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      “THE STARTING PLACE FOR TRULY KNOWING GOD IS ALWAYS HERE, ALWAYS NOW.”


      “Although I’ve pursued intimacy with God for many years, often there are days when I feel as though I’m just beginning to

         get to know Him. Many days I think, ‘How do I live out what I believe today? How can I experience You, God, Who are invisible

         and glorious?’ For me, to ‘begin’ means being still and silent before God to hear His love words. It means shaking off old

         thought patterns that would send me into a frenzy of legalistic tasks. It means remembering that when Jesus said ‘Abide in

         Me,’ He wasn’t telling us to follow a list of strict rules and regulations. He was saying live with Me, share My life—get to know Me! It means being reminded that I am His, and He loves me deeply, absolutely.”

      


      —FROM INTIMATE FAITH


      “Winebrenner beckons readers past compulsive Christianized checklists for good behavior to the deep joy of living near the

         heart of God.… Read it and be refreshed.”

      


      —BRENDA WAGGONER, AUTHOR OFTHE VELVETEEN WOMAN


      “Jan Winebrenner takes us where women are wanting to go—into the depths of God.… Jan beautifully reopens [Christian disciplines]

         as the meeting places where we can hear, see, know, and feel the heart of the One who knows and loves us intimately. A book

         to linger with and savor, a book to change your life.”

      


      —BECKY FREEMAN, SPEAKER AND AUTHOR OF MILK & COOKIES TO MAKE YOU SMILE
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      DABBLERS OR DISCIPLES?


      When I was a little girl, my dearest dream was to own a horse. When my family moved to the Navajo Indian reservation just as

         I was starting high school, my dad tried to soften the trauma of uprooting me from my friends with this almost promise: “Maybe

         I’ll buy you a horse.” He bought me a motorcycle—a tiny Honda Trail 90. It drank cheap gas and could live by the back door;

         it didn’t need shoes, vet calls, or a trailer for hauling.

      


      I had many great adventures on that Honda, riding over sheep trails and through ravines and canyons that hid secret pools

         and mysterious rock formations. But my heart was set on owning a horse. Always I pretended I was on horseback, and I never

         gave up my dream.

      


      The day my husband, Ken, bought me a horse has to be one of my all-time-best days.


      I had been taking riding lessons on a chestnut mare named Tess at a little stable in South Carolina. The trainer had mentioned

         that Tess was for sale, but I never allowed myself to think about buying her. How could we afford her, along with stable costs

         (we lived in town), farrier and vet bills, not to mention saddles, bits, bridles, and all the rest of the tack I borrowed

         each time I rode? But every day I fell more in love with this beautiful mare. I learned the basics of caring for her as well

         as how to walk, trot, and canter, and I pretended she was mine.

      


      Then one afternoon, Ken came home from work and said, “Come take a drive with me.”


      When we arrived at the barn I asked, “What’s up?”


      “We’re buying a horse today,” he said, grabbing my hand and pulling me toward Tess’s stall.


      I couldn’t breathe. And then I couldn’t see through a blur of tears. I stumbled into Tess’s stall, threw my arms around her

         neck, and sobbed. Ken stood in the doorway grinning, waiting for me to finally erupt with the laughter of pure joy.

      


      Later that night, I fell asleep with fantasies of the equestrian life galloping through my dreams. I imagined myself riding

         through fields, jumping Tess over colorful fences, cantering through forests to the accompaniment of baying hounds and squeaking

         leather.

      


      I never imagined what it would take to make those dreams come true.


      Life is often like that, isn’t it? We harbor our dreams, sometimes for years, savoring them, but seldom do we really understand

         what it will take to make them a reality.

      


      When Ken gave me the gift of a horse, I had no idea what I would have to do to become the kind of rider I dreamed of being.

         I didn’t know how much I would have to learn to become proficient enough to ride my horse over a three-foot obstacle, land

         safely, turn and canter toward the next fence, and complete an entire course. All of this, of course, without taking a fence

         out of order, pulling a rail, or worse, breaking my neck.

      


      As weeks of riding passed and lessons piled upon lessons, reality hit me in the chest like a flailing hoof. This riding thing,

         the whole equestrian thing, the way I wanted to do it, was a fulltime endeavor. It was not something I was going to be able

         just to “pick up.”

      


      I noticed that the good riders at the stable where I rode took lessons all the time. They signed up for clinics with world-class

         trainers. They arrived at the barn early every morning, worked their horses, then studied videos and watched other classes

         to learn more. They attended horse shows where they competed and others where they just observed. They read books about riding;

         they studied their horse’s “way of going”—I didn’t know a horse had a “way of going.”

      


      I never became the rider I wanted to be. Over time, the demands of family and the limits of budget loomed as more indomitable

         obstacles than the colorful fences and log jumps that stood in the hunt field. But as I walked away, I took with me some of

         the most valuable lessons I would ever learn.

      


      The equestrian life I dabbled in for a few years became for me a metaphor of my Christian life.


      The Big Five


      For many years, I thought that an active, Bible-informed Christian life consisted of the practice of certain daily habits.

         Every discipleship class I ever attended emphasized the same ones—always five; always the same five: study, prayer, worship,

         fellowship, and service.

      


      I didn’t confuse the discipleship experience with the salvation experience—I knew the Bible well enough to comprehend the

         difference. I understood that Jesus’ death paid the debt of my sin that I could never pay. I knew it was his overwhelming

         act of grace and mercy that secured my place in heaven and made me a child of God through faith. But discipleship often confused

         me.

      


      My faith was fragile—the slightest disturbance in my world could send me tumbling into a field of doubts and uncertainties

         about God’s goodness. I didn’t have the kind of intimacy with God that my discipleship classes promised. I yearned to know

         God, to experience his power and presence more fully, yet this kind of relationship eluded me. God seemed distant, strange.

         I knew his Word, his promises, but for all my knowledge, it seemed I didn’t know God.

      


      I practiced some spiritual disciplines—the five most commonly recognized ones. No one would argue that these are basic building

         blocks for a disciple’s life. But I knew I was missing something. Could it be that God wanted to deposit in me vast treasures

         of grace, if I could only learn to widen my heart? But how? The question haunted me.

      


      Dry, stale, thirsty for God, I began praying that he would show me how to open my heart. I prayed that he would teach me how

         to move into deeper levels of intimacy with him. I prayed that I would learn how to know God, really know him.

      


      I was tired of living a limp, weak spiritual life. I was tired of saying I loved God, when the truth was that I hardly knew

         him apart from the facts I read about him. I certainly didn’t trust him as he deserves to be trusted. I was living proof of

         Brennan Manning’s words: “You will trust God only as much as you love him. And you will love him not because you have studied

         him; you will love him because you have touched him—in response to his touch.”
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      I yearned for the touch of God. I had no idea how it would happen, but I prayed that his fingers would press on my heart and

         mark me with the certainty of his presence. In almost immediate response to that prayer, I stumbled into a study of the classical

         spiritual disciplines.

      


      Over the next few years, I discovered there is much more to the life of discipleship than I had ever imagined. I learned that

         walking with God involves more than merely doing the four or five things a denomination may teach in a six-week discipleship

         class.

      


      I learned that the spiritual disciplines are God’s means of training us, finite and flawed creatures, to love the invisible,

         almighty, infinite Creator; they are the means by which we learn to enjoy him; they are the means God uses to nurture our

         confidence in his goodness and love.

      


      Through the spiritual disciplines God not only touched me, he gripped me hard in a fist that is stronger than a lion’s paw.
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          He pulled me close against his heart and taught me to discern the rhythms of grace.

      


      A Great and Precious Irony


      As I studied and experimented with the spiritual disciplines, I was struck by this great and precious irony: it is through

         discipline that grace is best experienced. The Puritan preacher Robert Leighton understood this three centuries ago when he

         wrote, “The grace of God in the heart of man is a tender plant in a strange unkindly soil.”
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      Legalism and confusion about the true nature of God had made my heart’s soil unkind toward grace. The truth of his unrelenting

         compassion toward me found little welcome in my heart. I was unable to live in the reality of that most essential truth that

         “being the beloved constitutes the core truth of our existence.”
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          But as I began to exercise the spiritual disciplines, the soil of my heart became welcoming, receptive to the sweetness of

         the gifts of grace.

      


      Through doing the spiritual disciplines I began to understand the truth about being—being God’s beloved child, being the accepted and cherished bride of Christ.

      


      An Offer of Rest


      Even as I write this, I am aware of how little I “do,” and how much God does for me and has already done for me in sending

         Christ to redeem me; and all he will continue to do for me throughout my lifetime and into the aeons of eternity.

      


      On the other side of the discussion of “doing,” I am aware that we live in an era when most Christians are so busy with activities

         and programs and family and work obligations that the mere suggestion of “doing more” can trigger guilt, anger, or even a

         panic attack. So let me put your mind at ease with this word: the spiritual disciplines are not a rigid set of rules imposing

         stringent behavior practices on us. Nor do they require more tasks and activities added to already overburdened lives. The

         great beauty offered by the spiritual disciplines is this: they teach us how to rely on the loving sufficiency of God; they

         show us how to recognize his presence and revel in his sovereignty; they lead us into ever-deepening levels of intimacy with

         the God who calls us his “beloved”; they teach us to allow God to work for us, in every situation. In short, they offer us

         rest.

      


      Relating to an Invisible God


      I admit I was surprised to discover that there was so much more to the equestrian sport than learning to mount, walk, trot,

         canter, and dismount. It was daunting at first to realize all that I had to learn. But it didn’t take me long to see that

         the new skills I was acquiring (slowly, sometimes awkwardly) increased my delight in riding. I became more comfortable, more

         competent in the saddle. I had less trouble staying on course, and my body moved more gracefully, more in sync with my horse.

         I had more tools for guiding Tess and better aids for negotiating challenging situations, both in and out of the jump ring.

         Every skill I learned enhanced my love of the sport and increased my pleasure.

      


      In much the same way, I’ve discovered that learning and practicing the spiritual disciplines has enhanced my spiritual life

         and shown me how to enjoy God and trust him more fully. They have become training tools that heighten my awareness of God

         in my daily, moment-to-moment existence; they train me to participate more fully, more consciously, in the kingdom purposes

         of God; they teach me how to relate to an invisible God.

      


      I have seen my faith grow stronger, my soul enlarged (slowly and often in only small increments) to receive more of his grace

         and sweetness.

      


      I have come to understand this reality: if all we are doing as Christians, as disciples of Jesus Christ, is practicing a few

         habits in order to look like a Christian (whatever that looks like), or to satisfy a denominational standard for behavior,

         we are doing little more than dabbling with the idea of discipleship. And instead of reveling in the abundant life Jesus promised us, instead of experiencing increasing

         intimacy with him and an ever-growing confidence in his goodness, we can expect discouragement, disillusionment, and frequent

         failure.

      


      The Ancient Paths


      For most of us, our Christian traditions encouraged the practice of some of the spiritual disciplines, although which disciplines

         varied from denomination to denomination. Growing up in a very conservative Christian community, I never heard a sermon on

         the disciplines of silence or simplicity; however, many a pastor preached study and service. I heard sermons on prayer and

         worship, but never on humility or celebration or solitude.

      


      My friend Marie grew up in Australia in a religious tradition that emphasized church attendance—just show up. Confession was

         mandatory, but she never learned about private worship or meaningful Bible study. She never heard a sermon on submission or

         sacrifice.

      


      As we shared our spiritual heritages with each other, we discovered that both of our traditions had ignored, or forgotten,

         most of the habits that Jesus taught and lived in front of his followers. Neither of us had ever been taught silence as a

         discipline, or submission, or sacrifice. No one had ever included the disciplines of fasting or meditation in a discipleship

         class. Yet down through the centuries, faithful, godly individuals have practiced these disciplines and urged others to follow

         them as well.

      


      Jeremiah the prophet called: “Ask for the ancient paths, / ask where the good way is, and walk in it, / and you will find

         rest for your souls.”
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      These disciplines, these ancient paths, when embraced in faith with reliance on the Holy Spirit, are the very means that offer

         us hope for change and the expectation of spiritual growth. They are our promise of rest and peace.

      


      Lurking Dangers


      Two dangers lurk in any discussion of the spiritual disciplines. The first, and the most perilous: thinking that exercising

         the spiritual disciplines will earn us favor with God and make us worthy of a home in heaven. We must never forget that the

         disciplines are training tools only, aids that enable us to grab hold of God’s promises, to live in the reality of his love

         and presence, to understand what it means, experientially, to be “in Christ.” They do not impart life.

      


      Life comes only through the Son, the Begotten of the Father, who came to show us what grace and truth look like. When we forget

         this, “the gospel becomes just a pattering of pious platitudes spoken by a Jewish carpenter in the distant past.”
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      John Wesley testified that until he understood grace, the methodical approach through the effort of discipline didn’t make

         sense. But “his heart was strangely warmed” once he found salvation through faith in Christ. He learned that salvation preceded

         growth toward discipleship.

      


      The second danger is that, having understood salvation, we would misunderstand the purpose of spiritual disciplines. We would

         try to make them an end in themselves, rather than a means of encountering God and experiencing his presence. We would treat

         them like rules we force on ourselves and on others, with no relationship to the pursuit of intimacy with God.

      


      Thomas Merton wrote: “An activity that is based on the frenzies and impulsions of human ambition is a delusion and an obstacle

         to grace. It gets in the way of God’s will, and it creates more problems than it solves.”

         

            7

         

         ; The problems we create for ourselves are pride and legalism, defeat and despair.

      


      Those problems multiply when we attempt to force others to get busy about the business of being good, without understanding that the only business that matters is that we be God’s. We become guilty of coercion and manipulation; we become unkind usurpers of the Holy Spirit’s work, which is always gentle,

         courteous, and respectful.

      


      This, then, is our strong reminder: that the bedrock of our faith is Jesus Christ, crucified for our sins, raised on the third

         day, ever living to intercede for us and bring us into glory. On that foundation we build a life of loving obedience and trust,

         trained by the spiritual disciplines that Jesus taught and exhibited for us.

      


      Disciplines of Jesus’ Life


      Even the most casual look at Jesus’ life reveals at least fifteen disciplines. Some contemporary scholars as well as some

         of the classic Christian writers suggest seventeen. We have to ask: if he needed the disciplines of solitude, silence, fasting,

         meditation, secrecy, and the others we’ve so often and so carelessly ignored, don’t we need them too?

      


      That is what this book is about.


      It is about the disciplines that characterized Jesus’ life—the commonly accepted ones, along with the often unheeded and long-neglected

         spiritual disciplines. All, I’ve discovered, are necessary for us to practice if we are serious about intimacy with God, if

         we are serious about seeing our faith grow strong and unshakable.

      


      In the chapters that follow, we will study, for example, the discipline of humility. Did you know that it is a discipline

         that you can aspire to, and actually achieve, through the work of the Holy Spirit? A foundational discipline, humility trains

         us to allow God to work in our lives. It trains us to bow to his authority and recognize his supremacy. It trains us to live

         peacefully with mystery, trusting God with the unknowns and uncertainties of our lives. It trains us to live among others

         with gentleness, without the need to dominate, to control, or to manipulate.

      


      We will also examine the disciplines of abstinence,
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          such as fasting, chastity, simplicity, secrecy, silence, and sacrifice. We will see how God uses these in our lives to prove

         his sufficiency. We will learn the truth of the statement that “God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in

         Him.”
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      A study of the spiritual disciplines must include the five we most commonly associate with an active spiritual life—they are

         important and must not be deleted as other disciplines are added. But their worth to our spiritual lives will be enhanced

         as we learn to practice the other disciplines as well, disciplines such as celebration and confession and meditation.

      


      The Principle of Immersion


      In his great book Seeking the Face of God, Gary Thomas wrote, “The struggle of the Christian life is really a struggle to maintain the centrality of God in our day-to-day

         lives.”
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      The struggle is perhaps never more real than now. Our world has morphed into a terrifying planet. We live with a level of

         anxiety and unrest that is unprecedented in our nation’s history. How desperately we need to be able to keep God in first

         place, central to everything we do. But it isn’t easy. We are distracted by our fears and disillusioned by our defeats. Even

         if we’ve made the decision to “put God first,” we aren’t sure how to go about it.

      


      Jesus invited us to “remain” in him for safety and comfort, but we’re not clear on that either. His call to “abide in me”

         sounds good, but it too is abstract. We have to wonder: what does “abiding” look like? The spiritual disciplines answer that

         question. We learn how to keep God central in our day-to-day lives.

      


      Paul wrote, “I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called

         you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe.”
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          The spiritual disciplines open our eyes to the hope of our faith; they act as guides to scenic views where the riches of

         our inheritance lay before us in majestic panorama. They show us how to avail ourselves of Jesus’ resurrection power.

      


      But above all, as we interact with God and see him work on our behalf, we begin to comprehend the truth of our belovedness.

         We begin to learn how to live in the reality of the invisible truths of the omnipotent God who calls us to share his life

         and his eternal kingdom.

      


      Dabbling or Dedicated Disciple?


      It has been several years since I last rode a horse over a fence. Even today, I can sit very still and summon the feelings

         that used to overwhelm me when I cantered across a hunt field. I can feel the rush that filled me as Tess and I turned toward

         a fence. I see her ears prick forward, feel her hooves lift, and then, for one unfathomable instant, gravity submits to us,

         and horse and rider fly!

      


      Often on Saturday nights, I watch horse shows on the Outdoor Life Channel. Horse and rider enter the arena and the challenges

         begin as they soar over stone walls and water jumps, over decorated fences and down steep embankments. I watch with the eye

         of one who has ridden just a little, just enough to recognize some of the small adjustments that make such a big difference

         in the outcome of a ride.

      


      I see the tiny movement of a hand as it settles higher on the crest, the almost invisible tightening of a leg against the

         horse’s flank, the little movement on the reins that lessens the pressure on the bit. I see the rider’s eyes as she counts

         strides to place her mount the perfect distance from the fence for takeoff. These, and a dozen more almost indiscernible movements,

         preoccupy the mind of the rider who will meet the challenges of the course.

      


      The rider whose skills include only the obvious basics—walk, trot, canter, mount, and dismount—would never be able to keep

         her seat over the first obstacle. She would never ride with the joy and liberty of a more disciplined rider. The exuberance

         of flight on horseback would be for her an elusive dream, her reality marked by boredom, disappointment, and danger.

      


      The parallels are obvious.


      We cannot put limits on our discipleship, choosing only to exercise four or five familiar habits. If we want to walk with

         God and experience his power in our lives, and grow in knowledge of him and love for him, our only option is this: full immersion

         into the life of Christ, through the exercise of all of the spiritual disciplines.

      


      This was Jesus’ plan for us. As he was commissioning his disciples he told them to do and to teach others to obey everything

         he had taught them.
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          It takes only a cursory look at the life of Jesus to see that he built into his life the consistent practice of many habits.

         He taught them in his sermons, he practiced them before the disciples and in private hours of fellowship with his Father.

      


      Jesus, fully God clothed in human flesh, saw the need for the disciplines of silence, and simplicity, and fasting, and submission,

         and the other almost forgotten and ignored habits of heart and hand during his incarnation.

      


      As he exercised the disciplines he testified to his “other-worldliness”; he demonstrated the reality of the kingdom of God;

         he exhibited his unity with the Father, showing us how to “remain in him,” how to live in constant awareness of the Father’s

         deep love.

      


      The practice of the spiritual disciplines does for us what it did for Jesus. The disciplines immerse us in the life of the

         kingdom. They bring us to the place where we can enjoy intimacy with our Father. They train us to live out the realities of

         the invisible kingdom Jesus came to display. They strengthen us to withstand temptation. They nurture our spirits here, while

         we are physically separated from our heavenly Father, and whet our appetites for the things that will truly satisfy us—the

         things of God, intimacies and realities of fellowship that we will never experience if we only dabble in discipleship.

      


      One Single Duty


      These words say it well: “There remains one single duty. It is to keep one’s gaze fixed on the master one has chosen and to

         be constantly listening so as to understand and hear and immediately obey His will.”
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      This is what it means to be a disciple. The spiritual disciplines train us to listen and to understand, to hear and to obey.


      Today, in our culture, many of the “ancient paths” seem to have nearly disappeared, but they are there, still, beckoning us

         with the offer of intimacy with God, of experiential knowledge of his power and love, and the assurance of soul-deep rest

         and peace.

      


      In the pages of this book, we will dig through the undergrowth to find the ancient paths. We will examine the disciplines

         that characterized the lives of Old Testament saints, such as Abraham, Esther, David, and others.

      


      We will study these disciplines that Jesus exhibited for us, disciplines that his disciples exercised and taught in the Epistles.

         We will trace them through the lives of present-day believers, those who falter and fail along with us, yet whose lives speak

         eloquently of the love and mercy of God, calling us to learn of his grace and discover the joy of his sufficiency.

      


      To Know That God Is Real


      Oswald Chambers wrote, “The one thing for which we are all being disciplined is to know that God is real.”
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          Nothing is more important. Nothing is more rewarding than discovering that God is everything he said he is: all-powerful,

         sovereign, yet tender and compassionate, accepting of us in our fragile state, and desiring with all his heart to bring us

         to rest in him.

      


      Nothing is more important than learning to live in the reality of God’s invisible presence.


      Equally important is a daily discovery of the liberty of grace and victory over besetting sins. This, wrote Stephen Charnock,

         is “that which glitters in redemption.”
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          Through the exercise of the spiritual disciplines we experience the glory of our redemption, here and now. The sparkle of

         grace lights our hearts; victory shines through the darkness. We celebrate our redemption with every exercise that brings

         us into closer harmony with the eternal schemes of God.

      


      If the “glitter” of your redemption has dulled; if you are frustrated and confused about what an “abundant life” looks like;

         if you’re tired of struggling and being defeated; if you’re weary with wondering if God is doing his part—join me on a journey

         through the ancient paths. We will, through the pages of this book, travel “good ways” you may have never before explored.

         Together we will seek God and find him to be all we could ever need, and more than we ever imagined he could be.

      


      Our map into this extraordinary life: the classical spiritual disciplines.
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      “MY LIFE IS IN YOUR HANDS”


      THE DISCIPLINES OF SUBMISSION AND HUMILITY


      My teen years on the Navajo reservation were some of my best. I will never regret my father’s decision to accept a teaching

         position at Window Rock High School, near the capital of the Navajo Nation. I loved the land, the people, the freedom of living

         in a place untouched by the demands and expectations of typical suburban life. It was an adventure I’ll always treasure.

      


      I learned to drive my dad’s white Ford on the dusty roads that meander through red-rock lands. I learned to watch the bloody

         practice of sheepshearing at the corral near the trading post and not feel sick. I learned to eat Navajo tacos made with mutton.

         I learned that skin color means nothing when it comes to friendship.

      


      One thing I didn’t learn was the language. Except for one badly butchered verse of “I Have Decided to Follow Jesus,” I know

         only four or five words in Navajo. I’m a biligaana, an Anglo, and few of us have ever learned the Navajo language. With its guttural sounds and glottal stops, it is considered

         one of the most difficult languages on the planet, almost impossible to learn unless you are born to it.

      


      Besides being difficult to learn and speak, Navajo is extremely hard to translate because many English words have no Navajo

         equivalent. Our word please is one of those.

      


      In the native culture, this isn’t a problem, because courtesy is communicated with many subtle gestures and mannerisms. Outside

         the Navajo community, however, beyond the boundaries rimmed by river-forged canyons and tall red spires that look like rockets

         poised for launch, this missing word has at times caused confusion. In one instance, it was a source of great pain for the

         children of the Dinéh.

      


      It was the late fifties and early sixties. By federal decree, all Native American children were required to attend government-accredited

         schools. Thousands of young Navajos who lived in remote reservation areas were taken from their families and transported to

         towns hundreds of miles away to attend school. Yanked from their hogans, they moved into dormitories where Anglo dorm attendants

         insisted they speak only English. I attended elementary school with many of these children, years before I went to live on

         their land.

      


      Only years later did I understand what life had been like for them when they were forced to leave their homes and adapt to

         Anglo ways.

      


      In a sensitive and moving article in the magazine Arizona Highways, writer Sam Negri tells how the children were scolded and shamed by dormitory matrons for not saying “please” at mealtime.

         Baffled, the children didn’t understand what they were being ordered to say. Finally, after some research, a linguist suggested

         that the word “asholdah” might be comparable to the English “please.” But those who knew and understood the Navajo people

         recognized it as a poor substitute.
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      Not a simple term of courtesy, asholdah has no one-word English equivalent. It is better translated, “My life is in your hands.”

      


      Navajos don’t use “asholdah” lightly. They reserve it only for severe occasions when extreme need is pressing. It is not a

         word commonly spoken around the dinner table. Yet Navajo children, making a simple request for ketchup at a meal, found themselves

         speaking the Anglo word “please” while thinking asholdah and all that it connoted. The value of their lives was suddenly reduced to the equivalent of a condiment.

      


      Such a tragic misuse of a beautiful word. Asholdah—its syllables weep with significance. I have claimed this word for myself, using it often until it has burrowed deep into

         my spiritual vocabulary. It echoes in my heart daily, many times each day, as I approach the throne room of the King of kings

         and Lord of lords.

      


      “Asholdah,” I whisper. It is the only word that comes to mind when I consider the posture of the creature in the presence

         of the Creator.

      


      Where Humility and Submission Begin


      C. S. Lewis wrote, “What is concrete but immaterial can be kept in view only by painful effort.”
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          Oh, how I agree. At times it seems that only by Lewis’s “painful effort,” by the strenuous exercise of submission and humility,

         I am able to keep God’s magnificent, immaterial majesty in view.

      


      I grasp at the mere edge of a fringe of the hem of the garments that clothe our God in glory. Yet it is the truest truth—that

         our God is the ultimate power, the ultimate creative presence, the sole source of life and all manner of matter in this universe,

         and beyond. And that is the wonder, the majesty of the Christian faith: that our God is of such a superlative sublime nature

         as to be supreme in every aspect of his being.

      


      And wonder of wonders, beyond even that—he invites us to share in his glory. He welcomes us into his majesty, into his very

         heart, giving us access through his Son, Jesus Christ. He asks us to call Him “Abba,” Daddy.

      


      This great God, full of grace and truth, beckons us into his presence, into the throne room from which he rules the universe,

         and invites us to enjoy all his unexcelled gifts, all his magnificent power, and to bask in the free-flowing rush of his tender

         love.

      


      This is our God.


      This is our Savior. From this great truth emanates another: my life is in his hands.


      Fénelon said it this way: “There are only two truths in the world, that God is all and the creature is nothing.”
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      In the Book of Isaiah, God said of himself:


      I AM God.

      


      I alone explain the past and the future.


      My purposes will stand, unaltered by any force.


      I will do what I please.


      I will do what I said I would do.


      I will accomplish what I have planned.
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      Jean-Pierre deCaussade could have been responding to this passage three centuries ago when he wrote, “So we leave God to act

         in everything, reserving for ourselves only love and obedience to the present moment. For this is our eternal duty. This compelling

         love, steeped in silence, is required of every soul.”
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      This is where humility and submission begin: we leave God to act in everything. We acknowledge that our lives are in his hands.

         This is the threshold from which we step into discipleship.

      


      Recognizing God’s Mysterious, Transcendent Nature


      Ours is not a culture that enjoys mystery, except in a movie or a novel. And then we aren’t really happy unless the mystery

         is solved to our satisfaction. The fact is, we don’t mind not knowing if it is only for the first eighty-five minutes of a

         ninety-minute feature film, or for the time it takes to read a John Grisham or a Mary Higgins Clark best-seller. But as soon

         as final events tick down in the story, we want certainty. We are impatient with unknowns.

      


      Such is the strength of our culture. We thrive on the tenacity of medical researchers who resist the unknown with every atom

         of their beings. We build laboratories and think tanks and hire people to examine mysteries and solve them for us. Yet this,

         what is our very strength as a society, is the fatal flaw of the life of faith.

      


      Faith accepts that there are mysteries that will never be unraveled by the human mind. It accepts that God is transcendent;

         that much of what occurs on this planet will defy human explanations. It gives up the urgent, human craving to have all the

         answers, all the time.

      


      “The more comfortable we are with mystery in our journey, the more rest we will know along the way,” wrote John Eldredge.
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          The disciplines of humility and submission train us to live joyfully, peacefully, in the realm of divine mystery. They work

         to strengthen the ligaments and tendons of our knees, often only by “painful effort,” until we can bow before God, bending

         low in the shadow of his transcendence, accepting the unknowns of this life without argument or resistance.

      


      Our Reasonable Response


      Of all the things God asks of me, this submission, this humility in response to his transcendence, is the most difficult.

         Yet of all the things he asks of me, this is the most reasonable.

      


      It is reasonable to bow in humility before the King of kings and Lord of lords, recognizing his authority and sovereignty

         in all things.

      


      It is reasonable to fall to my knees and worship the God who holds all things together by the power of his might and to release

         to him all that I am and all that I have.

      


      It is reasonable. It is not always easy.


      Many years ago, when I was a young mother, I experienced a time of deep discouragement and confusion. My children were babies—an

         infant and a toddler—and the infant was sick most of the time. My husband’s job required long hours and a heavy travel schedule,

         so I had no help, no relief during lonely days and long, sleepless nights. I had one urgent prayer during that time: “Please

         let the baby sleep tonight.” Sometimes I varied it slightly: “Could she please take a nap today, just a short one?”

      


      Most of the time, God answered, “No,” punctuated with a baby’s high-pierced squeal.


      One day, after yet another sleepless night and an emergency trip to the doctor, I poured out my discouragement to my dad,

         who had come to town for a short visit. He listened, sipped his coffee, then responded in his slow, quiet way. “Wouldn’t it

         be great,” he said, “if we could just walk through these experiences without ever getting upset or discouraged? If we could

         just accept that God is in control, that his good will is at work in the situation, and not let ourselves give in to anxiety

         and distress?”

      


      I remember feeling angry. I argued that we are humans. Distress and anxiety and exhaustion are part of our experience. “Does

         God want us to deny our humanity?”

      


      “But would we be denying our humanity if we accepted our pain with a quiet, trusting heart? Doesn’t God’s presence in our

         lives and the knowledge of the truth give us the option of saying, ‘Yes, this hurts, but God is doing something I don’t understand,

         and I can trust him with it’? Do we have to agonize and whine?”

      


      I wanted to whine. “Would it be so hard for God to make a baby take a nap, for Pete’s sake? I mean, what high and holy purpose

         is being accomplished here?” I argued. “He spoke the world into existence. He could just blink and make this baby sleep through

         the night. Why won’t he, just once?”
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