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Readers' Discussion Questions
1. Sarah finds the news she has been granted guardianship of her deceased sister’s children surprising and most unwelcome. Have you ever been given an unwanted responsibility? How did you respond?

2. Lydia frets that she and her brothers and sisters might be forced to do things “the fancy way” if their aunt Sarah chooses to come to stay. Why do you think Lydia inwardly expresses so much concern about “modern ways”?

3. The rift between Sarah and her sister, Ivy, began developing during their earliest years. In our society, the expectation is that sibling relationships will be close, particularly between sisters. This makes it even more painful when such is not the case. Can you think of similar situations? What can Christians do to foster healthy family relationships?

4. What do you think of the phrase on page 25: “What’s confessed aloud affects a person more than we know?”

5. Sarah takes comfort in her busy schedule and the income and luxuries her lucrative career has brought her, yet the very characteristics (efficient, focused, direct) that have made her successful also tend to isolate her from others. Discuss some ways in which personal strengths can become spiritual weaknesses.

6. Unlike the Old Order Amish, New Order Amish believe in the assurance of God’s salvation. To them, things like having electricity and telephones are not impediments to holy living. For us as well, it can at times be difficult to separate parts of our Christian culture from the essentials of faith. Talk about some traditions or practices that might fall into this category.

7. Sarah views her sister Ivy’s Amish world as “an escape from reality” when some might consider Sarah’s “self-made ‘kingdom’” in Portland to be the same thing. Is each sister turning from reality in her own way, or does Ivy’s choice of the Plain life stem from something else?

8. Ivy takes a great risk in entrusting her children’s future to an unbeliever, even though that person is her sister. Do you think she is wise to do this? What would you do in her situation?

9. Sarah is a self-described “material girl” who is, in the eyes of her eldest niece, “caught up in the world and its pleasures.” Contrast this philosophy with Ivy and Gil’s belief that “In shedding nonessentials, one sheds vanity.” What does the Bible have to say about such issues? Can getting rid of one’s excess truly bring inner peace?

10. Against her doctor’s advice, Ivy decides to trust God, the Great Physician, for her healing rather than be admitted to the hospital. What do you think of Ivy’s decision? Do you see any tension in the relationship between faith and medicine?

11. Lydia admonishes herself to patiently “Trust the Lord God for His timing.” Have you ever faced a difficult situation when you had to do exactly that? Did the experience or outcome of doing so differ in any way from your expectations?

12. The picture of Meggie is a painful reminder to Sarah, yet it’s the one piece of her past she hasn’t pushed away. Why do you think she clings to it?

13. Turn to page 223 and consider the metaphor of the shells that Ivy learned from her father. What do you think of the idea that the external trappings and circumstances of our life affect our internal life? 

14. What does Miriam’s tale about the smithy on pages 291 and 292 have to say to us about guilt and forgiveness? 

15. Sarah is unable to grieve Ivy’s death until nearly the end of the book. Why does it take her so long to come to that point? 

16. When Ivy turns to the Lord, she confesses that she no longer has “a need to dominate those around me, especially Sarah.” Why do you think this is so? Has faith ever led you to a place where you needed to seek forgiveness from someone? What was that experience like?

17. What do you think of Sarah’s ultimate choice? Has a circumstance or event caused you to radically rethink your life priorities?

