
 The Life Pursuit

     "There's throw up in the trash and on the ground. When I smell it, it makes me feel like 
I'm going to vomit. It's disgusting." Students build nests of trash for Heidi. Each morning 
before the cockcrow, she's outside the dorms emptying cans. The thirty-three year old's 
stout fingers grasp her roaming maintenance cart. In the bathrooms, Heidi is a surgeon 
with disposable gloves. As if praying, her knees anchor to the tiled floor before the toilet. 
Heidi pours herself over the bowl. While she scrubs, her fair hair nearly grazes the toilet’s 
rim. Bleach bottle in hand, she leaves the bowl almost white. After, Heidi breaks in the 
custodian's closet. A mosaic of cleaning supplies cramp the walls. Her feet resting on a 
wooden counter, Heidi leans back in a creaking chair. A bound Bible rests on her gripping 
palms. The yoke isn't easy― it's a drag. 
       This is Heidi Gieb.

     "I know if I didn't work, I'd be able to go quicker and complete school faster, but this job 
helps me pay my bills and get through school." Heidi is a student working among 
students. She's in graduate school, but works forty hours a week. Heidi has four 
bathrooms and two sets of stairs. She vacuums, dusts, takes out trash, cleans showers, does 
everything. "I think some people think it's demeaning. I just knew I needed an average 
paying job while I finished school. I used to run a youth ministry in Ypsi. I loved it, but we 
didn't have enough funding. Now, I'm here. It's like a means to an ends for me. It's not my 
career."
     Before volunteering at juvenile detention, Heidi imagined what she learned from 
television. The kids would be dressed in chains and the halls would be stained and vile. 
But it wasn't. Counseling the kids at juvie was a lot like Heidi's current job in university 
halls. There were classrooms, computer labs, dorms, cafeterias, and kids everywhere. 
Except in juvie, they were handcuffed. "Most of the time, the kids were just happy 
someone was there."
     "One of them ended up there because she was a prostitute and kept running away from 
her foster home. Another stole a car, and another had an armed robbery. It's hard 
counseling them." The kids have a lot of time alone. Staring at the cell wall all day, they 
contemplate what led them to juvie. The kids have time to think about life goals and 
changing for the future. This is when Heidi would walk in with her black Bible. 

O Lord, you have searched me.
And you know me.

  Before a word is on my tongue,
     you know it completely, O Lord.

     If Heidi can tell the kids are emotionally struggling, she reads from one of the Psalms. 
She reads about going before God when you've done something wrong― about 
acceptance and forgiveness. "I use a lot of Psalm 139. It talks about how God created you. 
He formed you in the womb before time began." Heidi uses this psalm because it's hard for 



a lot of the kids to imagine anyone loving them so much, especially God. "If you don't 
know what to say, it's like, 'I'm here talking to you guys, but I have no idea myself.' The 
Psalms are a good guide to prayer." 
     When the kids seem angry or frustrated, Heidi reads from one of her favorite parables 
of Jesus, the Prodigal Son.“It’s a story about a father and his two sons.” In the parable, the 
youngest son asks for his inheritance before the father’s passing. “He takes the money and 
squanders it― like if he went to Las Vegas and spent it all on girls and things that don't 
matter. He ends up on the streets before God." Heidi is still connected with a lot of the kids 
she counseled in detention. Grown into their early twenties, they're not sons and daughters 
anymore. None made it to prison; they're all living outside the system. "I think they were 
figuring things out.”
     Heidi grew up going to church, but it wasn’t until college that she began to sit down 
and realize her faith. “The biggest thing was understanding why God had Jesus come to 
the earth and live among us and die for our sins. He was taking the punishment for me. 
And yet, I continued to act like he didn’t.” Before Heidi found her faith, she was quieter 
and didn’t go out of her way to talk or meet people. “I was twenty-one. I didn’t care what I 
did. I didn’t murder or steal, but I didn’t love people.” Heidi pauses. “Like really love 
people. Like show it with my actions.”
     After college, Heidi began learning more about heaven. She realized heaven would 
have people of all different races, cultures, and economic backgrounds. This caused a shift 
in Heidi’s beliefs. She moved from her white, affluent suburb in Holland to Ypsilanti. “I 
thought of myself as a kingdom builder. I would be building the kingdom of heaven, and I 
should be hanging out with different types of people.” In Ypsilanti, Heidi began her work 
through youth ministry. She met people of all economic levels, but worked the hardest 
with the poor. “Some were wealthy, and some had very, very little. Over and over in the 
Bible, it talks about how much God loves the poor, and how we should take care of them.” 
     Heidi’s focus in graduate school is ministry. She’s in a seminary in Detroit for a masters 
in divinity. In her program now, Heidi works with a pastor in starting a prison ministry. 
“Going to prisons, visiting people, and running a service for the prison and the families. 
Giving them support and whatever they need.” Like the students she cleans up after, Heidi 
has hopes for the future. She wants to serve the poor through a community or 
neighborhood center. Her dream is to direct her own soup kitchen or youth center. “I got 
involved in youth ministry, and felt like it was a chance to work with kids that normally 
get skipped over or lost in the crowd. I needed it growing up. I wanted to give it back.” 
     Heidi’s hair is yolk. It falls over the rims of her cheeks to her necklace, like a patch of 
sun on her neck. There’s charm on the fair chain, a dove. Heidi’s face is defined by a grin. 
It’s constant and contagious. Students pass as she cleans in the hall. The grin is more warm 
and welcoming than any spoken greeting. Even as the stench of vomit gets in the lungs as 
it floats through the air, Heidi’s grin is relentless. “I was doing drugs and getting drunk, 
like three to four days a week. That’s changed. I think Jesus does ask me to go out of my to 
do things I wouldn’t normally do.”



      This is the change in Heidi Gieb.


