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For Kedron.


Without you, this project would still be


on 3 x 5 cards scribbled in pencil on my desk.


Thank you for your constant belief in me and this project.


I love spending my life with you.
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For Ilana and Titus.


You light my life with joy


and are two of God’s greatest gifts to me.


I’m honored to be your mama.
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Introduction


I jolted awake at 2:00 a.m. this morning to a shrill, heart-stopping alarm blasting from my cell phone. I nearly fell out of bed onto my head while scrambling to find the phone somewhere on the floor. I grabbed the screaming phone and fumbled for a button—any button—to turn off the dreadful sound before reading an Amber Alert for two missing children from a nearby community. I scanned the grim details about the alleged abductor, and my heart moaned in lament.


I crawled back into bed willing my heart rate to slow, and stared into the darkness above my head. My racing thoughts turned to prayers. “Lord, please watch over these two children. Wherever they are, whatever they’re experiencing, be their Guard. This moment changes their lives forever. Help them know Your presence today and for the rest of their lives. Please guide the police as they search.”


My heart constricted as though the snake of darkness might squeeze the life right out of me. So much hurt. So much pain. “Why, God? Why does it seem we only hurt each other?”


Five hours later as I groggily began my day, I checked the news for an update. A policeman had found the children 1,100 miles away, and they were being held in safe custody. I sobbed as I read more details of the story and realized what those precious children had experienced during the night. I put a little extra “oomph” into my morning kiss good-bye with my two children.


Midday, I scrolled my Facebook feed to see if I was the only one jarred awake at 2:00 a.m. Some friends grumbled about the rude awakening. Most, however, described how they, too, spent that wee hour of the morning praying for the children and their safe return home.


A community praying for children they didn’t even know. What a beautiful picture of the body of Christ.


“See?” God’s Spirit whispered. “There is still light in this world. Remember, I am the light, and My light still shines in so many. You do more than just hurt each other. You are also capable of great love for each other.”


If only an audible alarm could jolt us out of our spiritual slumber every day and call us into prayerful action for our community.


How would our communities change if we didn’t just say, “I’ll pray for you,” but we actually did pray—deeply, intensely, and purposefully?


Even when the news doesn’t wake me early in the morning with an urgent alarm, great needs press in around me every day.


A year and a half ago I sat on my bedroom floor Spirit-groaning like Paul describes in Romans 8:26:“In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us through wordless groans.”


That day, a friend had called to say her father had been diagnosed with cancer. Another friend had sent an e-mail with a discouraging update about his family’s already years-long adoption process. A third friend had texted with news that his wife was leaving him for another man.


Each message closed with, “Will you please pray?”


“Of course. Absolutely,” I replied to each one.


Yet I felt so inadequate. Prayer has never been one of my strong disciplines. I often prayed for people on the spot, for fear I would forget later. I certainly didn’t want to lie about praying.


That day, during my Spirit-groanings for these dear friends, I also asked for help with my prayer discipline.


“There has to be a better way. I want to remember. I want to be a participant, not just a bystander.”


As I rose to finish my day, a thought came to me—a thought that would forever change the way I pray.


A is for adoption. I counted several friends who were waiting for adoptions to be complete, and others who had recently brought their adoptive children home.


B is for bullying. I remembered my teacher friends and the students in my kids’ classes who’ve suffered from bullying behavior.


C is for cancer. I listed at least a dozen people I knew who were battling cancer.


D is for depression. I remembered all the family members and friends I knew who were struggling through depression and anxiety on a daily basis.


What if, instead of having one long prayer list, I prayed for people by topic, through the entire alphabet?


I grabbed a sheet of paper and within an hour had topics for nearly the entire alphabet. The next day, I met my friends Cindy and Carrie for coffee and quietly mentioned how I was going to start praying A to Z through the needs of the community. I showed them my list, and their eyes lit up.


“Will you share it with me? That’s something I would use, too.”


“Me, too, please. I often feel overwhelmed and just don’t know where to start or how to remember to pray for everyone.”


I wasn’t alone in feeling like an inadequate pray-er.


That’s when I realized God is raising the alarm. He is calling His people to prayer. As the world grows darker, His light shines brighter.


As I prayed from A to Z, I no longer felt overwhelmed. In fact, I found myself praying for more people and more struggles than ever before. I experienced a peace and a lightness in prayer that I hadn’t known in a long time.


As the idea spread among my friends, I began to hear stories. My friend Erin picked up the idea and started praying A to Z with her kids. She told me they prayed for a family who had been waiting years to adopt a child. The morning after praying through “A for Adoption,” she woke to an e-mail from her friends saying a child had been placed with them. Erin woke her children with the incredible news. What a joy to pray with her kids and see God’s answer so soon!


My mom told me she had never noticed how difficult it was for families in her church with special needs children to enjoy an entire worship service. She started to see how often they were called out of the service. She told me, “Now that I’m praying A to Z, God is revealing to me people’s needs that I hadn’t seen before.”


As we pray for our communities’ deepest needs, we bring His light into the darkest corners.


No problem is too great for our Father to handle. In fact, as I began to also praise God from A to Z, I realized how every need is fulfilled in who He is.


From A to Z, I hope you’ll join me in praying for the specific needs of your community and begin to experience the lightness of joy, peace, and hope that comes from the Father.


How to Use This Book


The book is divided by letter with five topics per letter. The first three topics for each letter are prayers of petition asking God to work in a certain area of your life or the lives of others in your community. The last two topics for each letter are prayers of praise acknowledging who God is and where you’ve seen His work.


Don’t ignore the prayers of praise; they’re important. When you start to focus on all the needs around you, your heart gets overwhelmed quickly. The darkness is palpable, and the needs can seem impossible. Yet, when you take time to praise God for who He is, you will begin to see how every need you have is met in Him. You’ll pray for those struggling with bullying, bulimia and eating disorders, and bankruptcy; and then you’ll praise God that He is the Bread of Life and your Burden Bearer. Just recognizing who He is lightens the load because you’ve placed the heaviness where it belongs—on His strong shoulders.


Each topic includes a verse and a few prompts to get you started. The written-out prayers are meant to be a springboard for your own conversations with God. My prayer is that through those few sentences, the Holy Spirit will bring to mind situations in your life and community and move you into deeper prayer.


Personal Use


God’s love and care for you and your community is personal.


Use this book as a guide and personalize it. Write in the margins. List people, organizations, and situations specific to your community. Update it as you see God move. Write down your praises. Mark it up as a record of how God is working. I’ve found this helps me pay attention and be alert to God’s movement.


How you use this book will be as unique as you are.


Maybe you’ll carry it in a purse or computer bag and spend extra minutes waiting for appointments or sitting in the car line at school to pray through one topic.


Maybe you’ll keep it by your bedside and pray through one letter each night, going through the alphabet once a month.


Maybe you’ll keep it on the kitchen counter or your desk and check in with God throughout the day.


The options are endless. I’m finding prayer can happen everywhere, not just on my knees by the bed or during a few minutes of quiet at church. I’m learning to direct my internal conversations back to God all day long.


Group Use


This is a book about praying for your community, and what better way to do so than actually praying with your community?


Whether it’s your family gathered around the table for a meal together a few times a week, a small group of friends who meet for coffee once a month, or a church group that meets on a regular basis, you can use this guide to direct your prayers together.


Maybe you pray through one letter each time you gather, with each person in the group praying out loud for one topic. Maybe each person takes a whole letter. Maybe you walk around your neighborhood as a group and pray through a letter each time.


However you choose to use the guide, allow God’s Spirit to draw you closer to each other and Himself as you pray through your community’s most challenging situations and give praise for His mighty work.


What This Book Is Not


This is not a book on how to pray. Other authors have written helpful books on the mechanics and meaning of prayer. A couple of my favorites include: Prayer: Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with God by Timothy Keller (Viking, 2014) and Too Busy Not to Pray: Slowing Down to Be with God by Bill Hybels (IVP Books, 2008). Both of these men taught me through their books how to go deeper in my prayer life, listen to God’s Spirit, and incorporate Scripture into praying.


This book also isn’t a set of written-out prayers for you to mindlessly read. Rather, see this as a conversation starter, an icebreaker, to prompt your conversations with God. It’s in no way meant to be a formula to recite, but a guide to begin a deeper communication with your heavenly Father.


Keep in mind that prayer is a conversation, meaning it’s two-way. Speak and listen. Listen for God’s Spirit to prompt you with thoughts and Scripture. As you listen, you’ll find your conversations with God changing. Hybels’s book Too Busy Not to Pray has great thoughts on how to listen for the Spirit’s voice.


However you use this book, my prayer is that you and your community will be transformed by a deepening love for the Father and experience the peace that comes from laying your burdens at His feet.




[image: Image]













	[image: Image]


	Adoption








But those who hope in the LORD will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint.


ISAIAH 40:31
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Pray for waiting adoptive families, waiting children, host families, orphanages, and adoption agencies. Remember to include families who have adopted in years past and pray for any struggles just now surfacing with their children.
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Father, I pray for every child to be part of a loving family. Be with these families and provide for their financial, emotional, and physical needs as they adopt. Give wisdom to the adoption agencies and host families. Comfort birth parents as they make the hard choice to release their child. Watch over children as they wait for their forever family. I pray all will feel Your loving arms around them as they transition to a new reality. Continue to knit together these families who have completed their adoptions. May a supportive and loving community surround them through all the struggles of parenthood. When challenges come, when hurtful words are said, when fear and uncertainty creep in, I pray You will remain in the middle. Amen.





Abuse


My comfort in my suffering is this: Your promise preserves my life.


PSALM 119:50
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Pray for those suffering from physical, verbal, emotional, and sexual abuse, for their safety and the ability to seek and receive help. Pray that those with abusive behavior would be convicted and reached with Christ’s love. Pray for organizations that provide safety and counsel for those suffering from abuse of any kind.
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Father, I lift up all who live under the heavy weight of abuse. Many in my community suffer in silence every day. Provide courage to speak up and grant safety as they seek help. Give me eyes to see their hurt and wisdom to know how to offer love in helpful ways. Provide for the organizations in my community that offer counseling and safe places of respite. I pray those with abusive behavior will be convicted, humbled, and experience the transforming power of Your Spirit in their lives. May all involved come to know the truth of who You are and how You love them no matter what they have done or what has happened to them. You are the great Healer of wounded hearts and minds, and I ask for Your healing power. Amen.
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