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      I WAKE UP WITH some effort at 5:30 a.m. and it’s still dark. It is quiet, but that won’t last long. The kids will be up soon, hustling to pour their Cheerios, comb each other’s hair, throw their backpacks on, and make it out the door before the 1 Train comes to take us away to our day. But not yet. It is still quiet. Just me with my coffee.


      The lists and notes scattered around my desk tempt me to start my day early. There’s a lot to do today: people who need care, a sermon that needs attention, and a few meetings that require some thought. Those tasks call out: Come to me, all who are anxious and want to get stuff done! Don’t you want to get stuff done? Yes, my heart says, yes! I want to get stuff done.


      But not yet. There will be time for that soon. Not enough time, for sure, but time for it. Since there is never enough time, I’m reminded that all I am, all I long for, all my hopes and plans can never be fulfilled and accomplished in time. Time always runs out and leaves me disappointed. My heart doesn’t seem to accept the limitations that time offers. It has eternity pumping all the way through to the bottom. I need something more than just enough time.


      I remember reading a book on how to best take advantage of all 168 hours of the week. Something in me wants to see each of those as opportunities to accomplish all that I want to get done and satisfy everyone I desperately do not want to disappoint. We crave glory and think we can pack it into 168 hours. No wonder there’s never enough time. “Man is the creature with a mystery in his heart that is bigger than himself.”1 The mystery within isn’t the problem; it’s the context in which we try to work out the mystery that fails us. The inside is bigger than the outside.


      Here is a spiritual peculiarity to explore: that eternity is what we crave, and the first thing our disillusioned brains think to do is cram it into the hours of the working week. I need something more than enough time—time management can’t be the answer here. My notes and lists will have to wait.


      I move from my desk to my chair in the corner. Psalm 141 helps me pray: “Let my prayer be counted as incense before you.” Yes, that’s a good way to begin: “incense before you.” Like an aroma that provokes pleasure and satisfaction—that’s what I want my prayers to be like.


      But how can they? I am filled with inner conflicts. I am full of contradictions and mixed motivations. In Psalm 141 the psalmist will get to praying against his enemy, whoever that may be, but surely the psalmist is aware that there’s at least a bit of the enemy in him. I know there is in me.


      “Let my prayer be counted as incense before you.” Let it be counted as something it inherently is not: a pleasing aroma. Do you see what the psalmist is doing here? It takes a slow reading sometimes to catch the word counted. David is asking that his prayers be seen as something they are not within themselves.


      Break my prayers down to their essential elements, and you will find contradictory longings and desires. You will see cravings I am ashamed of. What are these doing here? If you poke around, you see repentance and hopes of reconciliation, but also cravings to be right in the eyes of others and to have an ease of conscience to just get along with my day without the nagging weight of sin hanging around.


      Let me be washed—but is there an express lane?


      A few mornings ago I read Psalm 138, which seems to begin with a running start: “I give you thanks, O LORD, with my whole heart.” Whole heart? I look down at my coffee. What did David have for breakfast that gave him this whole-heart prayer? My prayers often feel at best halfhearted and distracted. Who can deliver me from my enemies, and who can deliver me from my prayers? Sitting in my old chair with fresh sins, let my prayers be counted worthy. Let my halfhearted prayers be counted as full-hearted.


      Jesus tells me not to think my many words can beautify my prayers enough to be heard. Babbling—going on as if I can impress or charm the Almighty—is silly talk more than prayer. But my impulse to babble is a sign that my heart knows its shortcomings. My babbling is just my darkness talking, acting as an angel of light again. That won’t work. It never works. It merely turns my prayers into court arguments and me into a court jester. But Jesus knows this temptation. He is a sympathetic priest who is acquainted with my weakness. “We can go together,” he tells me. “That way you can enter with confidence to receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” Quit your babbling, he tells me, and talk like a son.


      My prayers will have to be reckoned as incense. Beauty will have to be a gift I receive by faith. My prayers will have to begin in the posture of reception, an active welcome. So here I am, in my worn-out chair with fresh grace again.


      Now there’s nothing left to do but enjoy this gift and tell him everything that’s on my heart. Faith is believing that he enjoys it too. I have about half my coffee left and twenty minutes until the kids start stretching, but not yet. Eternity has visited and given me friendship and company.


      I wonder if a book on prayer holds out only a frail hope for you. For many, a life of prayer and spiritual depth is not for them. It’s not that they do not desire it; it’s that they believe it is out of reach. There have been too many false starts in their spiritual life. A lot of well-intentioned declarations of commitment puttered to stalls and stops. Humming under the hood is the belief: a deep and satisfying prayer life is not for me.


      Do you believe that? I want you to know it’s not true.


      Someone once told me that when she hears others talk about a life of prayer, she often thinks about someone else, someone in her church who seems to have his spiritual life together. A deep and satisfying prayer life always seems to be out of reach and not for her.


      Here is what you should know and believe: a life of prayer, full of joy, power, and awe is for you. It’s not for “other people.” Prayer is not for the spiritually elite. It’s for you.


      Busyness is the first obstacle to prayer that people mention. I pastor a church in Manhattan, full of busy people. I once sat with a young mother who was a vice president at one of the major television networks in New York. She was working in a competitive field and had just given birth to her second child. The idea of spending time in prayer—something that she desired—seemed overwhelming and impossible. But she also knew that entering into a busy world, with the pressures of family and vocation, without some spiritual life seemed impossible.


      But you don’t need a baby or a highly demanding job to be tempted to crowd out prayer. Busyness is not a plague that only a few of us suffer from. It’s the way of the world.


      Busyness, however, isn’t the deepest of our obstacles. Let’s imagine we follow the instruction of Psalm 46:10: “Be still, and know that I am God.” Just try it. Go ahead. Sit still. How long? Let’s say ten minutes. Sit still for ten minutes and recognize his God-ness in your life. Which means that he’s in control, not you, so you wait on him. Stillness. You don’t conjure him up or manipulate what’s going on: you seek to know him as God. Be still. If I sit still, I recognize how foreign this experience is to me. Normally, if I sit still, it is to accomplish something: I’m emptying out my inbox, writing a letter, listening to someone else tell a story, reading, or being entertained. Stillness before God is different. In stillness, intolerable things begin to happen.


      One is guilt. An overwhelming sense that I ought to be doing something different, anything that is accomplishing something. Does that surprise you? It has surprised me in the past. Prayer doesn’t seem to be accomplishing the immediate. I am not being effective or efficient in prayer. It can seem like such a waste of time.


      Anxiety then follows. Being active and busy is a good remedy for ignoring anxious thoughts. We stuff our fears down through activity. When I’m still, I’m suddenly vulnerable to all the things I’ve swept under the rug for so long. The monsters of insecurities and shame come home to me during the stillness of prayer. Busyness is good news for those of us who want to resist stillness like the plague. Busyness helps us avoid the ghosts and goblins of our fears and anxieties—but it cuts us off from healing as well.


      We live in an age of efficiency. We judge our use of time by what we accomplish or produce. Anything we do that seems inefficient or unhurried is a waste of time. “I didn’t get anything done today.” If that’s how we evaluate our use of time, is it any wonder we rarely justify the time for prayer, much less any meaningful spiritual exercise? A life with God calls for unhurried time that is driven not by accomplishments or tasks but by love and communion. Nothing is earned or achieved in prayer. God gives everything as a gift to those of us who are still and vulnerable enough to receive it.


      But our age of pathological efficiency has taught our hearts to resist any moments of quiet, unhurried time. We fear the judgment of using our time inefficiently. You cannot prove your worth by your quiet prayers in secret.


      The writer Oscar Wilde said, “Art is utterly useless.”2 Notice he did not say worthless. He was critiquing the utilitarian impulse of our world that measures worth based on usefulness or practicality. Does it accomplish something? Does it get stuff done? Wilde criticized a world that did not see art as valuable because they did not see its usefulness. Our modern world isn’t much different. Art isn’t practical; it doesn’t give us tangible results. It rarely earns us anything.


      Could this be part of why prayer is difficult for our modern world? Do we find prayer useless because it’s not useful  ? Maybe we’ve walked away from prayer and wondered, Was that a good use of my time? Could I have gotten something done instead of praying? Do my prayers accomplish anything?


      The Bible challenges our utilitarianism. The prayers in the Psalms use words of waiting, watching, listening, tasting and seeing, meditating, and resting. It’s remarkable how inefficient these actions are. They aren’t accomplishing anything. There isn’t a product on the other side of these prayerful actions. Yet over the years they bring steadfastness, joy, life, fruitfulness, depth of gratitude, satisfaction, wonder, an enlarged heart, feasting, and dancing.


      We cannot merely say that the psalmist’s life was just a different age. “Theirs was the life of pasture,” we might say, “and ours is modern and metropolitan.” The church’s greatest examples of prayer and meditation are from King David—a man leading a young nation—or the prophet Elijah, who was often running for his life. Even St. Augustine lived a very active life as a bishop in the large and bustling town of Hippo, North Africa, in the fourth century. His life was full of regular pastoral duties, travel, theological controversies, and the constant threat of military invasion from enemies. Even more, in a span of forty years his writing output would equal a thick three hundred-page book a year. And yet he maintained that this resulted from long and regular times of prayer and solitude with God.


      A deeper look into biblical patterns of prayer and ancient rhythms of solitude reveals an overwhelming witness that the contemplative life is not just for the hermit, the priest, or the desert monk, but for the banker, the mother, and the artist. In fact, the contemplative life is for all of life, for every vocation, and for every village, town, and city.


      The witness of Christian history is that the ambitious need quiet hearts. We need ancient paths for our modern, busy lives that teach us to be settled with God in an unsettling world.


      The rhythms of our world do not make space for the habits of prayer: Communion, meditation, solitude, fasting and feasting, Sabbath rest, and corporate worship. We are in danger of being formed by our calculating age of technique and efficiency, rather than the quiet Voice that forms us when we are with him.


      In Psalm 81 the Lord reminds his people how he has delivered them and how he will sustain them.


      

        I am the LORD your God,


        who brought you up out of the land of Egypt.


        Open your mouth wide, and I will fill it. (Psalm 81:10)


      


      Prayer is the daily habit of opening your mouth wide for all the fullness of God.


    


  









  


  PART 1


  THE


    POSSIBILITY


    of PRAYER


    
A VIBRANT PRAYER LIFE is possible for you. I know it may not seem this way, but the whole thing is rigged for triumph.

That doesn’t mean that prayer will be easy or comfortable. It won’t. In fact, we should prepare for the long, slow haul of discomfort, confusion, and frustration, laced with joy, love, stability, and wholeness. There aren’t a few techniques merely to pick up so that next week the struggle for prayer will be over. Instead, there are realities that we need to grasp that lead to pathways (rather than techniques) toward intimacy with God. These realities—like the incarnation of Christ, our participation in Christ’s exalted status, and his participation in our troubled and lowly place—rearrange how we think about ourselves, God, and the world around us.

This often means unlearning lies about ourselves, God, and the world that have driven how we’ve lived and made decisions so far in our lives. That will take time because it’s not merely changing our minds or our perspectives but growing up into who we are in Christ and embodying the truth. Like a child maturing into adulthood, this doesn’t happen after learning about adulthood, but by growing up into it and slowly putting on its characteristics.

However, maturity and grasping true reality are not the only struggles in a life of prayer. Anxiety, pain, loss, boredom, guilt, and sin take swings at our spiritual lives that often make prayer seem impossible and quiet moments intolerable. We deal with these by distancing ourselves from the potential presence of God, closing down our openness but shutting out the healing. However, prayer is possible, even in pain; intimacy is available, even for the anxious.

Maneuvering through these various hindrances takes wisdom and patience, but God provides everything we need in the time that we need it. Prayer helps us see those provisions. So the first part of this book is about why prayer is possible. It’s possible because God has made it possible, and his provisions are more powerful than our hindrances.











  


  CHAPTER ONE


  THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF PRAYER
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    THE CRAB NEBULA is an exploding star about forty-two hundred light years away. I first learned about it in Annie Dillard’s Teaching a Stone to Talk. Light from this exploding star first became visible to earth in 1054. It was a supernova then, so bright it could be seen during the daytime. A thousand years later, the star is still exploding.


    What explodes for a thousand years? What has the density and size to keep up this pace?


    If you look at the Crab Nebula today through binoculars, it looks like a little ring. If you stare at it, even with earnest stillness, you will see no movement. The naked eye clothed with binoculars looks at this exploding star, and it seems more like a statue. “Photographs of the Crab Nebula taken fifteen years ago seem identical to photographs of it taken yesterday,” and yet the Crab Nebula is expanding at the rate of seventy million miles a day, and it’s been doing that for millennia.1


    We are in a universe where something that has increased in size by over a billion miles wide over a fifteen-year period goes unnoticed. Currently, I am sitting in an apartment in the northeast corner of the United States, which is on a planet that is 1.5 billion times larger than my body. The Crab Nebula expands twenty-nine hundred times larger than earth every day. And yet it is a fairly small blip in the grand scheme of schemes. Why is it a fairly small blip? Because before now chances are this is the first time you have given much sustained thought to this wonder of light and beauty. The Crab Nebula is a constantly expanding firework that lights up whole corners of the universe, and for hundreds of years, anyone conscious enough to give attention has not given it much attention at all.


    It is false humility to call ourselves a speck in the universe. Put your hand over your mouth (Job 21:5) and consider that the exploding Crab Nebula is a speck. What are we?


    Looking at a picture of the Crab Nebula,we see its astonishing beauty. But realize that its light pushes out thousands and thousands of light years away, and we begin to grasp how much of the beauty we do not sense. Star worship is ungodly, but the Crab Nebula proves that the temptation is not unreasonable.


    Who is this God of exploding stars, and what have we to do with him? God is infinitely larger than this light god that’s expanding seventy million miles a day, and God’s glory is more majestic than this speck pushing its light to anything that can see, thousands of light years away. And we have a universe full of Crab Nebulas, their glory shining from end to end.


    Somehow humans have pondered the idea of communicating with this God of exploding stars. Did we inherit this insanity? Are we sure we want to call upon this Being to give attention to us? He blew up the Crab Nebula and sends the warning flares of his exploding power for any being conscious enough to see for thousands of light years in every direction. He is not gentle with specks, so how do we know he will be gentle with us? The Crab Nebula is a witness to us who ponder prayer, “Beware! This is a possibility!”


    Recently, a man drove onto a sidewalk in lower Manhattan and plowed over a group of cyclists and then got out and shot more. Eight were killed in a moment, and several more injured. We lamented this tragedy on Sunday morning at our church. A room full of people gathered in the morning and evening and asked God why. We wept and prayed.


    The death of a star causes beauty and wonder for billions of miles all over the universe for thousands of years, and the universe shrugs. Our death produces a pile of ash, and we demand the attention and explanation of the divine. And isn’t this explosion a witness to a pattern of the universe: destruction and chaos rather than care and mindfulness? Who wept for the Crab Nebula? Who has taught us to weep rather than shrug? Worse, where does our arrogance come from that we are offended at the God of exploding specks when things go terribly wrong?


    Many philosophers and public intellectuals have suggested that humans would experience new freedom if we would evolve past this irrational self-importance and just live. “Perhaps it’s ridiculous to take ourselves so seriously,” says Thomas Nagel.2 Live and shrug. As Alison Gopnik puts it,


    

      Ultimately, the metaphysical foundations don’t matter. Experience is enough all by itself. What do you lose when you give up God or “reality” or even “I”? The moon is still just as bright; you can still predict that a falling glass will break, and you can still act to catch it; you can still feel compassion for the suffering of others. Science and work and morality remain intact. Go back to your backgammon game after your skeptical crisis, Hume wrote, and it will be exactly the same game.


      In fact, if you let yourself think this way, your life might actually get better. Give up the prospect of life after death, and you will finally really appreciate life before it. Give up metaphysics, and you can concentrate on physics. Give up the idea of your precious, unique, irreplaceable self, and you might actually be more sympathetic to other people.3


    


    Yet, despite the witness of the Crab Nebula and even the encouragement of some of our philosophers, Christians have sought to pray to this God and seek his comfort, wisdom, love, forgiveness, attention, and help. We seek to know this God of exploding stars and trust that though he is dangerous, he is good and loves us. Christians believe that God is not only mindful of our trouble, but he desires to give us glory and pleasure in himself.


    Prayer is either the greatest insanity or the most wonderful news.


    Prayer is calling on God for his attention. We ask him to turn away from the exploding stars and supernovas and give attention to our trouble. We ask him to show us mercy. Why would we think this is a good idea?


    There are many explanations for why we have the confidence to pray. But the place to begin is the doctrine of the incarnation of God. God, in history, put on our humanity. Jesus Christ was not only a man but God. He was the God-man, as Christians have called him. He is God-come-to-us—to be with us and to become us. Anyone deciding to pick up the vocation of prayer needs to be newly and deeply aware that something impossible has happened: God, in his absolute being, has resolved to make himself known and seen and felt and touched in human life.


    Prayer is not possible because we have somehow made ourselves worthy of God’s attention, but because God has made himself known to us. We did not have to ascend like phoenixes out of our ashes to get God’s attention, but God descended into the depths of dust with us.


    In the first century, Ignatius of Antioch wrote in a letter,


    

      There is only one God,


      revealed by Jesus Christ his Son,


      who is his Word sprung from silence.4


    


    Jesus is the Word sprung from silence and put in flesh. Here is the mystery that we all should taste and see: Other religions create programs for men and women to purify themselves, to be worthy enough, or to be one with the divine. We must transcend our existence, they tell us, to be with God, to reach God, to be worthy of God. We must put off our flesh, our humanity, our weakness, our passions, and reach for God. And if we are elite and spiritual enough, God reaches back. But Jesus is the God who came down. He condescended to be with us. He put on our flesh, our humanity, our weakness and took hold of us. He experienced our humanity that we might experience his glory.


    This is almost sheer madness. If the difference between us and God is as terrible as the exploding Crab Nebula suggests, which is the more reasonable way? That humans transcend their insignificant existence and try to become great enough, holy enough, worthy enough for the God of exploding stars to give attention to? Or that God, in his love, made himself lowly enough for us to know and embrace him?


    Either we must put on divinity or he must put on humanity. Which is more reasonable? Both seem like madness, but only one is good news.


    Annie Dillard attended a small congregation in a town in Northwest United States. The singing was awkward and the preaching was boring. Is this the kind of worship and proclamation the God of exploding stars deserves? she wonders. Come to think of it, is any worship and proclamation of any church worthy of him?


    

      A high school stage play is more polished than this service we have been rehearsing since the year one. In two thousand years, we have not worked out the kinks. We positively glorify them. Week after week we witness the same miracle: that God is so mighty he can stifle his own laughter. Week after week, we witness the same miracle: that God, for reasons unfathomable, refrains from blowing our dancing bear act to smithereens. Week after week Christ washes the disciples’ dirty feet, handles their very toes, and repeats, It is all right—believe it or not—to be people. Who can believe it?5


    


    The Incarnation is the way God has come close to us. Jesus lived on earth, as God and man, serving, eating, drinking, talking, sleeping, and dying. He was weak and needed strength. He was tempted in every way we are and yet, in a very human way, found power in the Spirit to resist. He rested and prayed. He feasted and wept. He spoke truth and defended the poor. In fact, he was poor—homeless, at times. In other words, he didn’t just have a “human experience,” as someone who visits London for the weekend has a “very British experience.” He was human. Immanuel. God with us.


    When we are going through trouble or pain, we’re tempted to wonder at how God could understand our trouble, our pain, our loss. How could he? He’s perfect and never needs anything! How many prayers begin with, “But God, you just don’t understand!” God can grasp complex formulas and has an encyclopedic knowledge of the universe—but does he know my pain?


    The incarnation of God teaches us to see differently. A god who cannot comprehend our pain or understand our trouble is a false god. The God of Jesus Christ knows what it means to be poor, to be troubled in spirit, to suddenly lose his best friend to death, to be falsely accused, to be slandered, to be abandoned by his closest companions, to be misunderstood by family, to be mocked, ashamed, humiliated, and hated. He knows what it means to face death. In the incarnation, “God becomes our neighbor.”6


    Here’s the deeper mystery: when Jesus died and rose again, he arose not as an angel or as something else more than human. He was resurrected as a man with a body, glorified and new. When he ascended to the heavens, his body didn’t just slip off as he rose past the clouds. He was resurrected, fully man and fully God, and he has made himself available to us by his Spirit. As the old church fathers used to say, the resurrected and ascended Christ lets us pray “as his contemporary.” He becomes our neighbor and friend, our companion and our intimate.


    The mystery of our faith is that God is at the same time beyond us, with us, and in us.


    The witness of the incarnation, Christ’s suffering, and the resurrection point us to a deeper data of how to think about prayer than the evidence we see in the universe. Exploding stars and the suffering of violence are only partial evidence. We are tempted to believe a shrug is more reasonable than our desire for God’s attention and mercy.


    But somehow God does not shrug. Instead, the life and sufferings of Christ, the Son of God, give us deeper evidence of God’s participation with us—that God is present in our world. We may not be able to fully explain the presence of evil and suffering, but the answer cannot be that God shrugs. The weeping, suffering, and dying Christ won’t let us give that answer.


    And so Christians have prayed. Jesus commands us to. He tells us to pray God into our trouble, and in exchange we enter his joy.


    In Matthew 9, Jesus is having a meal with a disreputable crowd. “Tax collectors and sinners,” they were called. Tax collectors have always had less-than-appealing profiles among us, but this was more menacing. Tax collectors were traitors to the first-century Jewish communities. They were Jews who were working for the Roman government, an oppressive regime, to gather and collect tyrannical taxes. They were the enforcers and often took more for their own pockets. They were working for the ruling powers who defiled their temples.


    The Gospel of Matthew tells us that Jesus was “reclining” with them. He feasted and found friendship. The religious leaders found out about this dinner and thought this was out of bounds for a teacher like Jesus, and they rebuked Jesus and his disciples for it.7


    Jesus responded, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice.’ For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners” (Matthew 9:12-13).


    Let’s follow the words of Jesus to “go and learn” what this means.


    I was looking at an old journal in which I had written some reflections on this passage. I concluded that I ought to be more ready to spend time with those who may cause me to feel uncomfortable or out of place because they have different values and lifestyles. I need to be friends with people Jesus was friends with and eat with people Jesus ate with.


    Of course, that is a perfectly legitimate implication of the story, but it’s a disastrous first step. The first question in reading stories like this is not, What did Jesus do and how do we do it? but What does Jesus offer and how do we put ourselves in a position to receive it? Jesus is trying to get us to see not who we need to be befriending but what we need to be in order for Jesus to befriend us! And, of course, Jesus befriends the sick and needy.


    My initial reading of the story put me above the needy and sick. It made me a helper of the sick, a friend of sinners, not a sick sinner myself. Without realizing it, I read the text to affirm what I obviously believed and lived, all the while feeling very virtuous. Who wouldn’t want to be known as “helper of the sick” and “friend of sinners”?


    Here is the first step of prayer in a universe where God has put on flesh to be with us: we must put ourselves in the way of his friendship to sick and needy sinners. The heart naturally resists this posture and disposition. If we see ourselves as healthy and self-sufficient, invulnerable and spiritually impressive, we will miss Jesus’ healing and friendship. “Go and learn what this means,” he says. It takes time and honest observation of our hearts.


    Jean Vanier once told a community who lived and served the mentally disabled in Trosly, France, “Jesus did not say, ‘Blessed are those who serve the poor,’ but ‘Blessed are the poor.’” Vanier said that if we want to sustain a long-term ministry to people who experience a kind of poverty that many will never experience, we must become poor ourselves.8 It’s a vocation that will garner us no praise or thanks. We will be forgotten and overlooked. The mentally disabled these people were serving didn’t have the capacity, most of the time, to express thanksgiving or praise for the help they received.


    Henri Nouwen reflected on Vanier’s words by saying, “It is the way to poverty. Not an easy way, but God’s way, the way of the cross.”9 If I’m poor and sick, then serving the poor and sick looks more like solidarity and friendship than condescension or benevolence.


    “Blessed are you who are poor,” Jesus said (Luke 6:20). That’s a tough pill to swallow. If that seems confusing or a step too strange for you, it could be that you need patience with this instruction of Jesus. I would encourage you not to move past this too quickly. “Go and learn what this means,” Jesus says. Resist the urge to move on.


    It is a blessing to serve the poor. But Jesus tells us there is a deeper blessing that’s a step or two before that: To be poor is the place of happiness. To need what Jesus has to give. To be in the posture of reception to his healing. Here is the beginning place of prayer: neediness, ready for blessedness.


    Our modern world often sees our neighbors, relationships, marriages, religion, family, and civic engagements as enhancements, like a gym membership to enhance bodily health. Things that previous societies might have seen as obligations, we see as enhancements. They are meant to add and benefit, but the minute they begin to require sacrifice, become difficult, or challenge our assumptions, we move on. They aren’t enhancing anymore.


    Many of us see God like that. And so we think of prayer, too, as an enhancement. But if we take the posture characteristic of what the New Testament calls us toward—poor and needy for him—then our prayers will begin to take a deeper turn.


    Just as Jesus says, “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God,” so we can say, “Blessed are the sick sinners, for theirs is friendship with Jesus.” Matthew says that Jesus “reclined” with sinners and tax collectors. It’s an image of intimacy and friendship, of letting down your guard. I long for this kind of friendship, I just don’t long for feeling needy.


    If I’m needy, I’m out of control. I’m not in control of my reputation, and I’m at the mercy of Jesus. But his arms are everlasting arms. I can trust them. It is a good friendship. I am learning that it takes time to see how sick and poor I truly am, and it takes time to learn how trustworthy his friendship truly is.


    

      You have kept count of my tossings;


      put my tears in your bottle.


      Are they not in your book? (Psalm 56:8)


    


    I often resist bringing my troubles to God because I just don’t want to think about them. They are burdensome for a reason, and it’s easier to keep them compartmentalized and stuffed down. But with that comes needless burden carrying. And when I don’t cast my own cares upon him, I can’t carry the burdens of others.


    “You have kept count of my tossing.” I can imagine here the Lord watching and counting over me as I toss at night. Why do we toss? I suppose it’s our body giving witness to the restlessness of our hearts. The Lord watches over this. It isn’t exciting work; I’m sure exploding stars are more interesting, but he’s interested. He gathers my tears and takes note of all my trouble.


    He keeps count of my tossing just as he keeps count of my hairs. I don’t think there are any narcissists in the world who love themselves enough to give attention to the detail of how many hairs are on their head—but God loves us that much. And it’s not just impersonal facts about us that God keeps track of—the psalm makes clear that he doesn’t stop there. He counts my tossing, gathers my tears, and makes notes about my trouble in his book. He’s mindful and watching. He counts one, two, three, four . . . This is his work of presence with me. He notices and loves me.


    I don’t count my own tossing. When my wife asks me how I slept, I don’t answer with how many times I tossed and turned, nor do I pay much attention to my tears other than to wipe them away. But he notices. If he knows these things, how much more does he know my trouble?


    This is the universe we live in, where exploding stars that expand at the rate of seventy million miles a day can go unnoticed and unregistered to human beings, but where God keeps count of my tossing and gathers my tears. Who can believe it?


    Now we are ready. We are in a universe made for prayer and perfect for beginners. Yes, principalities and powers tempt us to resist, and we have habits and muscle memories that keep us distracted and fearful of quiet. “Teach us to pray,” Jesus’ disciples asked him.


    There is much to learn, but it’s easy to get started.
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