
Doubting is difficult, but the real threat to faith is doubting alone. Christin
Taylor’s new book, Crew, offers a surprisingly radical, practical, and
countercultural call to Christian hospitality in a world stuck in isolation.
For those with upturned lives or overturned dreams, it is a guide back
into what you were striving for all along, had you known: authentic
Christian community.

—DaviD Drury, chief of staff of The Wesleyan Church; author and coauthor 
of half a dozen books, including Being Dad and SoulShift

if this book is about finding one’s crew, then i want Christin Taylor in my
boat. Her words, anecdotes, and research are a map through the choppy
waters of guiding others—and ourselves—through life’s transitions.
Taylor draws readers in, not with simplistic solutions, but rather by
offering vivid stories of transformation. She demonstrates that healing
can only come when one fully embraces his or her own journey partnered
with community. This book is a treasure and tool for young adults, parents,
pastors, and mentors seeking wisdom on how to navigate the inevitable
shifts life presents.

—KriSTin riTzau, author of A Beautiful Mess, 
adjunct faculty member at azusa Pacific university

Christin Taylor weaves a powerful tapestry of the challenges of young
adulthood. More importantly, she brings to life the concepts of learning
partnerships and good company for young adults’ developmental journeys.
authentically sharing her own experiences and deepest thoughts and
emotions, she portrays the nature of good company in ways readers
can see in their own lives. She balances a deep sensitivity to adults’—
particularly parents’—struggles to offer the space for younger adults to
grow and the imperative that the space is essential. She not only offers
a rich description of the good company she advocates; she embodies
the principles of good company in her writing. This book will be good
company for young adults who are making their way into adulthood as
well as those who are trying to accompany them.

—MarCia BaxTer MagolDa, author of Authoring Your Life



Finding your way in a sea of opposition can be one of the greatest
struggles encountered in life. in Crew, Christin Taylor guides readers
through the process of overcoming the hurdles and challenges that exist
on this journey. Filled with vulnerable stories of how she overcame
these same struggles, Taylor shares a simple yet effective approach to
opening our lives, and the freedom that comes in trusting in community.
if you’ve ever felt misguided, alone, or afraid of how to go on, this is
the book for you.

—JereMy SuMMerS, coauthor of Awakening Grace, 
director of spiritual formation for The Wesleyan Church

Christin Taylor is one of those rare writers able to draw insight and
wisdom from her own experience, and to communicate life lessons
through riveting personal narrative. Her language is direct, uncluttered,
mercifully free of cleverness, and entirely fresh. if you are looking for
genuine inspiration, presented in a wonderfully humble voice, then this
is the book, which is about thriving in that face of adversity, is for you.
Taylor listens as she speaks, a skill that allows a higher voice to flow
into her writing.

—DuSTin Beall SMiTH, author of 
Key Grip: A Memoir of Endless Consequences
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We are only fellow travelers—at different places on the road,
perhaps, but fallible and ordinary nonetheless.

—MargareT guenTHer
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The long arm of dawn curled somewhere behind the horizon,
not yet ready to touch the morning pink. i stood on the sidewalk
wrapped in a quiet i seldom heard in los angeles. everyone was
in bed by now. at 3:30 a.m., even the partiers, divas, musicians,
artisans, and bohemians were unwinding into sleep. over me the
silhouette of a lone palm tree arched against the slate sky. Dwayne
pushed another suitcase into the corner of the back seat, the dome
lights muted by the piles of boxes and bags already filling every
blank space. 

“are we ready to get noelle?” i asked, my voice hushed into
the creases of that strange hour—not quite night and not quite

Introduction
THE LONG ROAD TO 

BELLINGHAM



morning. even though Dwayne and i had been up since midnight
going over every last detail of our long move up the coast, my
body jumped with adrenaline. Just three hours before, i folded
my outfit for the first day on the road into a neat pile beside the
suitcases. Dwayne and i rehearsed the order in which we would
do everything the next morning, keeping our voices low so as
not to wake my cousins in the next room. We would get up, dress,
put the bags in the car, then, finally, get the most precious cargo
of all: lift noelle carefully out of her Pak ’n Play, and tuck her
into the car seat as seamlessly as possible so as not to wake her. 

We were leaving at 3:30 in the morning because it would take
twelve hours to drive up the spine of California. This was just
the first of a three-day journey from Southern California to
Bellingham, Washington, the last big city before the Canadian
border. Some friends of ours, who have three kids of their own,
advised us to leave early in the morning, while noelle was still
asleep. “That way, she’ll sleep for the first three hours of the
trip,” my friend said. 

Dwayne looked around the empty driveway of my cousin’s
house. our eyes met for a moment in the hush of that in-between
hour, and he nodded. 

inside the house, every room was still. i padded my way back
down the hallway to the guest room where Dwayne and i had
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stayed the first night we moved to l.a., seven years earlier. So
much had changed since then.

i pushed open the door to see the shadow of the Pak ’n Play
wedged up to the foot of our bed. Seven years ago, Dwayne and
i slept in that bed as a newly married couple, just twenty-one and
twenty-two. now here we were with a two-year-old, making
another cross-country move. only this time we weren’t leaving
the home our parents had built for us, we were leaving the home
we had built for ourselves.

i slid my hands as smoothly as possible beneath the warm
lump of my daughter’s body and lifted. i touched her gently to
my shoulder, trying to glide over the carpet, but in three steps,
she was awake. She blinked and lifted her warm cheek off my
shoulder, immediately alert.

i buckled her into the car seat, reassuring myself that she
would fall asleep once we started driving. This was going to be
one long ride if we had to keep her entertained from the dark
hours of the morning to the rosy hours of evening.

“is that everything?” Dwayne asked as we buckled ourselves
in. i looked out the window at my cousin’s house. They had let
us stay with them for our last night in l.a., since the majority of
our belongings were purged, sold, and given away. What was left
had been puzzled inside our u-haul trailer. 



i took a deep breath and turned back toward him. “That’s
everything.” Taking each other’s hands, we pulled out into that
gray hour, saying good-bye to our friends, our family, our city,
and our twenties.

los angeles was not just the city where we lived after graduat-
ing from college; it was the city where we shipwrecked. it was the
city where we crashed into the waves of adulthood, shattered like
debris, and gradually floated onto the golden sands of home. as we
hauled our trailer up the grapevine, i looked back at the grand basin
where my life had pooled and reshaped over the last seven years.

Sharon Daloz Parks says in her book Big Questions, Worthy
Dreams that most everyone hits a metaphorical shipwreck in their
twenties.1 This is an event, big or small, subtle or not, that rips
apart the very fabric of our identity. Shipwreck can be triggered
by any number of things. it can happen because we don’t get the
job we want, a significant relationship falls apart, we experience
physical illness or injury, or we discover an intellectual construct
no longer works for us. regardless of the cause of shipwreck, the
result is the same: calling into question everything we think we
know about ourselves, the world, and god. it threatens us in a
total and primal way.

Dwayne and i had both experienced our shipwrecks in l.a.
Mine had to do with working in the film industry: a career that
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shattered me and forced me to look deep inside my own motiva-
tions, my own sense of self. i was a shadow of a girl living to
prove herself to the world through what i perceived as success
and mission. What i learned instead was that i would always be
a shadow of a girl if any part of my identity and future was built
by my own hands. instead, i learned to trust a god whom C. S.
lewis described, via his picture of aslan, as wild but good—a
god i could not pin down, could not predict, but was forced
nonetheless to trust despite the wreck he led me into.2 in the end,
i found a future—an identity fuller, richer, deeper, and more
authentic than any i could have bought, borrowed, or scraped
together on my own.

all of this coming apart and pulling back together again hap-
pened in the hands of some very wise and beautiful people. i felt
the air leave my lungs every time i imagined leaving them behind
in the sun and grit of l.a.—erika, Drew, Melissa, lynn, David,
Jeff, amy, Teresa, Kristin. The names trotted out from my heart
like streamers chasing our car north. How would i find my way
forward without these people in my life anymore? i watched as
the hills swallowed them up, tucking them behind peak after peak.

in her book Authoring Your Life, Marcia Baxter Magolda writes
that when we move from adolescence to young adulthood, a shift
happens in the hierarchies of our life.3 Whereas our parents,



teachers, and coaches once sat on the front of the tandem bike
leading our way, guiding us through tough decisions, now, the
steering is up to us. They must get off the bike and take their
seats behind us. We move forward and take the handlebars. We
still need them in our lives, but we need them in a separate fac-
ulty other than authority. Baxter Magolda calls this being good
company—a theory that has been adopted by universities across
the country as they seek to educate their students both in- and
outside the classroom. 

indeed, when i was living in l.a., clawing my way through
some of the darkest days of my life, it was erika, Drew, Jeff,
amy, and all the names i listed above who had sat on the back of
my bike and given me forward momentum, all the while allowing
me to learn who i was and how to be an adult.

We were moving to Bellingham now, because Dwayne took
a position as a resident director at Western Washington univer-
sity. i was just thirty years old, he was twenty-nine, both on the
cusp of a new decade of our lives. We were turning toward a new,
more committed phase of life. Dwayne had finally found a career
he loved in student affairs, i was teaching and writing, and we
were planning on expanding our family soon. 

in so many ways, my shipwreck felt behind me, though its
ripples were still present in my life. in so many ways, i felt like
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an adult, as if we were finally starting life, the chaos and scram-
ble and transition of young adulthood behind us. it was time for
us to invest in our family and our careers, which were both ded-
icated to working with college students and young adults. it was
time for us to move from being young adults ourselves in need
of good company, to thirtysomethings offering good company to
the young adults in our backyard.

i mean “backyard” almost literally. as a resident director,
Dwayne was provided a two-bedroom apartment on the second
floor of edens Hall, a grand building perched on the side of an
arboretum and facing out toward the Puget Sound. Below our
window, the rest of the campus of Western Washington university
unfurled into the downtown of Bellingham, which likewise
unfurled into the bay. The students lived above and all around us.
They paced back and forth outside our door. We rode the elevator
with them, ate dinners in the dining hall with them, and took long
walks in the evening all around campus with noelle speeding away
on her little trike hollering at all the students she knew. 

everything i’ve learned about being good company started
during our two years in Bellingham. i watched as Dwayne and
his staff implemented the learning theories of Marcia Baxter
Magolda. i read and researched young adult identity develop-
ment theories as i wrote my first book. Most importantly, 



i hosted a steady stream of twentysomethings and college stu-
dents in our apartment. i cooked dinner for them. We played
games and knitted and crocheted together. We watched movies
and had coffee together. But mostly we sat into the late hours of
the night talking about life and the future.

as i write this book about being and finding good company,
it’s hard for me not to return to Western Washington university
and the staff and students we met there over and over again in my
mind. Story after story blooms from the page, based on the lives
of these people, the insights, the education. The truth is that
WWu does extraordinarily well at providing good company to
its students. Their entire residential education model was based
on Marcia Baxter Magolda’s theory of self-authorship and the
steps she proposes for walking with young adults through major
transitions.

as you read this book, you’ll meet many students and staff
members from Western, the fertile ground where i learned most
about how to be good company. We may not all be so lucky to
work or live at an institution that has so methodically and care-
fully cultivated an environment of good partnership and has
watched its students and employees flourish in response. and
so, in this book, i hope to share with you just a little of what i
learned there and pass along the goodness.
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i knew we weren’t in los angeles anymore when we rounded
the corner and saw a gorgeous buck blinking at us from the side
of the road. He stood regal and silent; his sinewy neck arched
elegantly back, his antlers framing the sky. Dwayne and i gasped
in astonishment.

“noelle, look!” i whispered, as if the buck could hear us outside
the glass and metal of our vehicle. in an instant, he was gone,
melting away into the thicket of dark green trees that lined the
sides of the road. amazingly, we saw this bit of wildlife on the
edge of campus, in the grid of the city, not out in the wilds of
Washington. We had finally arrived in Bellingham just a few

1
THE BUCK



minutes earlier, and were driving along the arm of road that
hugged the edge of campus.

We had successfully pulled our trailer over the grapevine and
then the Sierra nevada mountains between California and oregon,
but none of those inclines ground our engine like that one final
short but steep driveway up into the parking lot of the residence
hall where we would be living. Western Washington university
sits on the hills above Bellingham, and our car reminded us with
much groaning and choking of just how far we had come from
the broad, smooth freeways of los angeles.

“Welcome!” a lanky man with a newsboy hat called as he took
the pavement in sweeping strides toward us. Dwayne parked the
car and hopped out. i tumbled out of the passenger seat crum-
pled and relieved to finally have arrived. “i’m John!” the man
smiled and shook my hand. i knew from Dwayne’s descriptions
that this was Dr. John Purdie, the associate director of residence
life and the man who had hired Dwayne. in other words, he was
the boss.

one by one, the rest of the residence life staff strode around
the corner of the building and welcomed us with open arms. i
was relieved to find myself wrapped in warm hugs from people
with smiling faces. names followed the faces in a string of 
syllables i could barely remember: June, Jake, Hui-ling, Dave,
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Chenthu, Matt. one name in particular stuck though—
Stephanie. “i’m so excited to finally meet you!” Stephanie
crooned when she saw me. She gave me a big hug and her silky
black hair brushed across my cheek. “if ever you need anything,
just let me know. i can tell you where the grocery stores are and
the best gas stations.” Beneath the warmth of her smile, i felt
my anxieties about making friends evaporate. Here was a friend,
ready to go.

“This is where you’re going to be living.” John pointed up to
the building beneath which we had parked. “it’s the second old-
est building on campus but was renovated just a few years ago.”
i looked up to see a broad, brick face with stately white pillars.
Whitewashed steps marched to the lip of the entrance. Hugging
the back of the residence hall, a massive arboretum rose to the
sky, blotting out the horizon. inside, John showed us an elegant
wood staircase that curved around the wall and led to the second
floor. Down the hall on the left, he slipped his key into a door and
opened it to show us our new apartment. 

The resident director apartment was three dorm rooms remod-
eled into a two bedroom apartment complete with a full kitchen.
Windows stretched across the outside wall. Through the glass,
leafy branches waved, touching the tops of other residence halls
farther down the hill. Beyond the branches and residence halls,



i could see the wink and blink of water rippling out to the horizon.
i looked up to take in the fourteen-foot ceilings. The apartment
felt spacious and newly cleaned. The carpet was an industrial low-
cropped blue, and the furniture provided by the school was the
same shade of blue, upholstered in fire-retardant material—the
kind of furniture you might find in a student lounge.

“What do you think?” Dwayne whispered as we walked from
room to room. i nodded my head.

“good,” i said with a smile. We could make a home here. 
Dwayne beamed as we walked around the residence hall and

then out onto campus. His excitement was almost tangible.
Working for a school like Western was a dream job. They had an
outstanding residence life program. using the learning theories
of Marcia Baxter Magolda, John had cultivated a residential
education Model that fell in line beautifully with everything
Dwayne had been learning in graduate school. The program at
Western not only groomed excellent student leaders, but also
excellent student affairs professionals.

as a part of the program, every student affairs professional
was required to be trained in Marcia Baxter Magolda’s theory of
self-authorship and good company, and each resident advisor had
to begin by taking a class to learn the principles of how to be
good company for their residents.
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it was in this context that i became acquainted with Baxter
Magolda’s work and her learning-partner theory. and it was in
this context, living among college students and student affairs
professionals, that i started to ask a question: “What is the dif-
ferent between being a mentor and being good company?” on
the surface these roles seem almost interchangeable. Both
involve working with young adults, both denote a type of rela-
tionship that helps us navigate unknown waters, and both teach
us something integral about who we are. 

So, having gotten up the courage, i e-mailed Marcia my
question. a few days later, i got this reply, written in Marcia’s
generous tone: “i think of mentoring being different [from]
good company in that it has an element of hierarchy to it;
whereas, good company walks side by side or even behind the
young adult.”

after spending the last five years living among college students
and student affairs professionals and after having read and
researched as many books on young adult identity development
as i could find, here is what i have walked away understanding:
While the mentor relationship can be a powerful one, it is some-
thing other than and different from being good company. 

essentially, mentoring is someone standing ahead of us, lead-
ing us, imparting to us some great knowledge and experience we



have yet to find on our own. Carl Jung offers an archetype of the
mentor as an old man who “represents knowledge, reflection,
insight, wisdom, cleverness and intuition.”1 This old man appears
in our lives when we need “insight, understanding, good advice,
determination, planning,” but can’t muster these gifts on our
own.2 in other words, the mentor arrives at just the right moment
to bail us out, to rescue us. The mentor is more learned, wiser,
and more powerful than us. and by the mentor’s power he or she
can shield, protect, and guard us from ourselves. The mentor rela-
tionship is a gift in and of its own right. But it is not what this
book is about.

This book is about making our own way, about finding and
being good company. good company doesn’t stand in front of
us or even beside us, but behind us. good company offers us
encouragement when we need it, pushes us forward when we’d
like to retreat, but all the while lets us steer the proverbial ship,
lets us pick and choose our own way forward. good company
does not shield, does not protect, and cannot even really light our
way forward. good company is there for another reason
entirely—to help us learn who we are.

right now, our parents, if they’ve happened to pick up this
book, just had a heart attack. The last thing they want is for us to
have full control of the ship of our life and accidentally careen
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onto the craggy shores of life. i get this. i’m a parent now. My
whole life is dedicated to protecting my children, keeping my
daughter from falling out of a tree and breaking her neck, keep-
ing my son from choking on a rubber band. Hopefully one day i’ll
have nurtured them well enough, led them and trained them well
enough that they don’t eventually self-implode. it’s a weighty task
and one that vexes my every moment with love and anxiety.

So i understand how terrifying the concept of good company
sounds to the ears of a parent. The freedom good company lends
us to make our own choices sounds like a useless and dangerous
thing. and i would be lying if i said that the power we find in good
company to steer our own future isn’t in some way dangerous.

“My children are making decisions now with huge conse-
quences. it doesn’t always feel like they are prepared to make
those decisions, but there they are—on the tightrope without a
net.” These words still echo in my ears. They came from a for-
mer professor of mine. a good professor and extraordinary dad.
i’ve known him for more than ten years now and have watched
his young adult children morph from scrappy kids running
around the church parking lot to twentysomethings both gradu-
ated and married.

My professor openly admits that he and his wife don’t much
care for this phase of parenting. “as a parent, i feel as powerless



as i’ve ever been in my parental experience.” He and his wife
have wrestled for the past couple years with their new role in
their children’s lives. They’ve struggled to stand on the sidelines
and watch as their young adult children make choices that they
don’t agree with and find unwise. it’s broken their hearts as
they’ve tried to speak into their kids’ lives, only to watch their
advice be rejected or simply ignored.

The truth is, from the outside looking in, his kids are doing great.
They’re both happily married, in strong relationships, and navigat-
ing their way through their twenties with as much surety as can be
expected of any of us who are wading into the waters of adulthood
for the first time. Still, one child rushed quickly into marriage, and
the other doesn’t care much for church or faith at the moment.
These decisions have made their parents reel with anxiety.

in a moment of candor, my professor lamented, “Where they
were making significant decisions before, in their childhood, we
were there to give counsel. But when they leave our home, the
assumption is we’ll mind our own business.” and he’s absolutely
right. There is a way in which our parents have to step back and
give up control in our lives when we leave home.

He’s echoing Baxter Magolda’s analogy of the tandem bike.
He is articulating just how difficult it’s been for him and his wife
to move to the back seat of the bike. They no longer call the shots,
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or make the decisions. He’s struggling to figure out just how
much influence he wields in his children’s lives now that he no
longer has authority. 

What my professor faces—what all of our parents face when
they watch us go off to college and then step out into a world full
of choices and mammoth risks—is an infinite sea of self-doubt
and a gagging sense of fear. and the truth is, all of their fears are
our fears too. What if we don’t find a career? What if we marry
the wrong person—or no person at all and end up alone at the
end of our lives? What if we spiral down in our young adult years
rather than up? What if we encounter disappointment so devas-
tating that we shatter into irretrievable pieces? The “what-ifs”
skirt the landscape of our twenties like skittish deer, calling into
question everything we think we know about ourselves, the
world around us, and god.

it’s in the face of such uncertainty and such elusive answers,
that Marcia Baxter Magolda, enters the scene and says that what
we need as young adults on our journey toward ourselves is good
company. not someone to take our hands and lead us through
the choppy, threatening terrain of our twenties, but someone to sit
behind us, traveling with us.

How on earth could it possibly be good for us, in the face of
such huge consequences, in the midst of such unwieldy hopes



and dreams, with still only a bud of ourselves understood, to have
someone riding behind us, letting us choose all along our own
futures, our own destinies, our own heartbreaks?

That is what this book is about. So let’s dive in. let’s look first
at what exactly good company is, then what it is we are facing in
our twenties that requires such good company. and then let us
look at how we go about finding and being good company.
Where can we find her? How do we get him? and how can we
offer company to those closest to us?

ultimately, the answers to these questions are not what we
would expect. or rather, they’re not what we, and particularly our
parents, might hope for. But they’re exactly what we need. like
the elegant buck standing on the crux of the road, good company
meets us in the transition between two states, two selves, signal-
ing to us that a whole new adventure is about to begin.
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“i’m going to send you to a nutritionist because you need to
start gaining weight.” My ob-gyn looked at me with worried
eyes. He was a jolly older gentleman with gray hair and a bow tie,
on the cusp of retirement. With that worried look and a flick of his
pen, he scheduled for me to meet with a nutritionist associated with
the hospital. “i want her to tell us what you can eat.” i was now eight
months pregnant, and although the little boy inside my womb was
growing healthy and strong, my doctor was afraid that if i continued
to lose weight, the baby’s health would also be compromised.

i nodded my head and lifted my skeletal frame off the 
examining table, proceeding with my swollen belly out the door.

8
GLUTEN FREE 



a few days later, i sat in the nutritionist’s office surrounded by
more books and fliers than i’d ever seen in one small space.
Beside me, noelle played with a basket of plastic fruit, bread,
and meat. She proceeded to make for me a very thick sandwich
complete with grapes and sausage wedged between the slices of
bread. The nutritionist sat across from me, the light from the
large window lighting her hair. “So tell me what you’ve been
eating.”

i pulled two folded pages out of my bag and spread them out
across her desk. on each page i had the meal plan of the previ-
ous two weeks. Her bright eyes scanned over the menus. i
scooted forward in my chair and reached toward the pages. “i
got sick on this day,” i said pointing to the Wednesday when i
had prepared tortellini for dinner. “i also got sick on this day,” i
said running my finger to the next meal of homemade pizza. “But
i didn’t get sick on this day,” i said pointing to the Friday when
i had made salmon, brown rice, and salad. With resignation, i
flopped back into the chair just in time for noelle to lift her meal
of rubber bread to my lips. 

The nutritionist looked over my plans and with hardly a beat
said pointedly, “you should definitely eliminate gluten from your
diet immediately. i’ll send some paperwork over for you to get
your blood drawn and see if you have celiac disease.”
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“What’s that?” i asked, a glimmer of hope flitting through my
chest. not that i wanted anything including the word disease in
its title, but i had been sick for six months, week after week spent
living in fear of food, hungry day after day, yet unable to eat
without pain. My ob-gyn had no answers for me. neither did my
primary care physician, and even two visits with the gastroen-
terologist left me without explanation.

“We’re not sure what’s making you so sick,” he had said. “i
know you’re in a lot of pain, but if you can just bear it until the
baby is born, then we’ll run our tests.” of course i would wait
until the baby was born. no matter how much pain i was in, i
would never knowingly do anything to endanger the eggplant-
sized little boy growing inside me. i went home resigned to live
through another three months of debilitating pain.

i did not walk into the nutritionist’s office that day looking
for an answer to the pain, as much as i was looking for food.
even though i was plagued by stomach pain nearly every hour of
the day, i was also hungry, hungry to my bones. The prospect of
having a diagnosis and thereby finally getting answers was
thrilling. eliminate gluten. Celiac disease. Suddenly, someone
was saying words that sounded like an explanation.

“The wheat we eat today is vastly different from the wheat
our grandmothers cooked with,” the nutritionist explained.



She leaned back in her chair with an easy air, as if she was not
looking at a woman on the verge of despair, wracked by hunger
and pain. i wanted to shake her and say, “This is serious! Don’t
smile so much! Can’t you see i’m sick?”

and still she drawled on in her even tone. “our bodies aren’t
meant to process the amount of gluten genetically engineered
into our wheat. Most people do fine, but then there are others,
the canaries, who suffer.”

noelle handed me a plate of fake spaghetti and i suddenly
saw it with new eyes. ironic. in my attempts to assuage the
pain, i had cut everything out of my diet except for oatmeal and
toast, thinking those foods would be safe. in reality, they were
possibly making me even sicker.

i greedily took the thick red folder the nutritionist gave me,
packed with information on gluten allergies and celiac disease. “i
might have celiac disease,” i spoke breathlessly over the phone
to my mother.

“What does that mean?” my mom asked. and i explained as
best i could from the nutritionist’s words. 

“it means no flour, no bread, no pasta. i guess i can do corn
and rice. i have lots more reading to do!”

By the end of the first day without gluten, i could sense a shift
in my body. By the end of day three, a miracle had happened.
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after living for six months with inexplicable pain, only made
worse by the aches and nausea of pregnancy, i was finally pain
free. Just like that, without any drugs or tests or surgeries. a sim-
ple elimination diet cured me. By the end of the week, i had
more energy than i’d had since before i had gotten pregnant.
Dwayne and i went to Trader Joe’s and pillaged their gluten-
free granola and corn pasta. We stopped by the local Fred Meyer
where i spent hours staring at the gluten-free aisle devouring
with my eyes all the foods i had been denied for the last three
months: gingersnap cookies, macaroons, pancakes, homemade
bread. i ate three and four helpings at each meal and gloried in
the satisfaction of no broken glass in my gut.

i waited anxiously for my blood results to come in. Wordlessly,
i hoped with nearly a pathological fervor that i had celiac disease.
as absurd as this sounds, i felt i needed a definitive medical answer
to validate the last six months of pain i had endured. Without that
validation, i worried that perhaps i was just overreacting, working
myself into a tizzy over something that any other woman could
endure with grace. i was certain that, without the doctor’s diagno-
sis, others would think i was simply being high maintenance.

“Why do you think that?” Dwayne asked me with a tinge of
irritation in his voice. i sat in a puddle of tears, bawling and bawl-
ing because, just that afternoon, the doctor had called, and my



test results had come back negative. i did not have celiac dis-
ease. “Just because the doctor’s say you don’t have celiac dis-
ease, doesn’t mean something’s not wrong with you. i mean, look
how much better you’re doing after taking out gluten? That’s not
a figment of your imagination.”

To hear him validate me and my six months of suffering as
more than a weak woman exaggerating was a comfort, and i took
it in pieces, trying to calm down. in truth, after fighting my body
for half the year, the long finger of depression was already start-
ing to tap on the door of my heart, though i couldn’t yet see it. i
was mentally and emotionally worn down, even now that the
physical pain was relieved. i had no buoyancy, no way to cope
with bad news or disappointment.

“not having celiac disease is a good thing,” the nutritionist
chuckled on the other end of the phone. The lightness in her
voice irritated me. i wanted her to take all of this as seriously as
i was. “it means you don’t have to worry about having a parti-
cle or speck of gluten. if you get a crumb of toast on the same
knife you’re buttering your gluten-free toast, you’ll be fine.”

“But just having a sensitivity to gluten can still result in all the
pain i’ve been in?” i asked feebly. 

“yes,” the nutritionist said. “it can cause the kinds of reac-
tions you’re having. The gold standard for knowing if you have

96

CREW



97

GLUTEN FREE

a sensitivity to gluten is simply eliminating it from your diet and
seeing how you feel.”

Well, there was no denying it. i felt rejuvenated. The evapo-
ration of pain from my gut sent my body soaring. it felt so good
not to hurt.

“Why do you need the doctor’s validation?” Dwayne had
asked me when i was in my fit of despair over not having celiac
disease. i couldn’t quite answer his question. His words clipped
ahead of me then bounced back to echo through my psyche.

i felt i needed an expert’s diagnosis because i didn’t yet trust
my own capacity to know when i was healthy and when i was not.
This type of knowing felt outside of me, ethereal and intangible.
How could it be enough to simply trust my body? Couldn’t i be
tricking myself? Couldn’t i be weak and overreacting like i had
done over and over again as a little girl? 

Dwayne’s question pushed me to wrestle with my own capac-
ity to know. He was enacting Marcia Baxter Magolda’s fourth
principle of learning partnerships: good company validates the
learner’s capacity to know.1 i was not just an empty vessel that
could be told by the doctors whether or not i was sick. i knew,
deep in my body that i was sick, and i needed to learn to trust that
knowing and to move toward a plan of health whether or not any
doctors ever recognized how sick i was.



Dr. John Purdie explained this fourth principle of learning part-
nership to me further. He said, “When a student says, ‘The sky is
gray,’ you don’t say, ‘no it’s not. it’s blue!’ you respect, honor,
and take as valid what [a person’s] own experience is.”2 in other
words, validating someone’s capacity to know means respecting
his or her particular understanding of the world at that moment,
regardless of your own perspective on the matter.

i see this all the time with the freshmen that i teach now. as
a part of my course, we work through articles and videos that
deal with difference and the “other.” We talk about white priv-
ilege, straight privilege, and socioeconomic privilege. These
conversations inevitably get heated, but they also engender an
amazing sense of camaraderie in my classes. it’s fascinating
to watch my students learn to voice their own biases and opin-
ions and to greet each other with challenge, but also empathy.
They are beginning to piece together their own sense of author-
ity about issues like racism on campus, minimum wage laws,
and sexual objectification in the media.

in the same way, i was still learning, eight years out of college,
how to trust my own capacity to know. By asking me why i felt i
needed the doctor’s validation, Dwayne forced me to acknowledge
my own experience and to trust my ability to know at a funda-
mental level. We weren’t dealing with heady identity theories. i
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wasn’t trying to grasp my ability to know in a transcendent way. i
was taking baby steps, learning to trust my ability to know in the
most basic and physical of ways: my health and the wellness of my
own body.


