
Exhale Book Club Discussion Guide 

July: Everything Happens for a Reason by Kate Bowler 

* There may be spoilers in this. You’ve been warned! * 
 

Kate Bowler wrote her dissertation on the 
history of the prosperity gospel in America. 
She’s familiar with a church and a people 
who explain suffering as a result of sin, and 
that if you just have more faith things will get 
better and God will reign down favor on you. 
So when she walks through several big life 
events in somewhat short succession that 
look like Suffering with a capital-S, Bowler 
knows what the world would tell her to do: 
pray more, trust more, love God more. But 
she acknowledges that isn’t always easy or possible, and it doesn’t guarantee that your suffering goes away. 
This book explores the generic responses we so often give and receive when going through tough times 
and how they are thoroughly inadequate for a life spent in pursuit of wholeness.  

“And I did discover that the prosperity gospel encourages people (especially its leaders) to buy private jets 
and multi-million dollar homes as evidence of God’s love. But I also saw the desire for escape. Believers 
wanted an escape from poverty, failing health, and the feeling that their lives were leaky buckets. Some 
people wanted Bentleys but more wanted relief from the wounds of the past and the pain of their 
present… I would love to report that what I found in the prosperity gospel was something so foreign and 
terrible to me that I was warned away. But what I discovered was both familiar and painfully sweet: the 
promise that I could curate my life, minimize my losses, and stand on my successes.” - Preface  

Q1: In what ways do you fall prey to the world’s insistence that you can curate your life, circumstances-be-
damned?  
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“I would love to report that what I found in the 
prosperity gospel was something so foreign and terrible to 

me that I was warned away.  
But what I discovered was both familiar and painfully 

sweet: the promise that I could curate my life, 
minimize my losses, and stand on my successes.” 

- Preface



“Fairness is one of the most compelling claims of the American Dream, a vision of success propelled by 
hard work, determination, and maybe the occasional pair of bootstraps… It is the language of 
entitlements.” - p. 7 

Q2: In a time where we are discussing privilege and entitlement like never before, how does the language 
of “fairness” creep into your own vocabulary or mindset?  

“I have had two perfect moments in my life. The first was running down the aisle with Toban on our 
wedding day… And the other was when they put Zach in my arms for the first time and we looked at 
each other like it was a conspiracy of mutual adoration. These are my Impossible Thoughts. These are my 
Can’t-Live-Withouts. I cannot picture a world where I am not theirs. Where I am simply gone.” - p.12 

Q3: What are your perfect moments, the ones that define who you are and the life you have lived?  

“In a spiritual world in which healing is a divine right, illness is a symptom of unconfessed sin—a 
symptom of a lack of forgiveness, unfaithfulness, unexamined attitudes, or careless words. A suffering 
believer is a puzzle to be solved.” - p. 16 

Q4: Have you ever experience this desire for society—especially Christian ones—to “fix” moments of 
suffering instead of walk through them with you? And have you maybe done that with other people, too? 
(I know I have, and am working hard to change.)  

“What would it mean for Christians to give up that little piece of the American Dream that says, ‘You are 
limitless’? Everything is not possible. The mighty Kingdom of God is not yet here. What if rich did not 
have to mean wealthy, and whole did not have to mean healed? What if being people of ‘the gospel’ meant 
that we are simply people with good news? God is here. We are loved. It is enough.” - p.21 

Q5: That’s the question: what would the world look like? What would your own world look like if the 
above were true?  

Bowler experienced extreme discomfort and pain while pregnant, the loose joints of pregnancy 
exaggerated by her already lax joints from a medical condition. “The baby was safe and snug, but it was, 
literally, pulling me apart” (p. 48) And even so, she faces the same remarks that we all have by well-
meaning, already-parents: the “just-you-waits.”  
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Q6: What was the least helpful “just you wait” that you received when preparing to bring home your first 
(or second or third, etc.)?  

Q7: What do you wish that person had said instead?  

Bowler’s life is full of pastors: “My colleagues teach pastors, my friends are pastors, and my students are 
going to be pastors” (p. 54). So when she goes in for surgery, there is a relay team of pastors praying for her 
at every second. She writes, “They are teaching me the first lesson of my new cancer life—the first thing to 
go is pride.” 

Q8: Have you been in a situation that stripped you of your pride? What was it, and how did you cope?  

This book is hard to read—but also, honestly, really funny. Bowler has an impeccable balance of light and 
dark, a great sense of comic relief peppered throughout the book. The scene on page 55 where she tells the 
doctor who almost didn’t order her the CT scan that diagnosed her cancer that “I had better not die 
looking into your eyes” is especially laughter-inducing.  

Q9: Does laughter help you through tough times? Why do you think that is?  

As Bowler is in recovery from her surgery and drugged to the high heavens, she speaks to her friends and 
family with conviction and without a filter. She tells them hard things, things that encourage them to let 
go, to move on, to take the job, to stop living life for everyone else. She writes: “All these words I am 
tripping over are benedictions. Live unburdened. Live free. Live without forevers that don’t always come. 
These are my best hopes for you, that you press forward at last. I don’t know how to die, but I know how 
to press this crushing grief into hope, hope for them.” - p. 60 

Q10: Is it easier for you to give hope to others than to yourself ? Is hope like grace in this way, hard to 
receive, easier to give away?  

Bowler often misses the large Mennonite community that she and her husband Toban grew up in 
together. One of the things she misses during her recovery is how they are also good at suffering together. 
She writes, “…they insist that suffering never be done alone” (p. 61-62). 
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Q11: In what ways does your community suffer together? Do they do it well or not?  

“I keep having the same unkind thought—I am preparing for death and everyone else is on Instagram. I know 
that’s not fair—that life is hard for everyone—but I sometimes feel like I’m the only one in the world who 
is dying.” - p.64-65 

Q12: Bowler’s example is extreme, of course, but there are lots of times we look around at what is 
happening around us—everyone’s highlight reels on Instagram—and we know we’ve got it worst. Do you 
have a cure for this in your own life?  

When Bowler is faced with a very uncertain diagnosis, she acts (and is) outraged anytime an older person 
complains about growing old. “I’m so sorry,” she says, mockingly, “Is your looooooong life becoming an 
encumbrance?” (p. 68). She also writes: “They are always full professors with endowed chairs and weighty 
accomplishments, so I suspect that they have not been properly made fun of before. But they are 
becoming some of my closest friends. We can sit on the same bench, quietly wondering what to do with 
this unwinding clock.” - p. 68 

Q13: In what ways have you identified better with people in a different life stage than you? Why is it 
important to have someone who “gets it” to share life with?  

“But mostly I see people who refuse to allow their loved ones to grow weary… My nurse keeps saying, 
‘But at least you’re here now!’ when reviewing the boxes I have checked on the form she had given me: 
Fatigue. Insomnia. Pain. Depression. There are no words that don’t sound like surrender.” - p.71-72 

Bowler is writing here about how she is bad at surrender, but as a whole, we are a people who are bad at 
surrender. Letting go is giving up, and we are not a people that do that—even when surrender might be 
the better route to go for our selves and our souls.  

Q14: In what ways do you refuse surrender even when it is good?  
  

“I surround myself with reminders, thing I can touch, that remind me of a time when I was Kate, and she 
could get out of bed.” - p. 77 

Q15: What things help you do this with yourself, remind you of you?  
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“Control is a drug and we are all hooked, whether or not we believe in the prosperity gospel’s assurance 
that we can master the future with our words and attitudes. I can barely admit to myself that I have almost 
no choice but to surrender, but neither can those around me… When will I realize that surrender is not 
weakness?” - p. 84-5 

Q16: Piggy-backing on question 14 above, why do we view surrender as weakness? And how are the two 
truly different?  

We find out mid-way through the book that Bowler has the opportunity to be part of a clinical trial… but 
that it might be too expensive. Her dad assures her: cost is not a hurdle. They have all taken a hard look at 
their resources and know how much they can pool together if the time comes. “My best shot at survival 
will bankrupt my family,” Bowler writes on page 91.  

I am floored at Bowler’s parents in all of this, their picking-up of their own lives and recalibrating to 
revolve around her diagnosis. I don’t know of anyone, personally, who has done this, who can do this. But I 
know as a parent, that’s where my heart would be, too, even if my resources were not so affording.  

Q17: In what ways do we give more of ourselves to our children than is even asked? In what ways should 
we give more, or even pull back?  

“The treatment at Emory begins at the end of October. I am tired most of the time, but I feel driven to 
catalog everything and wring every bit of time for all it’s worth. I start to write. In bed, in chemo chairs, 
in waiting rooms, I try to say something about dying in a world where everything happens for a reason.” - 
p. 106 

Bowler is already a writer—she’s written at least one book, although academic in nature. But this desire to 
write won’t leave her alone, even when she might better spend her time in rest, one might argue.  

Q18: What in life compels you like this to be creative? Do you remember a specific moment that spurred 
this creative desire in you?  

“This is the problem, I suppose, with formulas. They are generic. But there is nothing generic about a 
human life… There is no life in general. Each day has been a collection of trivial details—little intimacies 
and jokes and screw-ups and realizations. My problems can’t be solved by those formulas—those clichés—
when my life was never generic to begin with. God may be universal, but I am not. I am Toban’s wife and 
Zach’s mom and Karen and Gerry’s daughter. I am here now, bolted in time and place, to the busy sounds 
of a blond boy in dinosaur pajamas crashing into every piece of furniture.” - p. 124 
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Q19: What are some specifics to your life that aren’t anyone else’s? Things that make you, you? 

Q20: We often talk of the universal experience of motherhood, of creativity. As mothers and as creators, 
we share so much, but also differ in so many ways. Does this comfort you? Console you? Frustrate you? 
What does this make you think about?  

Bowler, hilariously, picks up swearing for Lent. I love this, her honesty: “I read an article about how people 
in grief swear because they feel the English language has reached its limit in a time of inarticulate sorrow. 
Or at least that is what I tell people when I am casually dropping f-bombs over lunch as I explain the 
mysteries of Lent.” - p. 127 

I picked up swearing in those early weeks postpartum, the spring of 2017. Between a whackadoodle 
political landscape, sleep deprivation, and a tongue-tied nursing baby who shredded those most tender 
parts of me… nothing else covered it. Swearing it was. And it makes we wonder if those off-limit words 
fill the space of all those off-limit moments no one has the capacity to process as it’s happening, if ever: 
extreme pain, new motherhood, unintelligible grief, your world breaking open with news you could never 
have imagined.  

Q21: Has a time in your life ever caused you to pick up a bad habit—swearing or otherwise—that you 
know you never would have if you weren’t pushed to the brink?  

Q22: In what ways does language shape our ability to process—or not process—events?  

Bowler’s friend Ray is a pediatric oncologist. He’s used to talking to parents, telling them the worst things 
a parent can ever hear. He talks to Bowler and her parents, saying “We would need to prepare to think 
beyond ‘cured’ and ‘dying’ and think, instead, about how to get me from one good outcome to another. The 
longer he talked the more I came to recognize the look on my parents’ faces. Hope. It is why I sometimes 
save my tender questions for Ray, who will tell me the truth.” - p.135 

Later in her walk with cancer, Ray asks her if she’s okay, and Bowler answers honestly. She says yes, for all 
but about 10 minutes a day. And he asks: “What does it look like? Those ten minutes?” - p. 137 

And she tells him: “It feels like I’m hungry and I’ll never be full again.” - p. 138 

Ugly crying. Seriously. 

Everything Happens For A Reason Reading Guide   of  6 8



Q23: I love that Bowler has a friend who she can be so honest with. Who is that person for you? What 
about them makes a safe space? 

Ordinary Time in the liturgical calendar is the time between Pentecost and Advent (this is an abbreviated 
explanation, bear with me), the bulk of the calendar year devoted not to Christ’s birth and death and the 
miracles He did in-between, but to the moments of ordinary life. Bowler writes, “It is the space between. 
It is a time for baptisms and weddings, teaching and preaching without the highs and lows of Jesus’ 
cosmic interventions. Church attendance flags. There is no birth at the manger or death on the cross, just 
the ponderous pace of people singing, praying, and keeping their kids quiet during the sermon.” - p. 141 

Q24: How do we treat this kind of time in our own lives, the in-between time where nothing new is quite 
on the horizon? Where nothing is exciting or finishing up, it just is?  

“My eyes shifted to look for that thing just beyond, the next deadline, the next hurdle, the next plan… On 
long walks I forever roped Toban into my favorite topic: the next thing. How could we improve our lives? 
What should we do next? As we walked through the tall Carolina oaks on a fall trail dusted with 
Technicolor leaves, my mind hummed with possible futures. Always. If I were to invent a sin to describe 
what that was—for how I lived—I would not say it was simply that I didn’t stop to smell the roses. It 
was the sin of arrogance, of becoming impervious to life itself. I failed to love what was present and 
decided to love what was possible instead. I must learn to live in ordinary time, but I don’t know how.” - 
p. 155 

Q25: In what ways to do look ahead or behind, and skim over the present? What can you do to make a 
concerted effort to shift that mindset and practice being in Ordinary Time, physically, mentally, and 
emotionally, in addition to spiritually?  

“I am staring at my hands, puffed with chemo toxins and the color of rhubarb. I have come to the end of 
what I know how to do. I know how to suffer. I know how to make the best of things. But I don’t know 
how to do the most basic thing—I don’t know how to stop.” - p. 157 

Q26: What are you bad at quitting that might be beneficial for you? When do you push yourself beyond 
reasonable expectations and what is the outcome? What can you do to change that?  

Everything Happens For A Reason Reading Guide   of  7 8



Bowler asks her friend Frank, a man who has lost his only son far too young, what the secret to living in 
this suffering is. “ ‘Don’t skip to the end,’ he said gently. ‘Don’t skip to the end.’ ” - p. 160 

Q27: What’s one thing you can do today to keep you from skipping to the end—the end of the day, end 
of the summer, end of the toddler years, end of whatever tends to loom largest in front of you?  

At the very end of the book, Bowler shares what she hopes to gift to Zach and Toban when she is gone: 
compassion and joy, respectively. She begins to gift them with it now, trying to live in Ordinary Time, in 
the present, not allowing her mind or self to wander out to the future she can’t control.  

Q28: What do you want to leave your partner, your kids, your grandkids as they go out into the world 
each day? Not just after you are gone or they move out, but now, in the present: what do you want them to 
walk out of the house with—or to walk into the house to—each day?  
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