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About the book

Title: When God Was a Rabbit

Overview:  

When God Was a Rabbit tells the heartfelt tale of a brother and sister

navigating the complexities of life, unraveling secrets, and starting anew.

Rich with themes of friendship and family, triumph and tragedy, this book

explores the myriad forms of love that connect us all.

Author's Voice:  

In her debut, Sarah Winman casts an authentic and confident narrative that

introduces us to the unforgettable Elly, a young heroine experiencing the

bittersweet journey of losing her innocence. Set against a backdrop that

spans from Essex and Cornwall to New York City—from the turbulent year

of 1968 to the somber aftermath of 9/11—the story chronicles the evolving

relationship between Elly and her brother Joe. As the siblings delve into

their shared secrets, Elly’s concern grows for her unique best friend, Jenny

Penny, who harbors mysteries of her own.

Themes and Tone:  

With an engaging mix of wit, humor, and carefully portrayed eccentricities,

When God Was a Rabbit delves into profound themes of memory and

identity. The narrative ultimately serves as a tribute to the bonds of true
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friendship and the deep connections of sibling love.

Reception:  

Described as funny, utterly compelling, and sparkling with poignancy, this

debut novel marks a promising start to Sarah Winman’s literary journey.
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When God Was A Rabbit Summary
Written by Books1
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Who should read this book When God Was A
Rabbit

"When God Was a Rabbit" by Sarah Winman is a poignant and beautifully

crafted novel that appeals to readers who appreciate deeply emotional

narratives and richly developed characters. It is particularly suited for those

who enjoy coming-of-age stories that explore themes of family, resilience,

and the complexities of relationships. Fans of literary fiction that merges

elements of magical realism with tangible human experiences will find the

book compelling. Additionally, readers who enjoy exploring the intricacies

of identity, sexuality, and the impact of childhood on adulthood will

resonate with the protagonist's journey, making it a meaningful read for a

wide audience.
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Key insights of When God Was A Rabbit in
table format

Chapter/Section Key Events Characters Themes

1. Introduction
Narrator recounts
childhood with family and
friends.

Elly, Joe,
parents.

Family,
nostalgia,
childhood.

2. Early Years
Elly's special bond with
her brother Joe;
introduces her pet rabbit.

Elly, Joe,
family
members,
pet rabbit.

Innocence,
sibling
relationships.

3. Life Changes
Family faces challenges;
introduces the concept of
God and faith.

Elly, Joe,
parents,
childhood
friends.

Faith, loss,
change.

4. Growing Up

Elly's experiences and
relationships at school;
introduces themes of
identity.

Elly, school
friends,
teachers.

Identity,
friendship.

5. Family Bonds
Focus on family
dynamics and the impact
of tragedies.

Elly, Joe,
parents,
extended
family.

Family ties,
support.

6. Love and Loss
Exploration of love,
including romantic
interests and losses.

Elly, Joe,
loved ones.

Love,
heartache,
growth.

7. Moving On Transition into adulthood; Elly, Joe, Change,
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Chapter/Section Key Events Characters Themes

characters face life
choices.

new
friends,
romantic
partners.

adulthood,
choices.

8. Conclusion
Reflects on the journey
of life and the enduring
bond of family.

Elly, Joe,
family
members.

Reflection,
acceptance,
continuity.
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When God Was A Rabbit Summary Chapter
List

1. Chapter 1: The Childhood Adventures of a Girl Named Elly 

2. Chapter 2: The Complexities of Family and Friendship Unfold 

3. Chapter 3: Love, Loss, and the Journey to Understanding 

4. Chapter 4: The Impact of Tragedy on Innocence and Growth 

5. Chapter 5: The Search for Identity Amidst Life's Challenges 

6. Chapter 6: Coming Full Circle: Finding Connection in the End 
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1. Chapter 1: The Childhood Adventures of a
Girl Named Elly

In the whimsical introduction to Sarah Winman’s "When God Was a

Rabbit," readers are invited into the enchanting world of Elly, a young girl

navigating the complexities of her childhood. Set in the 1960s and 70s, Elly

is introduced as a spirited and curious child living in a quaint town with her

eccentric family. Her relationship with her older brother, Joe, forms a central

part of her early adventures; the two siblings share an inseparable bond

characterized by playful mischief and profound love.

Elly’s childhood is marked by animated explorations, imbued with a sense

of wonder and imagination. She dives into the simple yet captivating joys of

life, from embarking on treasure hunts in the backyard to spinning

fantastical tales sparked by the secrets she and Joe share. Together, they

create an enchanted kingdom filled with rabbits, stars, and fantastical

scenarios, where every day is a new adventure. This whimsical world not

only solidifies their sibling bond but also serves as a protective shield

against the complexities of adulthood that loom ahead.

An integral aspect of Elly’s childhood is her unwavering belief in the

magical elements of life, which is often echoed in their encounters with

peculiar family members and quirky neighbors. A particularly notable

character is their mother, who embodies an aura of free-spiritedness, giving
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her children the freedom to explore their creativity while also instilling in

them the values of empathy and understanding. Their family gatherings

often pivot around humor, tale-telling, and love, weaving a rich tapestry that

defines Elly’s early years.

The narrative also introduces a rabbit named "God," a pet that symbolizes

innocence and the shimmering bond between the siblings. This rabbit

represents not only their childhood whimsy but also serves as a poignant

reminder of the ephemeral nature of such blissful moments. Elly’s

interactions with God delve deeper into her understanding of life's fragility

and the inevitable changes that come with growing up. 

As Elly battles both imaginary foes and real-life challenges, her childhood is

complemented by the colorful cast of characters that populate her life, each

contributing unique lessons that shape her understanding of companionship,

compassion, and identity. These early experiences of laughter and minor

struggles lay the groundwork for the emotional depth and complexities that

will arise as the narrative unfolds.

Winman’s delightful portrayal of Elly’s childhood endeavors not only

captures the essence of youth but also foreshadows the transformative

journey that will shape her into the individual she is destined to become.

Elly’s adventures, filled with both innocence and a hint of melancholy, set
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the stage for a story that resonates with themes of love, loss, and the

ever-relevant search for self in a world that is constantly changing.
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2. Chapter 2: The Complexities of Family and
Friendship Unfold

In Chapter 2 of "When God Was a Rabbit," Sarah Winman delves deeper

into the intricate relationships that define Elly's world, particularly focusing

on her family dynamics and friendships. As Elly navigates her formative

years, the reader is introduced to a diverse cast of characters, each

contributing to the tapestry of her life.

Elly’s relationship with her brother, Joe, is a centerpiece of this chapter,

capturing the close bond they share. Their playful adventures are often

tinged with a sense of loyalty and protection, particularly as they grapple

with themes of acceptance and insecurity. Joe, who struggles with his own

identity, often finds solace in Elly’s unwavering support, highlighting the

theme of familial bonds that can both uplift and complicate.

The chapter also explores the role of their parents, whose contrasting

personalities and perspectives add layers to Elly’s understanding of love and

conflict. Her father, a figure of whimsy, contrasts sharply with her mother’s

more pragmatic approach to life. This duality affects Elly's perception of

relationships, creating a rich backdrop against which her own friendships

and family connections evolve.

As Elly grows, she finds friendship in unexpected places, notably with
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Jennifer, a girl who embodies a different approach to life. Their friendship

serves as one of the primary vessels through which Elly learns about loyalty,

betrayal, and the complexities that often accompany close relationships.

Winman skillfully illustrates the naivety of childhood friendships and how

they can shift due to personal growth or external circumstances, suggesting

that the innocence of such connections is often challenged by reality.

In the midst of these complex family dynamics and friendship explorations,

Elly also grapples with feelings of inadequacy and the desire for belonging.

The narrative portrays her internal struggles beautifully, shedding light on

her quest for self-identity in a world that seems to constantly shift around

her. Through poignant moments of reflection, Elly begins to comprehend the

nuances of love—not just romantic, but familial and platonic. 

Loss and acceptance weave their way through this chapter as well, as Elly

learns that both family and friends can also impose expectations that may

lead to emotional turmoil. The complexities of these relationships are

underscored by small, yet significant, events that resonate deeply with Elly’s

developing worldview.

Ultimately, Chapter 2 enhances the reader’s understanding of Elly’s

character, depicting not just her adventures but her emotional landscape. The

importance of family and the heartbreaks of friendship establish a
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foundation upon which the rest of her story will unfold, revealing that life’s

greatest lessons often stem from the people we cherish and the relationships

we navigate.
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3. Chapter 3: Love, Loss, and the Journey to
Understanding

As Elly navigates through the tumultuous waters of her early adolescence,

the themes of love and loss become intricately interwoven into her life’s

narrative. This chapter delves deep into the emotional landscape shaped by

Elly’s relationships with both her family and her closest friend, Jenny.

Together, they embody the innocence of youth, yet they are not untouched

by the reality of pain and separation.

Elly’s relationship with her brother, Joe, is foundational and profoundly

impactful. Their bond is characterized by a unique blend of love and rivalry,

infused with a sense of shared understanding that transcends the mundane

trials of childhood. Joe, with his rebellious spirit and charismatic struggle

against the complexities of their family life, serves not only as Elly’s

protector but also as a mirror reflecting her innermost fears and desires. The

dynamics of their sibling relationship shift as they confront the looming

shadows of loss, forcing Elly to grapple with the vulnerability that comes

with deep affection.

Jenny, on the other hand, represents Elly's closest confidante, a beacon of

friendship in moments when the world feels overwhelming. Their

camaraderie allows Elly to explore her individuality amidst the pressures of

their environment. Together, they share the exhilarating highs of first
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crushes, the heartbreak of unfulfilled romantic expectations, and the

bittersweet pangs of growing apart. Jenny’s eventual departure symbolizes a

pivotal moment in Elly’s life, marking the first significant encounter with

the loneliness that can arise from love lost. 

As tragedies begin to surface, Elly’s understanding of love evolves. The

chapter examines moments of ambiguity and confusion as she witnesses her

family wrestling with their own grief. The loss of a beloved family member

sends ripples through their lives, causing fractures that Elly struggles to

comprehend. This loss not only affects her family but also shapes Elly’s

perception of love itself, introducing her to the harsh truths that often

accompany deep connections. 

Through death and absence, Elly learns that love is not solely marked by joy

and companionship but also by the capacity to endure pain and to find

resilience in times of sorrow. The journey toward understanding becomes a

vital theme as she begins to piece together the complexities of her

relationships, often questioning what it truly means to care for someone. 

Ultimately, this chapter presents a poignant exploration of love's duality—its

power to uplift and its potential to devastate. Elly’s experiences foster an

evolving sense of empathy and lead her on a path toward self-discovery. In

her quest for understanding, she learns that love, once defined by clarity, is
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filled with contradictions that must be embraced. 

Through heartbreak and yearning, Elly begins to grasp that every loss carries

within it the seeds of growth and transformation, paving the way for a

deeper appreciation of the connections that bind her to those she loves and a

more profound sense of what it means to be human.
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4. Chapter 4: The Impact of Tragedy on
Innocence and Growth

In Sarah Winman’s “When God Was a Rabbit,” tragedy plays a crucial role

in shaping the innocence of the protagonist, Elly, as well as her journey

towards growth and understanding. This chapter intricately weaves together

the devastating events that challenge her youthful perception of the world,

forcing her to confront the fragility of life and the complexities of human

relationships.

As Elly navigates her childhood, her home life is marked by an unusual yet

nurturing dynamic with her family, particularly her bond with her brother,

Joe. This relationship serves as her anchor, guiding her through the

whimsical explorations of childhood. However, the delicate fabric of this

happy existence is torn apart by sudden tragedy, a pivotal moment that

introduces a stark reality into Elly’s sheltered world. The loss of a loved one

not only brings heartache but also casts a long shadow over her innocence,

compelling her to mature in ways she never anticipated.

The chapter delves deeply into how Elly processes this tragedy. Initially, she

grapples with confusion and denial, unable to comprehend the permanence

of death. Winman skillfully highlights how such profound loss can fracture

the foundational understanding of life, leaving a young heart to navigate a

landscape of grief. For Elly, the innocence of childhood is abruptly
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interrupted, leading her to question the safety of her familial bonds and the

predictability of her world. This tragic event acts as a rite of passage,

pushing her out of the innocent bubble of childhood into a realm where

sorrow reigns, shaping her perspective and emotional resilience.

Moreover, the impact of tragedy extends beyond Elly’s personal experience;

it ripples through her family and community, revealing the

interconnectedness of their lives. Each character is forced to face their own

responses to grief, showcasing varied coping mechanisms—from withdrawal

to open displays of affection and support. Winman uses these interactions to

illustrate how shared sorrow can either unite or isolate individuals,

prompting Elly to find strength not just in herself, but within the

relationships she cherishes. This poignant exploration of grief fosters a

deeper understanding of love, illustrating that even in tragedy, connection

can be the light that guides one through the darkness.

As Elly’s journey unfolds, her character evolves in response to her

experiences with loss. She begins to develop a deeper understanding of what

it means to be vulnerable, and this understanding is integral to her growth.

The narrative captures her gradual transition from a carefree child to a more

introspective and empathetic individual, enriching her character with layers

of complexity that resonate with readers. It becomes clear that tragedy, while

painful, serves a purpose; it is the catalyst for Elly’s transformation and
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awakening into adulthood.

In conclusion, this chapter emphasizes that while the impact of tragedy can

shatter innocence, it also lays the groundwork for personal growth and

deeper connections. Elly’s experiences remind us that life’s challenges are

inescapable, yet they provide valuable lessons that shape our understanding

of love, loss, and the human spirit. Winman poignantly illustrates how

through adversity, we can find unexpected strength, forge unbreakable

bonds, and ultimately, grow into our truest selves.
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5. Chapter 5: The Search for Identity Amidst
Life's Challenges

In this pivotal chapter of "When God Was a Rabbit," Elly’s journey of

self-discovery is intricately woven through her experiences of love, loss, and

the growing pains of adolescence. As she grapples with her identity, the

world around her becomes a tumultuous backdrop against which her

personal struggles unfold. Having faced the complexities of family

dynamics, the devastating effects of tragedy, and the sometimes harsh

realities of friendship, Elly is now at a crossroads where defining who she is

becomes paramount.

The narrative delves deeper into Elly’s connection with her brother, Joe,

who remains a steadfast anchor in her life. They navigate their individual

identities while searching for a shared understanding. Elly often feels

overshadowed by the weight of familial expectations, especially as she

witnesses the struggles of her parents and the impact it has on their

emotional landscape. This familial tension forces Elly to reflect on how she

fits into the mosaic of her family, igniting a conflict between her desires and

her responsibilities.

Moreover, Elly’s experiences at school further complicate her sense of

identity. Encounters with friends and the betrayal of trust bring about

insights into her self-worth and the nature of true friendship. As she
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experiences heartache and joy, Elly begins to question the authenticity of her

relationships. The external pressures to conform and the challenges of

adolescence often leave her feeling lost amidst the noise, prompting a

longing for clarity in her own self-image.

Through a series of introspective moments and interactions with pivotal

characters, Elly embarks on an internal quest for identity. This exploration is

not merely about finding her place in the world but understanding her own

emotional responses to the life events swirling around her. Encountering

various personas, she contemplates who she might be apart from the roles

she has played within her family and social circles.

As Elly navigates her teenage years, the pain of loss resurfaces—this time

she faces the repercussions of her actions and the fleeting nature of youth.

These moments become significant as they challenge her to confront her

vulnerabilities and the façade she often maintains, prompting her to learn

that identity is sculpted through both joy and sorrow.

The chapter interlaces themes of acceptance and resilience, as Elly

encounters situations that test her strength, including dealing with perceived

failures and the disappointment of her aspirations. In these moments, she

learns valuable lessons about self-acceptance and compassion, gradually

understanding that identity is not a destination but an ongoing process
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shaped by her experiences and choices.

Ultimately, Chapter 5 serves as a crucial exploration of Elly’s character,

showcasing her transition from childhood innocence to the complexities of

young adulthood. It highlights the search for identity as a critical theme

within the narrative, emphasizing that amidst life’s myriad challenges, the

journey of self-discovery is often fraught with trials yet rich with the

potential for growth and deeper understanding.
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6. Chapter 6: Coming Full Circle: Finding
Connection in the End

As Elly reflects on the winding path her life has taken, she comes to

understand how every twist and turn of her journey has shaped her into who

she is today. Each relationship—be it familial, platonic, or romantic—has

provided her with the building blocks of resilience and the threads of

connection that bind her to both her past and her present. 

In the process of navigating the complexities of love and loss, Elly finds

herself returning to the core of her childhood experiences that first sparked

her imagination. The whimsical tales spun in her youth not only marked the

innocence of her early days but illustrated a cyclical nature of life, where

endings transform into new beginnings. The reappearance of familiar faces

from her past, entwined with fresh encounters, emphasizes the notion that

every individual she has met has left an indelible mark on her soul.

Elly’s relationship with her brother, Joe, serves as a poignant example of

how deep bonds can evolve and heal over time. Throughout the novel, their

bond was tested by tragedy and betrayal, but ultimately, it is through

acceptance and open communication that they find common ground once

more. Their shared memories and experiences create a tapestry of

understanding, portraying that despite the chasm of distance or

misunderstanding that may arise, familial love can endure—and perhaps
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even flourish—through the storms of life.

The mystical elements of her early childhood—her imagined world where

God was a rabbit—reflect the innocence of youth and the often naive

interpretations of love and faith. As Elly matures, she realizes that these

fanciful notions are reconciled with the realities of adulthood, providing her

with a deeper appreciation for the nuances of love. It becomes evident that

her youthful perspective was not lost but transformed; it now coexists with

her more mature understanding of the world.

In this chapter of coming full circle, Elly also embraces the friendships that

have stood the test of time. Through laughter and tears, through shared

dreams and personal heartaches, these connections remind her of the

importance of solidarity and support. The people who accompany her—both

steady companions and fleeting presences—illustrate the profound impact of

community on the human experience. 

Ultimately, Elly’s story culminates in the realization that finding connection

is an ongoing process, a delicate dance between cherishing the past and

embracing the present. As she steps into her future, the significance of each

relationship she has nurtured fills her heart with hope. It is through this lens

of connection that she understands the beauty inherent in both love and loss,

and with this understanding, she finds the courage to move forward,
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knowing she is not alone in her journey.
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5 Key Quotes of When God Was A Rabbit

1. "Sometimes life just gets in the way of what you want to be, and that’s

okay." 

2. "We are all just stories in the end; just make it a good one." 

3. "It’s what you don’t say that matters, not what you do." 

4. "Connection is everything; sometimes it’s the only thing that can hold you

together." 

5. "Love is messy and complicated, but it’s the most important thing we can

share with each other." 
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