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To Travis, the man who is my constant;
to Eliot and Isaiah,
the boys who ask me to tell stories
and who give me stories to tell;
and to that two-bedroom apartment
where these stories were born—
I have met glory in each of you.
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To live is to be slowly born.
—Antoine de Saint-Exupery
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INTRODUCTION


Glory: n. magnificence, great beauty.


I stand washing my dishes at the kitchen sink and look out across the apartment. My boys are wrestling on the floor, my husband works on an ever-forming PhD, and I take it all in.


Glory.


“Our life is a faint tracing on the surface of mystery, like the idle curved tunnels of leaf miners on the face of a leaf,” Annie Dillard once said. “We must somehow take a wider view, look at the whole landscape, really see it, and describe what’s going on here.”1


When I stand there doing the dishes, scrubbing the cream-white countertop surfaces clean, I’m asking for something holy to happen.


If I stand there long enough, if I wait and listen and breathe, I can take it all in, and it is a sacred kind of heaviness, a glorious light, a tender prompt to worship and receive Kingdom. I recall why exactly I get to stand on holy ground and call myself blessed in a tiny space with a busy schedule and two toddlers running around me day and night.


Annie Dillard found it in a leaf, and I find it within the tiny, painted-white walls of our two-bedroom apartment.


Glory.


It is the essence of God, the kind gift of Spirit in Jesus.


Glory comes to us; glory shelters and holds us. Glory brings beauty to us, calls beauty out of us, says that we are good, in everything that we are today, and in everything that we’ll be tomorrow.


Glory.


I imagine the timeline of my life. I imagine the seasons, the way they pass by on that line in the blink of an eye, the scribble of a pencil in an unsteady hand.
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I think of quiet moments when I’m alone with my soul’s echo and my breath’s loudness, memories zooming in and out and back in again through the lens of my heart.


I watch the line grow with every experience, and then step further back, out of myself. Above and around and beyond, there’s another view of that line, and its span looks vastly different in luminous light.


Jesus stretches his hand across the heavens and creates all of life, and he sweeps his eyes across the span of our lives and sees everything and every little thing all at once, all in an instant and in all-knowing. All of our experiences are meant to teach us something; lessons can be gleaned from the emotion of them, from the joy and pain in them, even in the minutiae of them.


Glory can happen upon them and inhabit and mold them.


When you and I look over our timelines, it’s as if we are taking a blade and carving it into the wood of a tree, just for us to remember—our own little Ebenezer to show that we’ve seen and known God, that we have been heard and helped, right there in the coffee shop, at the work desk, in the dining room, by the oak tree in our ungroomed backyard, at the filled kitchen sink, our own promise forever claimed by the reality of a graceful and present Mystery.


In that space, our timelines become stories, and our stories become glory-truth for each other, in our deepest hurts and in our most joyous celebrations, because glory is about paying attention in every space and season—glory is about magnificence.


Meals are shared in comfort because we comfort each other. Secrets are given in trust because we believe in the power of company and community. And every season teaches us something, envelops us in a process of living, because I see my story and yours, and because they are varied—they are life to each of us in the most remarkable ways.


Your life and your stories show me something; my heart can show you something, too.


It’s like Christmas over and over and over again, this opening up of something precious, celebrations abounding.
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This is a book of stories and prayers, of everyday experiences in everyday spaces. What we choose to see is holy ground for our feet, solace for our tired and often-wandering souls, no matter how everyday. We choose to stop and take in glory; we choose a different reality.


These are prayers that I’ve written for my own soul. They are prayers that I pray in the quiet, words I cry out when the chaos is overwhelming to me.


They are my hopes for glory, reflections that keep me tethered to the Mystery embedded in humanity and in creation. We walk in the benevolence of community, of a life together. We all long for holy spaces, magnificent moments, that bring us peace.


We all long to hold more Mystery and know what we are made for. Our experiences stretch into realms that we don’t understand but desperately need. May we look deeper, invest in more presence, and embrace the quiet of our souls.


I mention Kingdom here—a lot of talk about the Kingdom here and coming, the Kingdom almost but not yet. The Kingdom, in this case, is the daily manifestation of shalom. The Kingdom is presence, a full alertness of living here and now. It is living within the reality of peace in every circumstance. And we move toward Kingdom as we live into glory, in all of its manifestations for us. Like a timeline, like seasons, we experience glory as a process.


In the Christian tradition, glory is manifested in various ways throughout the Bible. This book is arranged as a series of these manifestations: creation, light, weight, voice, fire, honor, worship, and Kingdom.


May we learn to see and know God in every manifestation, and may Mystery and the discovery of our own soul’s voice become our dearest friends in the search.









[image: ]

PART ONE:


Creation


PSALM 104:24–30


O LORD, how manifold are your works!
In wisdom you have made them all;
the earth is full of your creatures.
Yonder is the sea, great and wide,
creeping things innumerable are there,
living things both small and great.
There go the ships,
and Leviathan that you formed to sport in it.
These all look to you
to give them their food in due season;
when you give to them, they gather it up;
when you open your hand, they are filled with good things.
When you hide your face, they are dismayed;
when you take away their breath, they die
and return to their dust.
When you send forth your spirit, they are created;
and you renew the face of the ground.
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1. THE NEW WORLD


Everything looked fresh, and the new green of Spring was shimmering in the fields and on the tips of the trees’ fingers.—J.R.R. TOLKIEN, FELLOWSHIP OF THE RING2


When we moved to Georgia, I went to a bustling coffee shop called Dancing Goats with a pile of books shoved into my purse. I read about being quiet, and I listened to Ben Howard as loud as I could in my little earbuds. Ben called out for more life and more adventure. He understood something I didn’t, saw something ahead of me yet to be discovered.


I read from Thomas Merton and Brennan Manning, tiny pieces of the monastic life coming alive in me in ways I could not yet understand.


I took notes and underlined full pages; I listened and felt the muscles of my soul being stretched into some different shape. I was being molded into someone entirely new, the very essence of transforming power taking root inside of me.


Thomas Merton once said,


The will of the Lord is not a static center drawing our souls blindly toward itself. It is a creative power, working everywhere, giving life and being and direction to all things, and above all forming and creating, in the midst of an old creation, a whole new world which is called the Kingdom of God.3


Glory.


There, the door to reading and writing blew wide open, into a green space I’d never seen before, let alone imagined, even through the wildest beauty of Narnia. A world of authors I’d never heard of seemed to meet me at my doorstep—the words of Barbara Brown Taylor, Annie Dillard, Anne Lamott, Brother David Steindl-Rast,
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Richard Rohr, Randy Woodley, and Erika Morrison speaking truth to all the spaces in my spirit that were shifting and trying to create something new.


I’d sit on my balcony garden later in the day, surrounded by basil towers and celosias, zinnias and spindles of rosemary, and Barbara Brown Taylor would seem to lean in and say, “People encounter God under shady oak trees, on riverbanks, at the tops of mountains, and in long stretches of barren wilderness.”4


And I’d sit back and watch the trees swaying in the wind around my apartment complex. And I’d ask God what was happening with me there, where those little child-steps were leading me.


And I’d keep reading.


“God shows up in the whirlwinds,” Barbara would whisper, “in the starry skies, burning bushes, and perfect strangers. When people want to know more about God, the son of God tells them to pay attention to the lilies of the field and the birds of the air, to women kneading bread and workers lining up for their pay.”5


And the more I read Barbara’s words, the more they became the soft-spoken words of my own heart—a response to the journey I’d started in 2014 when we moved to sunny Georgia, and the journey I began in order to learn more about my Native American heritage.


I sat and felt life beside me—those little bright beings reaching their arms up toward the sun, digging their heels into the comfort of their home soil. I could hear the seeds whisper, their quiet, soft hearts beckoned from the womb of dirt to the waiting outside air.


It’s all life, all abundance.


Not just the husky at my feet, but the red ink on my page, the cream in my coffee, the towering basil.


They all speak one deep breath of hallelujah and amen.


I closed the book for a moment, closed off the new world in which I had begun to live perpetually—a world of new truth, new listening, all learning, all wide-eyed wonder. I closed the book and took a deep breath and whispered thank you to the life God had started creating in me.
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You are the stillness in this place.
Holy One, Kingdom come.
Embrace us here, now.
Speak into our hollow places
where we’ve lost our words and find only
utterances, only experiences
and observations to teach us who you are.
Secure us by your kind mercy.
Jesus, speak in the quiet.
Give us rest.
Amen.
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2. THE CHRISTMAS FLOOD


In the end, gratefulness will be our full aliveness to a gratuitously given
world.—BROTHER DAVID STEINDL-RAST6


When we drive from Georgia where we currently live back to the Midwest, we go up and over, north and west, through hills and hills of green grass and low-hanging skies.


It’s a beautiful drive every time, and exceedingly long.


We pass through Tennessee, Kentucky, Illinois, and on into Missouri, back through the Ozark Mountains we once called home. The flat cornfields and cow pastures bring an unexpected calm, like an open hand that says come on in, all are welcome here.


But last Christmas, a big flood hit the states.


We drove back south and saw the same fields we’d passed on the way in, covered with standing water.


Trees were only showing their top halves, leafless and cold.


The flood covered everything—rivers risen almost to bridges, and whole highway sections closed.


Eliot, my oldest son, was mesmerized by it; he kept saying how sad it was that everything was buried in water, how sad that we couldn’t see those pretty plains we’d come to adore.


I agreed with him, but on a long stretch of open road, while everyone else in my family slept, I drove and thought about that water covering the hills around me.


A flood is a funny thing.


For all the grief that can come with it, it also brings a deep and full cleansing, wiping everything away to start again—new spaces, new grasses, spreading seeds, and digging up roots.


Maybe the trees said, “Finally, I can drink my fill; my roots have been so thirsty for so long.”
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And maybe the grass whispered, “In the spring I will be greener than ever, because this water has given me new life.”


We humans, though, we see our basements flooded and our homes evacuated and a few people lost to the current, and say, How can this be made of any good?


After the boys woke up, we drove in that rain and talked about it, about how there are two sides to every coin, two separate views to see life through, and a lot of overlap in between.


And the hard and unbelievable truth is that we walk both at the same time. We hold hope and despair, one in each arm, and we cradle them close to our chest, because they both have something important to say at every moment.


And we turn to our children and try to help them understand, and we look to the left and the right at those hills buried in water and whisper as much as we can, “Kingdom come. Oh come, Kingdom.”
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Jesus,
You have a full view from where you stand,
and we are quite limited here.
Our eyes are biased,
our hearts attracted to every emotion possible,
and we feel each one deep,
to the core of who we are.
And you feel, too,
but you feel in a fuller way.
You feel the pulse of the earth,
you feel the pulse of us,
you feel the pulse of your
own holy heart
and the Spirit
whisper to
remain close and
be still
and give us
everything we need
to get through
everything we endure.
You, then,
are everything to us.
Fully,
always,
everything.
Amen.
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3. THE PRACTICE OF PATIENCE


The only reality I can describe with any accuracy is my own limited experience of what I think may be God: the More, the Really Real, the Luminous Web That Holds Everything in Place.—BARBARA BROWN TAYLOR7


Because we have a balcony garden, I use two recycled milk jugs to hydrate my plants each day. I go to the kitchen sink, put the open container under the faucet, and wait.


It takes a little while—to my severely impatient self, too long—for the jug to fill all the way. And there’s not much I can do in that space except watch and tap my foot on the floor and sip my ever-cooling coffee.


But finally, one day, I realize how thankful I am for this moment, for this small act of glory. I walk the jugs out to the small balcony and slowly water all of my plants, slowly speak over them, calling them to come higher, to climb toward the sky so I can see them in all their beauty.


That water feeds mint and rosemary, a little sprig of cilantro trying to decide what she’ll do in the next few days. It gives life to all those zinnias and marigolds that sprouted up from their beginning seeds. And every bit of their growth, their slow and steady rise to the sky, seems to take forever.


There aren’t many ways to force ourselves into the waiting anymore, not the way our lives seem to thrust themselves along in constant busyness.


I’ve never ached and longed for the quiet like I do now. And I’ve never cherished acts of patience like I do now.


These things are hardest for me:
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to sit and rest when I could be cleaning, cooking, working, moving, creating;
to stop and wait when I could be hustling about, active and frantic.


It’s this little practice of patience, filling these milk cartons a few times a day, that keeps me tethered.


Sometimes I think as people—maybe especially as Millennials—we’re constant drifters:


to the newest fad,
to the newest scene,
on to the next season,
into the next home.


And before we realize it, we’ve flown everywhere and never really landed.


But I need to be tethered.


I want to be content, quiet, resourceful, kind. And so, I absolutely need to be more patient.


And if I have to keep a Georgia garden on my balcony all year long to remind me of my need for hydration, of my need to refill that milk jug over and over again, then I will let it be my holy act, a reminder of my salvation, that when I am thirsty, someone is there to give me drink.
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O God,
Call us into the good work.
And when we are unable,
push us into the sunlight,
and let us see your face.
Hydrate our souls
with the kind power of your Mystery.
There, we will understand.
There, we will not be afraid.
Because there,
the darkness is only a fraud.
Amen.
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