graduated with my M.A. in Pastoral Leadership 

with an emphasis in Counseling (thanks to my time spent in the MAC 

program). As I combined what I learned in the MAC program with 

what I was learning in seminary, I started to think that maybe I could 

get paid to love people after all. When a friend asked me the graduate 

version of that familiar, vocational question: “What are you going to 

do with your degree?” that is when a lifetime of questions, reflections, 

doubts, and fears all culminated in a freeing moment of clarity. I 

realized my life wasn’t about a certain career path that I was called to; 

it was about the person the Lord was calling me to be. I said, “I don’t 

feel called to a particular job. I feel called to be a particular person.” 

My desire to love, from the time that I was a child, was the real answer 

to my calling, career, and aspirations. Although a specific job was not 

revealed, a true purpose and pursuit took shape for me even though 

it remained intangible. 

A couple of years ago, I read the autobiography of Saint 

Thérèse of Lisieux, a French Carmelite Nun who died in 1897 at the 

age of twenty-four. In the book, she described how, in her love for the 

Lord, she wished that she could be a million different things for Him. 

In processing all the things she wished she could be, she realized that 

there was something central to each vocation: love. She realized that 

love is what she was called to be. As I read that, I felt like I was looking 

in a mirror. Although it’s been a winding journey, I discovered that 

my central vocation in any job is love. I continue to wrestle through 

what that looks like today, and it often changes day-to-day and in 

different seasons, however, I practice loving others in every aspect 

of my life. During my career at Multnomah, I worked in Admissions, 

Student Life, Auxiliary Services, and Enrollment Management. The 

core of everything I did in all those jobs was to love students and my 

coworkers. No matter what position I had at Multnomah or will have 

in the future, even though it has never been in my job description, I 
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am called to love. 

I see every part of my life, even purposefully being a single 

woman, as a sacrifice for others. I am not a victim of failing to find Mr. 

Right. It’s a choice that I make. I embrace the gift that God has given 

me as the freedom to live for others. Currently, I live with a family and 

I get to love them in ways that I couldn’t if I had a family of my own. I 

don’t have a husband and kids at home to wait for me. If a friend is in 

need at the last minute, I can go and love them in practical ways. I can 

visit people. I can stay up late. I get to volunteer at church more often. 

I live the legacy of sacrifice that my mom lived before my eyes. More 

importantly, it’s the legacy of sacrificial love that we have through 

Christ. He was on this earth for as long as he needed to be for us. 

Christ is our example of perfect love for others because He was willing 

to give up His very life. When I look at the cross, I see Love in action 

and I try to live my life likewise. My little sacrifices, in His strength, are 

just a piece of His big sacrifice for us.

It took me a long time to figure out that the thing that I was 

made for wasn’t as concrete as I believed it should be. My biggest 

obstacle was that nobody was talking to me about being called to 

do something intangible. You don’t often hear people say something 

like, “I just feel called to love, and that’s it.” The common sentiment 

around careers is, “I’m working on this degree so I can get this job 

and make money.” I can’t even express how often I’ve wished that I 

could survive without money because it would free me to just love 

people. It is counter-cultural to shape your life, and even your career, 

around something other than earning a paycheck. In a society like 

ours, pursuing a career is a prized goal. I always felt like there was 

something different for me. I felt like there was something beyond 

that cultural expectation. Yes, I needed to earn a living to survive in 

life, but what am I doing to thrive in life?

I was uniquely made for something—not a job or a paycheck, 

but a deeper purpose in life. The way I love people doesn’t look exactly 

like how my mom loved people or how St. Therese of Lisieux loved 

people. God created and gifted us differently. The journey towards 

discerning what we are made for doesn’t have to look picture perfect 

or comparable to someone else, even those you look up to. It will be 

tailored to who you are called to be and the particular way that you’re 

made. 

We often focus on tangible things that are easily broken, easily 

replaced, easily forgotten, and that eventually fade away. Titles and 

paychecks are a part of life, but sometimes the answer to what we 

are made for is far less tangible. When considering career paths and 

college aspirations, we each have the opportunity to reframe the 

questions around who we are and what we were made to do. Don’t 

be afraid if what you are made for is intangible or is not fully defined 

for you. Sometimes, seeking after the tangible can distract and blind 

us from seeing God’s purposes for our lives. Regardless of where we 

live and work or what our titles and bank accounts say, loving God and 

loving others is the “more” that we are all made for.
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I Was Made for  Advancement
By

Robby Larson 

Vice President of Advancement 

In Western culture, “advancement” often refers to the upward 

movement of society, our careers, and our incomes. Progress! It’s the 

American Dream. But that kind of “advancement” is idealistic at best 

and debilitating at worst. It’s no secret that what we do for a living, 

the success of our businesses, and our personal incomes are often 

tied to our feelings of self-worth. It’s how we introduce ourselves. 

When we meet people for the first time, we ask, “So, what do you 

do for a living?” Then we use their answers to compare ourselves to 

one another and measure up. Our careers are often a way to gain a 

sense of validation, contentment, or security. 

When I left home for college, all I wanted was to live “the 

good life.” For me, that meant climbing ladders and making millions 

of dollars in corporate marketing. I assumed that I would give some 

of my money to charitable causes that I cared about, but I would 

use the rest to enjoy a secure, happy life. The trouble is that God 

has a way of steering the course of His children’s lives to help them 

discover what they are made for. Spoiler alert: we usually get it 

wrong the first time we think we know what we are made to do. 

My goal was “the good life,” but God had other ideas about what 
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would make my life good.

I grew up in Northeast Portland with supportive and loving 

parents who modeled a life of showing up, investing in those around 

us, and participation. My parents demonstrated that when you get 

involved with something, you should really invest yourself and find a 

way to make a difference through that involvement. We weren’t the 

type of family that would show up to church and sit in the back row. 

In fact, our regular pew was right up front every Sunday. My parents 

were the kind of people who didn’t just participate, they assumed 

leadership roles. With our youth group, at our church, and on the PTA 

at my school, my parents were opportunistic in the best way possible; 

when the opportunity to serve presented itself, they would always rise 

to the occasion. They were also generous in their contributions of both 

time and money. We were a family that gave. Every Sunday when I 

was young, I would take whatever coins I had at home to give as an 

offering in my Sunday school class. Giving and serving were part of the 

rhythm of our lives. 

Growing up in a family where participation and leadership 

were priorities, my sister and I were always involved in numerous 

things. We played sports, we were involved with our youth group, 

and we participated in school activities, clubs, and many other things 

throughout middle school and high school. I was involved with 

leadership from very early on. As a second-grader, I helped start a 

student government at my elementary school because we didn’t have 

it—that was just the type of person that I was. From my sophomore 

year in high school, I knew that I wanted to major in Marketing and 

International Business, and, after graduation, I went to college at 

Pacific Lutheran University in Tacoma, Washington to do just that. I set 

a goal to get elected Student Body President by my senior year and to 

eventually graduate and become a marketing executive for a Fortune 

500 company. 

I was fortunate enough to have mentors, friends, and people I 

looked up to who encouraged me and called out the positive qualities 

they saw in me. All of my mentors were administrators or people who 

worked in roles on the periphery of the student experience, like the 

President of the university, some Vice Presidents, and the Director 

of Alumni and Parent Relations. They came alongside me and said, 

“You’ve got what it takes to be a leader,” and they weren’t the only 

ones. One day during my freshman year of college, the Student Body 

President at the time came up to me and said, “Robby, I just want you 

to know that you’d make a great Student Body President someday.” 

She didn’t even know that was a goal of mine, but it was something 

she saw in me. Like so many others, she acknowledged my potential 

and reinforced what I could become.

As I got ready to graduate from college, I was contacted 

about a job opening in Student Life at a small private university in 

Southern California. At first, I wasn’t interested in the position, but 

they dangled the carrot of free graduate school in front of me. I knew 

that if I was going to be a corporate executive, I needed to get an 

MBA and probably a law degree, and this presented an opportunity 

to do it debt-free. Additionally, I loved my time in college, so the idea 

of working in the college environment again was pretty appealing. 

I figured that it would take two years to earn my degree, and then I 

would return to the Northwest, grasp that corporate ladder, and start 

climbing. So, I took the job and moved to Southern California. I was a 

Hall Director (or, as I liked to call it, a “Dorm Mom”) for one-hundred-

and-eighty, eighteen-year-old college freshmen.

After my first few months in that role, I realized just how much 

I loved what I was doing and that I was good at it too. For the first 

time, I started to see higher education as a potential career field, not 
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just a stepping stone to get me into the corporate world. I still loved 

business, and going the corporate route was still my goal, but living 

and working among those college students made me question that 

goal. My job in Student Life brought together what I enjoyed and 

valued the most: leadership and service in a way that actually makes 

a difference in peoples’ lives. For the first time in my life, the idea of 

“vocation” started to make sense. I started to see what I was uniquely 

gifted for. I continued to work in student life, I got new positions, I 

advanced in leadership in my department, and I loved it. I worked. A 

lot. What I thought was going to be a two-year stint at the school to 

finish my MBA ended up being seven years. 

Eventually, my desire to move back to the Pacific Northwest 

became undeniable—I mostly missed weather and seasons—so I 

started to look for jobs at universities that would get me back home. 

I was fortunate enough to get a job at a school here in Oregon as 

the Director of Alumni Relations, which involved connecting graduates 

back to the university after they completed their student journey. The 

heart behind that role was to support and invest in graduates and help 

them pursue their passions by connecting them to the resources of 

their alma mater, rather than just expecting them to figure out life on 

their own. I worked in that role for five years. Eventually, I transitioned 

into a fundraising role as a Gift Officer, a natural next step because of 

the relationships I had developed with thousands of our alumni. 

Six years later, after eleven years of working at that university, I 

transitioned into my current role as the Vice President of Advancement 

at Multnomah University.  My job involves getting to know what is most 

important to our alumni, parents, and friends, and then connecting 

them to the important work happening at Multnomah. There are a lot 

of very generous people that continue to invest in this place and our 

students by making charitable gifts to the university. 

Honestly, though, there is an interesting dichotomy in my work 

because of my own relationship to money. When I began working 

in fundraising, I struggled with the temptation to immediately size 

people up based on my perception of their job or possible net worth 

instead of seeing them for who they are. It’s something that I have to 

be mindful of, and I often remind my staff to do likewise. It’s important 

for people to know that they are valued because they are inherently 

valuable, not because of the bank accounts that God has given them to 

steward. I consider it an invaluable aspect of my job to see the people 

I interact with as sons and daughters of God, not as mere checkbooks. 

While my core job is to make connections with people who might 

want to donate to Multnomah, I see it as something much deeper. 

After twenty years of advancing through my career, and now working 

in a department called “Advancement,” my perception of the word 

“advance” is no longer about monetary success or career achievement. 

The word “advance” means, “To move forward in a purposeful 

way.” I think that accurately captures what I was made to do. My job 

is to fundraise for the university, but that, in and of itself, is not an 

end. Getting a donation is not why I do what I do. I do this work so 

that those generous gifts can transform the lives of our students. By 

connecting a donor to a cause that they are passionate about, I help 

that donor to feel purposeful about their giving and connected to a 

larger community. As a result of their gift, I get to play a small role 

in helping students to discover their own passions by bolstering the 

institution where they’ve chosen to educate themselves. My job also 

allows me to contribute and connect to the lives of young people on 

our campus. I get to make a difference.

I don’t get to spend much time with current students in my 

day-to-day work; I mainly work with alumni, parents, and friends of 

the university. But the heart behind the work I do is to benefit the 
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students, so I constantly look for ways to connect with them outside of 

the office. I make an effort to go to athletic games, eat with them in the 

cafeteria, and have conversations with them. I serve pancakes at the 

late-night student breakfast during finals week and I play flag football 

on the faculty and staff team in the annual Lion Bowl. As someone 

whose job it is to encourage others to invest in this institution and 

these students, I think it’s important for me to model that investment. 

My aim is to serve students, to connect with people, and 

ultimately to help move them forward. There’s something about 

showing up, being present, and engaging with people in the place 

they are in. In my experience, the people who had the biggest impact 

on my life were the people who showed up and paid enough attention 

to my gifts to affirm me and encourage me to take the next step 

forward. I had mentors, bosses, and friends in my life who encouraged 

me and said, “You’re doing a really good job,” or “You would make a 

great (fill in the blank).” I try to give that back to the students that I 

interact with now. It’s incredibly fulfilling to speak to alumni who have 

gone on to live out their calling and they tell me that, in some way, the 

time that I spent with them, my leadership, or some nugget of wisdom 

helped them to find or understand their own calling.

I thought I knew what my passions were. I thought that I 

wanted a career that would lead to money, fame, and fortune. But I 

was wrong. God changed the course of my life and He redirected my 

desires. I have this career because of the circumstances, people, and 

mentors who helped me to discern that this is where I am supposed 

to be. For that reason, getting to know the students whose lives I am 

impacting continues to be one of the great joys of my job. I have the 

important and exciting opportunity to come alongside students and 

help them discern and pursue their callings—not to tell them what 

their passions are, but to help in the discovery process, and ultimately 

to know God better as a result.

Honestly, it took me a long time to get there myself. It took time 

to recognize that I was made for more than my work. I understand, 

theologically, that this life is temporary and eternity-to-come is far 

greater. I understand that, and yet, I’ve always been fairly focused 

on this life. The idea of being made for more than my job was not 

something I understood or focused on. Early in my life and career, my 

goal was still on earthly things; my desire to be a corporate marketing 

executive was about the pursuit of money and acknowledgment. I 

wouldn’t have said this at the time, but my hope was to be someone 

who was known by the world. I wanted to be important. Later, as 

my career in higher education began to take shape, I was, frankly, a 

workaholic. Even though the work I was doing was meaningful and in 

line with my calling, it consumed me, and my vision of a good life was 

still tied to this world. As I’ve gone through my life, I’ve found that 

living a really good life has little to do with worldly success. 

God calls us to work. He designed us for it. From the earliest 

stories in the Scripture, God placed mankind in a garden. His design 

was for us to tend to that garden as workers. Work is a good thing and 

I believe it to be God-given, but, like anything else in our lives, it can 

become an idol and it can also become something that we use to pursue 

other idols. Although God made us to work, He doesn’t strictly see us 

as workers. If your ultimate goal is success at work, you’re focused 

on the wrong thing. It is the task of every believer to ask themselves 

how their work can be part of an integrated life of growing in faith 

and walking with God. By the grace of God, I have been successful by 

the world’s standards, but that’s not the point of my life. My pursuit is 

not for success, it’s for significance that can only be realized in Jesus. 

Ultimately, no matter what we do for a living, even if it is meaningful, 

lifegiving work that ministers to others, it is important to keep work in 
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its proper perspective. I know that I’m called to the work that I do, but 

I know that it’s not who I am. I am a child of God.

I was made for advancement. I believe that God uniquely 

created me to move others forward in a purposeful way. I believe that 

the work that I do is significant and meaningful and aligned with the 

Kingdom of God. But I also know that my career path was paved by 

God. I could not have discovered this on my own. He placed those 

meaningful connections in my life and now I get to be a meaningful 

connection in students’ lives. He gave me every opportunity I’ve ever 

had. At the end of the day, the purpose of my life is to understand 

what it means to be a follower of Christ and rely on Him to move me 

forward in a purposeful way. 
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E P I L O G U E

Everyone is searching for more in their life—more meaning, 

more purpose, more fulfillment—but, in truth, we are all searching for 

God. The “more” that we are seeking is our Creator, and He planted 

a seed of desire in every person for Himself. Only He can fill that void. 

Only He can satisfy. You were made for a reason. You were made 

for God. You were made for His delight. You were made to give and 

receive His love. You were made to be in relationship with Him. You 

were made for More. 

Being made for more doesn’t downplay the role of work in 

our lives or the significance of our callings, it amplifies it. Work is 

an integral part of the human experience. We were made to create, 

develop, explore, and innovate—to fill the Earth and subdue it. God 

created us for meaningful lives of work and worship. They go hand 

in hand. In our time on Earth, we can and should develop our skills, 

take the talents that he has given us and bring back more, and do 

everything with excellence as if we were doing it for God Himself, 

because we are. But our perspective on the meaning and purpose of 

our lives should be centered on knowing God Himself. The goal of 

our lives and the center of our identities can’t rely upon the titles we 

earn, the letters after our names, or the accolades we receive, because 

they could never give us life to the full. The goal of our lives should be 

to know God, to love Him, and be in relationship with Him. He is our 

ultimate pursuit. 

You are made for more than earning. You are made for more 

than just your job. You are made for more than any human relationship. 

You are made for more than anything this life has to offer because you 

were made for Him.
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W H A T  A R E  Y O U  M A D E  F O R ?

If you would like to become a part of the Multnomah family, the 

door is wide open. Just like you, Multnomah University was made for 

a reason. Multnomah was made to journey with people on their roads 

to discover that they were made for God and how that intertwines 

with their callings. And we want to journey with you. Whether you 

are looking to earn an undergraduate, seminary, or graduate degree, 

Multnomah has the potential to be more than just an education or an 

experience—it can unlock your potential, deepen your faith, and widen 

your perspectives. Multnomah is made for those who are searching for 

a holistic life full of purpose, love, productivity, and community where 

God is at the center of everything we do. Multnomah University was 

made for you. Let’s discover what you were made for together. 

For more information, visit our website at 
www.multnomah.edu 

T O  B E  C O N T I N U E D . . .

If you enjoyed these stories and would like to read more, just 

stick around. I Am Made for More doesn’t end here. Look out for 

additional chapters from faculty, staff, and alumni. To stay up to date 

with the latest stories, follow Multnomah University on social media.

@multnomahuniversity

@multnomah

@multnomahu



I  A M  M A D E  F O R
M U L T N O M A H  I S  M A D E  F O R  M E More

Discover what you were made for. At Multnomah 

University, you will be more than a student, more than 

a scholar, more than an athlete. We believe that you 

are made for more. You were made to explore creation, 

deepen your faith, and persevere no matter what life 

throws your way. Multnomah University exists to help you 

tap into your own potential and equip you to pursue your 

calling. At Multnomah, you will journey further, grow 

stronger, and love deeper as you do life in community. 

You are made for more.
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