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The reason why we pray is simply that we cannot help praying.
William James
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Preface to the new edition


The last weekend of February 2007, I spoke at a historic church in Los Alamos, New Mexico. In the 1940s the US government built a large laboratory on forested mesas as part of the Manhattan Project, and as a town sprang up to support the laboratory believers from various denominations joined together to form the United Church. Los Alamos has the highest concentration of PhDs in the world, and my hosts lined up a meeting with scientists from the lab, including some who had witnessed the original hydrogen bomb explosion.


When I spoke to the community on the subject of prayer that evening, I related some of the mountain-climbing adventures I allude to in this book. For instance, on the day my wife and I summited Mt Wilson we were still well above the safety of timberline when dark clouds moved in and the skies opened up to pelt us with sleet and hail. Lightning struck closer and closer. ‘What do we do?’ I asked our experienced companion.


‘There’s really not much you can do,’ he replied. ‘The granite rock conducts electricity. I’d recommend separating by at least a hundred yards or so – that way if one of us gets hit, another can go for help. And squat down with your feet together to make yourself as small a target as possible.’


My wife and I looked at each other. Finally I shrugged and said, ‘Honey, we’ve had a good life. Let’s go together.’ We ditched our buzzing hiking poles and squatted down, as our friend suggested, but side by side, holding hands. For the next hour we got pummelled by rain, hail, sleet, snow, and a mixture of all at once, all the while counting the seconds between each lightning bolt that crashed around us and the blast of thunder that followed.


‘I learned an important life lesson,’ I told the folks who had gathered in the United Church. ‘I am not in control. What transpired on the mountain that day had nothing to do with me. I was in the hands of far larger forces. I must tell you, as a freelance writer I’m something of a control freak. I have to be. Since I have no boss telling me what to do I have to organise my own life, and most of the time I go around feeling like I’m in control. As I learned atop Mt Wilson, that’s an illusion.’


I went on to say that this mountain-climbing lesson actually applies all the time. ‘Even when I think I’m in control, I’m not. I could die of a heart attack right in front of you before finishing this sentence.’ Some in the audience laughed nervously. ‘Or, I could have an auto accident driving back to Denver tomorrow – probably far more likely than getting hit by lightning on Mt Wilson.’ More laughter.


How eerily prophetic those words would prove to be. Sunday morning, driving back from Los Alamos to Denver, I turned down a small, remote road just over the Colorado border, more for variety in scenery than anything else. Like many roads in Colorado, it curved back and forth around streams, hills and mountain passes. Snow had fallen a few days before, and several times I was surprised by patches of ice on the road. Suddenly, as I headed downhill into one curve, my Ford Explorer began to fishtail. I fought it, steering left, then right, then left again until the right rear tyre slipped off the road and grabbed soft dirt. Then the Explorer rolled sideways, over and over, five times in all.


The noise was deafening, a crescendo of glass, plastic and metal breaking all at once. The radio console shot out of the dashboard. Every window shattered, spilling skis, boots, ice skates, my laptop computer and luggage across the Colorado countryside. As I rolled, two things came to mind. Philip, you’ve always managed to pull out of these close scrapes before, but not this time. And, Whatever you do, keep your hands on the steering wheel so your arms don’t flop around and get broken.


Finally the rolling stopped, with the vehicle in an upright position. The engine was still running, and I recalled scenes from movies in which wrecked cars burst into flames. I turned off the ignition, unbuckled my seat belt and ducked under the collapsed roof to stumble to the ground. My nose was bleeding, I had cuts on my face, legs and arms, and I felt a searing pain in my upper back, just below the neck. My belongings were strewn over a hundred feet, and I wandered the desert landscape searching for my laptop and cellphone.


Within five minutes a car pulled over and a portly middle-aged man got out. ‘Are you OK? We saw the dust cloud from the rollover,’ he said. ‘Man, oh, man. Shouldn’t you be sitting down? Shouldn’t you put on a coat?’ I stared at him, dazed, and finally did what he said, putting on a coat and sitting back in the driver’s seat, holding a tissue to my nose and dabbing the facial cuts. The pain in my back kept me from finding a comfortable position.


I started thinking of appointments and trips I would need to cancel and other details I would have to deal with – insurance, computer repair, shopping for a new vehicle, police reports. These were chased out by a shock of gratitude that I was alive, my fingers and toes still moving, my brain still functioning. ‘You wouldn’t be here now without that seat belt,’ said the driver who had stopped to help. I looked around at my smashed Explorer and had to agree.


A few minutes later a second car pulled over. A well-dressed couple got out, ran to the scene, and started giving orders rather than asking questions. I soon learned why: they were both certified Emergency Medical Technicians, and the husband headed up the ambulance corps for the county. They led me to their car, called for an ambulance, and sat beside me holding my head in a fixed position. ‘How did you happen to come down this remote road early on a Sunday morning?’ I asked after they had stabilised my neck.


‘We’re Mormons,’ the woman replied. ‘We’ve just started a mission church in the tiny town of San Luis, and we’re driving over to help them get on their feet.’


Thus began one of the longest, most memorable days of my life. When the ambulance came, attendants strapped me onto a rigid body board, taping my head still and immobilising it with a neck brace. We drove almost an hour to reach the town of Alamosa, where I was transferred with much jostling and bumping onto a gurney and into a hospital emergency room.


The Alamosa hospital, which has no radiologist on duty on weekends, had outsourced diagnosis to an outfit in Australia. As a result, digitised CAT-scan images had to be sent via satellite to Australia (where it was Monday, a normal work day) for interpretation. The images were so dense that high-speed transmittal took an hour, and the Australian radiologists needed another hour to analyse the images properly. For those two hours I lay in a most uncomfortable position on the body board, awaiting results. I could have nothing for pain, and no water or nourishment, until results came back. Hospital personnel, who knew I had been walking around after the accident, did not seem overly concerned and mostly left me alone. I stared at the perforated tile ceiling and listened to the sounds around me: a crying baby, a squeaky wheelchair, metal bars on a bed being raised and lowered, the changing pitch of a siren as an ambulance approached.


When the results came back from Australia, everything changed. The doctor came in with prefatory words that no patient wants to hear: ‘There’s no easy way to say this, Mr Yancey …’ I had a broken neck, specifically the C-3 vertebra in a ‘comminuted’ or pulverised fashion. The good news was that the break did not occur in the spinal cord channel itself. If it had, I would likely have ended up paralysed like Christopher Reeve. The spinal column has three channels, one for the spinal cord and two for arterial blood supply, which is where my fractures occurred. The bad news was that, due to the splintered nature of the break, a bone fragment might well have nicked or penetrated a major artery.


‘We have a jet standing by if needed to airlift you to Denver,’ the doctor explained. ‘We’ll do another CAT scan, this time with an iodine-dye solution to reveal any possible leakage from the artery. I must emphasise, this is a life-threatening situation. You may want to contact your loved ones.’


My wife, Janet, whom I had phoned from the ambulance, had scrambled to throw some clothes in an overnight bag and begin the four-hour drive to Alamosa to join me. A Good Samaritan neighbour insisted on going with her, a magnificent gift as it freed her to make phone calls and compose herself during that tense drive. They had driven exactly halfway when the doctor called her with the initial diagnosis, explaining that if the dye scan revealed arterial leakage they could not hold the plane for her; I would be airlifted to Denver immediately.


Cellphones in mountainous Colorado are an imperfect technology: about every third word drops and the call cuts off every thirty seconds or so. My own cellphone was running low on battery power and tended to drop calls whenever hospital machines kicked in. Janet was trying to decide whether to turn around and drive back to Denver in the event I needed surgery, or continue on to Alamosa with the possibility of watching my jet contrails in the sky above her. When I reached her by phone, staticky and barely audible because of hospital machinery, I insisted she come to Alamosa: ‘You’ve got to pick up my laptop computer! It’s got all my weekend work on it.’ She took that as a sign of stubborn male rationality and made the uneasy decision to keep driving.


Technicians rolled me in for the iodine-dye scan, and then left me alone again to wait for the transmission to Australia and the next set of results. In all, I lay strapped onto that body board for seven hours, plenty of time to think through my life. I’ve written articles on people whose lives have been instantly changed by an accident that left them paraplegic or quadriplegic. Evidently I had narrowly missed that fate (and I mean narrowly – my break was about half an inch from the spinal cord). But if my artery was leaking, an artery that feeds the brain, or if it formed a blood clot, well, I soon faced a fate worse than paralysis.


I stayed calm throughout, my pulse hovering around seventy, as the monitor flashed in LED lights. As I lay there, contemplating what I had just been teaching in Los Alamos about prayer, and facing for the first time the imminent possibility of death, I felt surprisingly peaceful. I reflected on what a wonderful life I have had, with a life-giving marriage partner of thirty-seven years, all but three of Colorado’s fifty-four 14,000-foot mountains under my belt, adventures in more than fifty countries, work that allows me both meaning and near-total freedom, and connections through my writing with people I’ve never met. (The morphine drip a nurse had just attached to my arm may well have contributed to this sense of calmness!)


I looked back on my life and felt little regret. And as I thought of what might await me, I felt deep trust. Although no one raised in the kind of church environment I grew up in totally leaves behind the acrid smell of fire and brimstone, I had an overwhelming sense of trust in God. I have come to know a God of compassion and mercy and love. Although I have no clue what heaven or an afterlife will be like, I felt sustained by that trust.


Those were the hours of strange suspension: Janet speeding down the highway with our neighbour, feeling helpless and unsure, imagining how her life would change with a dead or paralysed husband; and me strapped on a table, utterly helpless, with the images that would determine my future bouncing off a satellite en route to Australia.


As it happened, thank God – oh, yes, thank God – the results turned out far better than either of us could hope. The scans revealed no arterial leakage. The hospital released me within an hour of Janet’s arrival, fitted with a stiff neck brace that would keep my head from moving for the next twelve weeks. If all goes well (and I am still recovering as I write this), the fractures and misaligned vertebrae may heal back appropriately on their own; if not, I may need surgery for spinal fusion sometime down the road.


Looking back now, I see many coincidences – God-incidences? – that contributed to a good outcome. The EMT-trained Mormons travelling that route early on a Sunday morning. The most experienced X-ray technician, normally off-duty on weekends, filling in for a sick colleague. The emergency-room doctor, featured that day in the local paper as a star graduate of an elite medical school returning to his small Colorado town to be of service. And, most of all, the injury itself, serious but not nearly as catastrophic as the alternatives.


I remember sitting in the Ford Explorer as it finally stopped rolling, its engine still running, and thinking, ‘This begins chapter two of my life.’ Indeed it did, though with considerably brighter prospects than it seemed at the time. I hope to ski long mogul runs again, to climb more fourteeners and gaze at the wild flowers along the way, to cherish friends and love my wife and family and thank God for every minute of this precious gift of life.


I now look back on that long day, spent strapped to a body board in an ambulance and then an emergency room, as a unique gift. All of us will face death, some through a long degenerative illness like cancer and others through an abrupt accident. I had something in between, a window of time in which I lay suspended between life and non-life, with the very real possibility of death within a few minutes or hours and yet an opportunity to emerge with overwhelming good news and another chance at life. Samuel Johnson said that when a person knows he is about to be hanged, it concentrates the mind wonderfully. Any near-death experience does that.


I hope that I never forget that window of time or what I saw through it. For a few weeks after the accident I walked around in a ‘daze of grace’, looking at the sky, trees, grass, my wife, my friends, with newly washed eyes. Even as my battered body brought new aches and pains to my attention, life held surprises around every corner, fresh promptings to gratitude and joy. Each day I awoke with a profound sense of gratitude for the simplest things: birds flitting from tree to tree, the sound of a creek flowing around rocks and ice near our home, the ability to move a finger, to dress myself.


Then the sleepless nights in a neck brace began to take their toll; woodpeckers hammered holes in the west wall of our house; in an electronic conspiracy the television, microwave and refrigerator all stopped working. Life also grinds you down.


I am trying to keep before me the crystalline vision I had while lying strapped down for seven hours. I have learned how thin is the thread that separates life from non-life, and how comforting is the knowledge that I am not alone on this journey. I have learned these things in a way that I doubt I will ever forget. What we spend so much time and energy on (finances, image, achievement) matters so little in the face of imminent death. What matters reduces down to a few basic questions. Who do I love? Who will I miss? How have I spent my life? Am I ready for what’s next? The challenge is, How do I keep those questions in the forefront as I come to my desk each day and face piles of paper and blinking electronic messages?


Word of the accident got out, and over the next few months I was overwhelmed by support from friends, family and people I have never met. In the act of writing I spill something of my soul onto the printed page, and through the cards and letters that came in I realised a remarkable link can be forged even with strangers. The month of the accident, I was leading an online discussion on this book hosted by a Quaker publisher. One of the participants wrote me that Quakers have a phrase they were exercising on my behalf: ‘holding you in the light’. I felt held, truly.


One more thing: on that scary day in February and during the days that followed, I learned to put into practice what I have written about in the pages of this book. I have used the phrase ‘keeping company with God’, which was indeed my working title of the book as I wrote it. Recently, a spate of authors have been trumpeting a kind of triumphalist atheism. I can understand why someone would choose atheism, but I cannot understand why such a stance might seem like good news, something worth trumpeting. Lying helpless, strapped to a body board, I would have felt utterly and inconsolably alone, except for my faith that I lay in the hands of a God who loves me and promises a future beyond death. And over the next few months I felt the sure sense of, as the Quakers had expressed it, being held in the light.


My wife, while working as a hospice chaplain, observed a striking difference in the way that believers and unbelievers face death. Both feel fear, and pain, and grief. But Christians have an almost palpable contribution in the mysterious linkage that comes through prayer. It’s the difference between a hospice visitor saying, ‘I will pray for you – honest, every day’, and someone saying, ‘Good luck. Best wishes.’


I have referred to ‘coincidences’ the day of the accident: my vehicle happening to end its tumble upright (with a broken neck, undoing my seat belt while upside down could have proved fatal), the Mormons happening to take that remote road early Sunday morning, the hospital personnel, my neighbour volunteering to drive Janet to the hospital. Of course, a sceptic could look at the same set of events and say, ‘Wait a minute. What about the accident itself? If God orchestrated these things you call mini-miracles, why couldn’t God have kept you on the road in the first place?’


It’s a good question, I admit, exactly the kind of question that prompted this book in the first place. The subject of prayer will always remain full of mystery. Someone asked me if I wished I had written this book after the accident rather than before. I said, No. I might have been tempted to over-emphasise the ‘happy ending’ aspect of prayer, whereas so many people live with the kind of ongoing struggle that fills this book. I must say, though, that the process of wrestling with the puzzle of prayer for several years served as excellent preparation for what I went through in February 2007, just a few months after its publication. Does prayer make a difference? Even more now than when I wrote this book, I believe it does.




PART 1


Keeping Company with God


For prayer exists, no question about that. It is the peculiarly human response to the fact of this endless mystery of bliss and brutality, impersonal might and lyric intimacy that composes our experience of life.


Patricia Hampl





When a doctoral student at Princeton asked, ‘What is there left in the world for original dissertation research?’ Albert Einstein replied, ‘Find out about prayer. Somebody must find out about prayer.’


Chapter 1


Our Deepest Longing


I chose the wrong time to visit St Petersburg, Russia. I went in November of 2002 just as the city was reconstructing itself to prepare for its three-hundredth birthday the following year. Scaffolding covered every building of note and rubble littered the quaint cobblestone streets, which turned my morning jogging routine into an adventure. I ran in darkness (the sun rose mid-morning at that latitude) with my head down, dodging the workmen’s piles of brick and sand while glancing ahead for the dim gloss that betrayed the presence of ice.


I must have lost concentration one morning, for suddenly I found myself face-down on the street, dazed and shivering. I sat up. I could remember jerking my head sideways as I fell, to avoid a piece of steel rebar protruding from the curb at a wicked angle. I removed my gloves, reached for my right eye, and felt blood. The entire right side of my face was wet with blood. I got up, dusted dirt and flecks of snow from my tracksuit, and felt for more damage. I walked slowly, testing my throbbing knees and elbows. I tasted blood, and a couple of blocks away I realised a front tooth was missing. I returned to search for it in the dark, in vain.


When I reached Nevsky Prospekt, a busy boulevard, I noticed that people were staring at me. Russians rarely look strangers in the eye, so I must have been a sight. I limped to the hotel and talked my way past dubious security guards to get to my room. I knocked on the door and said, ‘Janet, let me in – I’m hurt.’


We had both heard horror stories about medical care in Russia, where you can go in with a surface wound and come out with AIDS or hepatitis. I decided on self-treatment. After raiding the mini-bar for tiny bottles of vodka, we started cleaning the scrapes on my face. My upper lip was split in two. I gritted my teeth, poured the alcohol over the cuts, and scrubbed my face with a packaged refresher-cloth left over from the Lufthansa flight. We taped the lip together tightly with a plaster, hoping it would heal straight. By now the area around my eye had swollen and turned a spectacular purple, but fortunately my sight seemed unimpaired.


I took a few aspirin and rested awhile. Then I went back out to Nevsky Prospekt and looked for an Internet café. I climbed three flights of stairs, used sign language to negotiate the price in rubles, and settled in at a computer terminal. My fingers rested on a strange keyboard and I faced the Cyrillic alphabet onscreen. After ten minutes of false starts, I finally found my way to an AOL screen in English. Ah, connected at last. I typed a message to a few friends and family members. The wireless network kept cutting on and off, and each time I had to find AOL again and retype the message.


The message was simple: a few background details, then ‘We need help. Please pray.’ I didn’t know the extent of my injuries. The next few days I was supposed to speak at a booksellers’ convention in St Petersburg, then go on to Moscow for more speaking assignments. The news banner on AOL was telling me that armed Chechen rebels had just seized a theatre full of patrons and Moscow was under military lockdown. I finished my message and pressed ‘Send’ just as a warning popped up informing me my time was running out.


Is this how prayer works? I wondered as I walked back to the hotel. We send signals from a visible world to an invisible one, in hope that Someone receives them. And how will we know?


Still, for the first time that day I felt the lump of fear and anxiety in my stomach begin to loosen. In a few hours my friends and family, people who cared, would turn on their computers, read my message, and pray on my behalf. I was not alone.1


A Universal Cry


Every faith has some form of prayer. Remote tribes present offerings and then pray for everyday things such as health, food, rain, children and victory in battles. Incas and Aztecs went so far as to sacrifice humans in order to attract the gods’ attention. Five times a day modern Muslims stop whatever they are doing – driving, having a coffee break, playing soccer – when the summons comes to pray.


Even atheists find ways to pray. During the heady days of Communism in Russia, party stalwarts kept a ‘red corner’, placing a portrait of Lenin where Christians used to keep their icons. Caught up in the fervour, Pravda ran this advice to its readers in 1950:


If you meet with difficulties in your work, or suddenly doubt your abilities, think of him – of Stalin – and you will find the confidence you need. If you feel tired in an hour when you should not, think of him – of Stalin – and your work will go well. If you are seeking a correct decision, think of him – of Stalin – and you will find that decision.2


We pray because we want to thank someone or something for the beauties and glories of life, and also because we feel small and helpless and sometimes afraid. We pray for forgiveness, for strength, for contact with the One who is, for assurance that we are not alone. Millions in AA groups pray daily to a Higher Power, begging for help in controlling their addictions. We pray because we can’t help it. The very word ‘prayer’ comes from the Latin root precarius – a linguistic cousin to ‘precarious’. In St Petersburg, Russia, I prayed out of desperation. I had nowhere else to turn.


Prayer is universal because it speaks to some basic human need. As Thomas Merton put it, ‘Prayer is an expression of who we are … We are a living incompleteness. We are a gap, an emptiness that calls for fulfilment.’ In prayer we break silence, and sometimes those words flow out of our deepest parts. I remember in the days after September 11, 2001, saying over and over the prayer, ‘God, bless America.’ ‘Save America’ is what I meant. Save us. Let us live. Give us another chance.


According to Gallup polls, more Americans will pray this week than will exercise, drive a car, have sex, or go to work. Nine in ten of us pray regularly, and three out of four claim to pray every day. To get some idea of the interest in prayer, type ‘prayer’ or ‘pray’ in an Internet search engine like Google and see how many millions of links pop up. Yet behind those impressive numbers lies a conundrum.


When I started exploring the subject of Christian prayer, I first went to libraries and read accounts of some of the great pray-ers in history. George Müller began each day with several hours of prayer, imploring God to meet the practical needs of his orphanage. Bishop Lancelot Andrewes allotted five hours per day to prayer and Charles Simeon rose at 4.00 a.m. to begin his four-hour regimen. An order of nuns known as ‘The Sleepless Ones’ still pray in shifts through every hour of the day and night. Susannah Wesley, a busy mother with no privacy, would sit in a rocking chair with an apron over her head praying for John and Charles and the rest of her brood. Martin Luther, who devoted two to three hours daily to prayer, said we should do it as naturally as a shoemaker makes a shoe and a tailor makes a coat. Jonathan Edwards wrote of the ‘sweet hours’ on the banks of the Hudson River, ‘rapt and swallowed up in God’.


In the next step I interviewed ordinary people about prayer. Typically, the results went like this. Is prayer important to you? Oh, yes. How often do you pray? Every day. Approximately how long? Five minutes – well, maybe seven. Do you find prayer satisfying? Not really. Do you sense the presence of God when you pray? Occasionally, not often. Many of those I talked to experienced prayer more as a burden than as a pleasure. They regarded it as important, even paramount, and felt guilty about their failure, blaming themselves.


A Modern Struggle


When I listened to public prayers in evangelical churches, I heard people telling God what to do, combined with thinly veiled hints on how others should behave. When I listened to prayers in more liberal churches, I heard calls to action, as if prayer were something to get past so we can do the real work of God’s kingdom. Hans Küng’s theological tome On Being A Christian, 702 pages long, did not include a chapter or even an index entry on prayer. When asked later, Küng said he regretted the oversight. He was feeling so harassed by Vatican censors and by publisher’s deadlines that he simply forgot about prayer.


Why does prayer rank so high on surveys of theoretical importance and so low on surveys of actual satisfaction? What accounts for the disparity between Luther and Simeon on their knees for several hours and the modern pray-er fidgeting in a chair after ten minutes?


Everywhere, I encountered the gap between prayer in theory and prayer in practice. In theory prayer is the essential human act, a priceless point of contact with the God of the universe. In practice prayer is often confusing and fraught with frustration. My American publisher conducted a website poll, and of the 678 respondents only 23 felt satisfied with the time they were spending in prayer. That very discrepancy made me want to write this book.


Advances in science and technology no doubt contribute to our confusion about prayer. In former days farmers lifted their heads and appealed to brazen heavens for an end to drought. Now we study low-pressure fronts, dig irrigation canals, and seed clouds with metallic particles. In former days when a child fell ill the parents cried out to God; now they call for an ambulance or phone the doctor.


In much of the world, modern scepticism taints prayer. We breathe in an atmosphere of doubt. Why does God let history lurch on without intervening? What good will prayer do against a nuclear threat, against terrorism and hurricanes and global climate change? To some people prayer seems, as George Buttrick put it, ‘a spasm of words lost in a cosmic indifference’ – and he wrote those words in 1942.


Prosperity may dilute prayer too. In my travels I have noticed that Christians in developing countries spend less time pondering the effectiveness of prayer and more time actually praying. The wealthy rely on talent and resources to solve immediate problems, and insurance policies and retirement plans to secure the future. We can hardly pray with sincerity, ‘Give us this day our daily bread’ when the pantry is stocked with a month’s supply of provisions.


Increasingly, time pressures crowd out the leisurely pace that prayer seems to require. Communication with other people keeps getting shorter and more cryptic: text messages, email, Instant Messaging. We have less and less time for conversation, let alone contemplation. We have the constant sensation of not enough: not enough time, not enough rest, not enough exercise, not enough leisure. Where does God fit into a life that already seems behind schedule?


If we do choose to look inward and bare our souls, therapists and support groups now offer outlets that were once reserved for God alone. Praying to an invisible God does not bring forth the same feedback you would get from a counsellor or from friends who at least nod their heads in sympathy. Is anyone really listening? As Ernestine, the nasal-voiced telephone operator played by comedian Lily Tomlin, used to ask, ‘Have I reached the party to whom I am speaking?’


Prayer is to the sceptic a delusion, a waste of time. To the believer it represents perhaps the most important use of time. As a Christian, I believe the latter. Why, then, must prayer be so problematic? The preacher Martyn Lloyd-Jones summed up the confusion: ‘Of all the activities in which the Christian engages, and which are part of the Christian life, there is surely none which causes so much perplexity, and raises so many problems, as the activity which we call prayer.’


Pilgrim Quest


I write about prayer as a pilgrim, not an expert. I have the same questions that occur to almost everyone at some point. Is God listening? Why should God care about me? If God knows everything, what’s the point of prayer? Why do answers to prayer seem so inconsistent, even capricious? Does a person with many praying friends stand a better chance of physical healing than one who also has cancer but with only a few people praying for her? Why does God sometimes seem close and sometimes faraway? Does prayer change God or change me?


Before beginning this book I mostly avoided the topic of prayer out of guilt and a sense of inferiority. I’m embarrassed to admit that I do not keep a journal, do not see a spiritual director, and do not belong to a regular prayer group. And I readily confess that I tend to view prayer through a sceptic’s lens, obsessing more about unanswered prayers than rejoicing over answered ones. In short, my main qualification for writing about prayer is that I feel unqualified – and genuinely want to learn.


God will find a way to fulfill that deepest longing. The psychiatrist Gerald C. May observed, ‘After twenty years of listening to the yearnings of people’s hearts, I am convinced that human beings have an inborn desire for God. Whether we are consciously religious or not, this desire is our deepest longing and most precious treasure.’ Surely, if we are made in God’s own image, God will find a way of responding to that deepest longing. Prayer is that way.


By journalistic instinct, I asked many other people about prayer: my neighbours, other authors, fellow church members, spiritual mentors, ordinary people. I have included some of their reflections in drop-in boxes scattered throughout the book, as examples of actual down-to-earth encounters with prayer and also as a reminder to myself not to stray far from their questions. I use mostly first names, though some of them are well known in Christian circles, to avoid any kind of hierarchy. When it comes to prayer we are all beginners.


I have not attempted a guide book that details techniques such as fasting, prayer retreats and spiritual direction. I investigate the topic of prayer as a pilgrim, strolling about, staring at the monuments, asking questions, mulling things over, testing the waters. I admit to an imbalance, an overreaction to time spent among Christians who promised too much and pondered too little, and as a result I try to err on the side of honesty and not pretence.


In the process of writing, however, I have come to see prayer as a privilege, not a duty. Like all good things, prayer requires some discipline. Yet I believe that life with God should seem more like friendship than duty. Prayer includes moments of ecstasy and also dullness, mindless distraction and acute concentration, flashes of joy and bouts of irritation. In other words, prayer has features in common with all relationships that matter.


If prayer stands as the place where God and human beings meet, then I must learn about prayer. Most of my struggles in the Christian life circle around the same two themes: why God doesn’t act the way we want God to, and why I don’t act the way God wants me to. Prayer is the precise point where those themes converge.





We must stop setting our sights by the light of each passing ship; instead we must set our course by the stars.
George Marshall


Chapter 2


View from Above


To climb a 14,000-foot mountain in Colorado you need an early start – as in four o’clock in the morning early – but you need to limit coffee intake in order to avoid dehydration. You drive on chassis-slapping, rutted roads in the dark, always alert for wildlife, gaining elevation to somewhere between 9,000 and 10,000 feet, where the hiking trail begins. Then you begin the hike by wending your way through a forest of blue spruce, lodgepole pine and Douglas fir on a trail that feels spongy underfoot from fallen needles. The ground gives off a pungent smell of decay and earth. You walk beside a tumbling creek, silvery white in the pre-dawn moonlight, its burbling the only sound until the birds awake.


Around 11,000 feet the trees thin, giving way to lush meadows carpeted in wildflowers. The sun is rising now, first casting a reddish alpenglow on the mountain tops, then dropping its rays into the basins. Bright clumps of lupine, fireweed, columbine, and Indian paintbrush dapple the open spaces, while plants with more exotic names – monk’s hood, elephant head, bishop’s cap, chiming bells, marsh marigold – cluster near the water’s edge.


You follow the creek up the basin, skirting cliff bands, until a climber’s trail veers off to zigzag up the grassy shoulder of the peak you have chosen to climb. By now your heart is racing like a sprinter’s, and despite the morning chill you feel sweat under your backpack. You take a water break, then head up the steep trail, forcing yourself to gut it out. The dawn chorus of birds has begun, and you are startled by a flash of indigo, bright as fireworks, as a flock of Western bluebirds suddenly catches the sun’s rays.


The high-altitude wildflowers have shrunk into miniature versions of themselves; to really see them, you must stoop to their level, practising what the locals call ‘belly botany’. Marmots, the alpine cousins of woodchucks, waddle to their lookout posts and whistle reports of your progress to their colleagues higher up.


Soon you leave dirt and grass and begin stepping across a boulder field. Chunks of granite the size of wheelbarrows are decorated by lichen in shades of orange, lime-green and yellow. You keep your head down, testing each rock for stability before shifting weight to it. Finally, after an hour of rock-hopping you reach the ridge, a narrow line of ascent you hope will lead you all the way to the summit. You sling the backpack off and stop to catch your breath. You drink more water, eat a snack. The rush of blood pounding in your ears overwhelms all other sounds. Looking back over your route, you feel accomplished. You’ll make the summit, you feel certain.


Down below you see something, a tiny dot just at the edge of the timber line. No, two dots. Animals or merely rocks? One spot moves – can’t be a rock. A marmot? Size is so hard to judge up here. The second dot looks red. Could they be hikers? You glance skyward, searching for signs of the thunderstorms that roll in before noon. If they are hikers, they’re flirting with danger, starting their climb at least three hours late. You watch the ant-crawl progress as the tiny dots edge up the trail.


Then it hits you: from this vantage point, three hours ago you too were a dot like that, a speck of human life on a huge, hulking, weather-creating mountain that has little regard for it. (As a famous climber said, ‘Mountains don’t kill people. They just sit there.’) You feel appropriately small, almost insignificant. You get a tiny, fractional glimpse of what God must see all the time.


One of the psalms describes thunder as the voice of the Lord, who strikes the earth with flashes of lightning. We know, of course, that lightning occurs when a positively charged streamer rushes up from the ground to meet a negative charge at the bottom of a cloud. A hundred times a second lightning strikes somewhere on earth, and I for one do not believe God personally programmes each course. I have, however, been caught in terrifying storms near the summit of a mountain. With my ice axe humming and my scalp tingling, squatting with feet close together so the charge won’t circuit through my body, spaced far enough from my partner to lessen the odds of us both dying, counting the seconds between bolts (‘two seconds … half a mile’) – then, too, I get a glimmer of my true state, a helpless two-legged creature perched on the skin of a molten planet.


I live in daily hope of getting my life under control. At home I left a desk covered with to-do lists: study the manual for my temperamental printer, unclog pine needles in the gutter, unblock the toilet, change snow tyres, check on my sick neighbour. Maybe if I take a day off, I’ll have time … On the mountain one bolt of lightning, splitting a rock on a nearby peak and exploding against my eardrums, exposes any illusion that I am ever in control. I can count on the moment before me, nothing more.


‘Let me know how fleeting is my life,’ prayed one psalmist. A mountain storm thunderously answers that prayer. The priorities of my life crack apart and slide into a new place.


View from Below


I have had hints of another vantage point that even dwarfs the scale of mountains. One night in 1997 I drove to a lake near my home to watch a lunar eclipse. To the east, hanging just over the mountain peaks, the Hale-Bopp comet lit the sky, far brighter than any star. To judge its size I held my two fists at arm’s length, barely covering its luminous, streaming tail. Then I gazed through binoculars at this object that had travelled the breadth of the solar system.


In another corner of the sky, the crescent shadow of earth began crossing the moon, dimming it to an unnatural orangish hue. Mars, closer to earth than it had been in centuries, glowed red above the moon. As the eclipse progressed, all the stars in the sky brightened as if on a rheostat. The Milky Way spilled across the expanse directly above, a broad river of diamond dust. I stood gazing so long that my craned neck grew stiff, and I left only as clouds gathered and snow began to fall, blotting out the celestial view.


I felt appropriately small that night, too. To appreciate the scale, consider that if the Milky Way galaxy were the size of the entire continent of North America, our solar system would fit in a coffee cup. Even now two Voyager spacecrafts are hurtling toward the edge of the solar system at a rate of 100,000 miles per hour. For almost three decades they have been speeding away from earth, approaching a distance of 9 billion miles. When engineers beam a command to the spacecraft at the speed of light, it takes thirteen hours to arrive. Yet this vast neighbourhood of our sun – in truth the size of a coffee cup – fits along with several hundred billion other stars and their minions in the Milky Way, one of perhaps 100 billion such galaxies in the universe. To send a light-speed message to the edge of that universe would take 15 billion years.


‘When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him?’ asked the psalmist. An excellent question, as well as a reminder of a point of view I easily forget. We are, we humans, a mere pinch of dust scattered across the surface of a nondescript planet. At the heart of all reality is God, an unimaginable source of both power and love. In the face of such reality we can grovel in humanoid humility or we can, like the psalmist, look up instead of down, to conclude, ‘O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!’


To explore the mystery of prayer I begin here, recalling the vantage I get from the summit of a mountain looking down or from an observatory looking up. Each provides a mere sliver of a glimpse of reality as God must see it. Like a flash of lightning, prayer exposes for a nanosecond what I would prefer to ignore: my own true state of fragile dependence. The undone tasks accumulating at home, my family and every other relation, temptations, health, plans for the future – all these I bring into that larger reality, God’s sphere, where I find them curiously upended.


Prayer helps correct myopia, calling to mind a perspective I daily forget. I keep reversing roles, thinking of ways in which God should serve me, rather than vice versa. As God fiercely reminded Job, the Lord of the universe has many things to manage, and in the midst of my self-pity I would do well to contemplate for a moment God’s own point of view.


Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation?


Tell me, if you understand.


Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know!


Prayer raises my sight beyond the petty – or, as in Job’s case, dire – circumstances of daily life to afford a glimpse of that lofty perspective. I realise my tininess and God’s vastness, and the true relation of the two. In God’s presence I feel small because I am small.


When, after shrugging aside all his caustic theological queries, God enlightened hapless Job, the poor man crumbled. I’m sorry, Job said, in effect. I had no idea what I was asking. Job did not receive a single answer to his probing questions, a fact that no longer seemed to matter.


[God asked,] ‘Who is this that obscures my counsel without knowledge?’


Surely I spoke of things I did not understand,


things too wonderful for me to know.


Kicking and screaming all the way, I am still learning the lesson of Job. God needs no reminding of the nature of reality, but I do.


The third rock from the sun, our planet, has spun off its theological axis. There was a time, Genesis informs us, when God and Adam walked together in the garden and conversed as friends. Nothing seemed more natural for Adam than to commune with the One who had made him, who gave him creative work, who granted his desire for a companion with the lovely gift of Eve. Then, prayer was as natural as conversation with a colleague, or a lover. At the moment of the Fall, for Adam and for all who succeeded him, God’s presence grew more remote, easier to doubt and even deny.


Every day my vision clouds over so that I perceive nothing but a world of matter. It requires a daily act of will to remember what Paul told the sophisticated crowd in Athens: ‘[God] is not far from each one of us. “For in him we live and move and have our being.”’ For this reason prayer may seem strange, even embarrassing. (How odd, that prayer seems foolish to some people who base their lives on media trends, superstition, instinct, social propriety, or even astrology.)


For most of us, much of the time, prayer brings no certain confirmation we have been heard. We pray in faith that our words somehow cross a bridge between visible and invisible worlds, penetrating a reality of which we have no proof. We enter God’s milieu, the realm of spirit, which seems much less real to us than it did to Adam.


Joining the Stream


Jane, a character in Thornton Wilder’s play Our Town got a letter addressed to her farm, town, county, state, and then, the envelope continued, ‘the United States of America; Continent of North America; Western Hemisphere; the Earth; the Solar System; the Universe; the Mind of God’. Perhaps the Christian should reverse the order. If I started with the mind and will of God, viewing the rest of my life from that point of view, other details would fall into place – or at least fall into a different place.


My home sits in a canyon in the shadow of a large mountain along a stream named Bear Creek. During the spring snow-melt and after heavy rains the stream swells, tumbles frothily over rocks, and acts more like a river than a creek. People have drowned in it. Once I traced the origin of Bear Creek to its very source, atop the mountain. I stood on a snowfield marked by ‘sun cups’, the bowl-shaped indentations that form as snow melts. Underneath I could hear a soft gurgling sound, and at the edge of the snow runnels of water leaked out. These collected into a pool, then a small alpine pond, then spilled over to begin the long journey down the mountain, joining other rivulets to take shape as the creek below my house.


It occurs to me, thinking about prayer, that most of the time I get the direction wrong. I start downstream with my own concerns and bring them to God. I inform God, as if God did not already know. I plead with God, as if hoping to change God’s mind and overcome divine reluctance. Instead, I should start upstream where the flow begins.


When I shift direction, I realise that God already cares about my concerns – my uncle’s cancer, world peace, a broken family, a rebellious teenager – more than I do. Grace, like water, descends to the lowest part. Streams of mercy flow. I begin with God, who bears primary responsibility for what happens on earth, and ask what part I can play in God’s work on earth. ‘Let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!’ cried the prophet. Will I stand by the bank or jump in the stream?


With this new starting point for prayer, my perceptions change. I look at nature and see not only wildflowers and golden aspen trees but the signature of a grand artist. I look at human beings and see not only a ‘poor, bare, forked animal’ but a person of eternal destiny made in God’s image. Thanksgiving and praise surge up as a natural response, not an obligation.


I need the corrective vision of prayer because all day long I will lose sight of God’s perspective. I turn on the television and face a barrage of advertisements assuring me that success and achievement are measured by possessions and physical appearance. Driving into the city, I see a grizzled down-and-out holding up a ‘God bless. Can you help?’ sign by the motorway exit and I avert my eyes. I hear a news report on a dictator in Africa who has just bulldozed entire neighbourhoods of squatter homes in an Operation to Drive Out the Trash, leaving 700,000 people homeless. The world obscures the view from above.


Prayer, and only prayer, restores my vision to one that more resembles God’s. I awake from blindness to see that wealth lurks as a terrible danger, not a goal worth striving for; that value depends not on race or status but on the image of God a person bears; that no amount of effort to improve physical beauty has much relevance for the world beyond.


Alexander Schmemann, the late priest who led a reform movement in Russian Orthodoxy, tells of a time when he was travelling on the underground in Paris, France, with his fiancée. At one stop an old and ugly woman dressed in the uniform of the Salvation Army got on and found a seat nearby. The two lovers whispered to each other in Russian about how repulsive she looked. A few stops later the woman stood to get off. As she passed them she said in perfect Russian, ‘I wasn’t always ugly.’ That woman was an angel of God, Schmemann used to tell his students. She opened his eyes, searing his vision in a way he would never forget.


A Habit of Attention


‘Be still and know that I am God.’ I read in this familiar verse from Psalms two commands of equal importance. First, I must be still, something that modern life conspires against. Ten years ago I responded to letters within a couple of weeks and kept my correspondents happy. Five years ago I faxed a response in a couple of days and they seemed content. Now they want email responses the same day and berate me for not using Instant Messaging or a mobile phone.1


Mystery, awareness of another world, an emphasis on being rather than doing, even a few moments of quiet do not come naturally to me in this hectic, buzzing world. I must carve out time and allow God to nourish my inner life.


On a walking pilgrimage to Assisi in Italy the writer Patricia Hampl began to make a list in answer to the question, what is prayer? She wrote down a few words. Praise. Gratitude. Begging/pleading/cutting deals. Fruitless whining and puling. Focus. And then the list broke off, for she discovered that prayer only seems like an act of language: ‘fundamentally it is a position, a placement of oneself.’ She went on to discover that, ‘Prayer as focus is not a way of limiting what can be seen; it is a habit of attention brought to bear on all that is.’


Ah, a habit of attention. Be still. In that focus, all else comes into focus. In that rift in my routine, the universe falls into alignment.


Stillness prepares me for the second command: ‘know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth.’ Only through prayer can I believe that truth in the midst of a world that colludes to suppress, not exalt, God.


In testimony given before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission hearings in South Africa, one black man told of crying out to God as the white officers attached electrodes to his body after beating him with truncheons. They laughed in his face: ‘We are God here,’ jeered one of the guards. The Commission hearings bared the delusion of that brash claim, for the guards, stripped of all power, now sat in a defendants’ box with heads bowed as their accusers paraded before them. They had been dethroned.


Psalm 2 depicts God laughing in the heavens, scoffing at the kings and rulers arrayed in revolt. For the South African prisoner, or a pastor harassed in China, or believers persecuted in North Korea, it requires a great leap to attain that sublime faith, to believe that God is indeed exalted among the nations.2 I think of Paul singing in a Philippian jail and of Jesus correcting Pilate with the plain truth, ‘You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above.’ Even at that moment of crisis, Jesus had the long view, the view from a time antedating the solar system.


‘Be still and know that I am God’: the Latin imperative for ‘be still’ is vacate. As Simon Tugwell explains, ‘God invites us to take a holiday [vacation], to stop being God for a while, and let him be God.’ Too often we think of prayer as a serious chore, something that must be scheduled around other appointments, shoe-horned in among other pressing activities. We miss the point, says Tugwell: ‘God is inviting us to take a break, to play truant. We can stop doing all those important things we have to do in our capacity as God, and leave it to him to be God.’ Prayer allows me to admit my failures, weaknesses, and limitations to One who responds to human vulnerability with infinite mercy.


To let God be God, of course, means climbing down from my own executive chair of control. I must ‘uncreate’ the world I have so carefully fashioned to further my ends and advance my cause. Adam and Eve, the builders of Babel, Nebuchadnezzar, the South African guards, not to mention all who struggle with addictions or even ego, know well what is at stake. If original sin traces back to two people striving to become like God, the first step in prayer is to acknowledge or ‘remember’ God – to restore the truth of the universe. ‘That man may know he dwells not in his own,’ said Milton.


Aliens


For several years I have tried to help a Japanese family, the Yokotas, in their desperate search for justice. In 1977 their thirteen-year-old daughter Megumi vanished on her way home from badminton practice after school. Police dogs tracked her scent to a nearby beach, but the distraught Yokotas had no clues that might explain their daughter’s sudden disappearance.


Sixteen years later, long after the Yokotas had resigned themselves to Megumi’s death, a North Korean defector made a stunning claim: a Japanese woman named Megumi, who played badminton, was living in North Korea at a training institute for intelligence agents. Scores of Japanese, he said, had been kidnapped and forced to teach Korean spies the Japanese language and culture. He provided heart-rending details of Megumi’s abduction: agents had seized her, wrapped her in a straw mat and rowed her to a waiting spy ship, where she had spent the night scratching against the hold with bloody fingers, crying ‘Mother!’


For years North Korea dismissed all such reports as fabrications. But in the face of mounting pressure, Kim Jung Il himself, the ‘Dear Leader’ of North Korea, at long last admitted to the abduction of thirteen Japanese, including Megumi. Five returned to Japan, but North Koreans insisted the other eight had died, including Megumi who, they said, in 1993 had used a kimono to hang herself. Much information supplied by North Korea proved false, however, and the Yokotas refused to believe the reports of their daughter’s death. All over Japan, prayer groups sprang up to support the abductees. Mrs Yokota travelled across the globe in her quest for justice, becoming in the process one of the most familiar faces in the Japanese media.


In 2004, twenty-seven years after the abduction, the North Koreans gave Megumi’s parents three photos of their daughter. The most poignant, taken just after her capture, shows her at age thirteen still in her Japanese schoolgirl’s uniform, looking unbearably forlorn. ‘We couldn’t help crying when we saw the picture,’ her mother tearfully told reporters. Two other photos showed her as an adult, a woman in her thirties standing outdoors in a winter coat.


The Yokotas fondled the photos over and over, finding some solace in the fact that the later photos showed their daughter looking healthy and reasonably well-cared-for. They tried to imagine Megumi’s life. Had she met with other abductees and conversed with them to keep from forgetting her mother tongue? What had helped her remember who she was: not an immigrant to North Korea but a Japanese taken captive against her will? Had she tried to sneak a message back to them? Attempted an escape? What memories did she retain of her life in Japan, life as their daughter? How many times had Megumi looked toward the island of Japan and scoured newspapers in search of clues of her former home?


On a trip to Asia in 2004, I was asked to speak to the combined prayer groups in Tokyo. I agonised over what I might say to bring comfort to the family and concerned friends. I turned to the Bible in search of anything that might relate to the Yokotas’ predicament, and made a list of characters who had served God in foreign lands: Abram departing for a new homeland that included Sodom and Gomorrah; Joseph abducted, presumed dead, then rising to prominence in Egypt; Daniel and other prophets serving enemy administrations in Babylon (Iraq) and then Persia (Iran); Esther risking her life to preserve her compatriots in Persia; Paul taking the gospel to Rome in chains, forerunner of a host of missionaries who would encounter resistance from foreign cultures, including many early martyrs in Japan itself.


All these, like Megumi, must have struggled to retain a memory of who they were: aliens swept into a new and strange culture. The prophet Daniel defied a tyrant’s orders by opening his window and praying three times a day toward his home city of Jerusalem. For him, for the other believers living in foreign lands, and perhaps for Megumi as well, prayer was the main reminder of a reality contradicted by all surroundings. A channel of faith, it served to restore the truth belied by everything around them.


For us, too, prayer can be that channel. We live on a broken planet, fallen far from God’s original intent. It takes effort to remember who we are, God’s creation, and faith to imagine what we someday will be, God’s triumph.


Why pray? I have asked this question almost every day of my Christian life, especially when God’s presence seems faraway and I wonder if prayer is a pious form of talking to myself. I have asked it when I read theology, wondering what use there may be in repeating what God must surely know. My conclusions will unfold only gradually, but I begin here because prayer has become for me much more than a shopping list of requests to present to God. It has become a re-alignment of everything. I pray to restore the truth of the universe, to gain a glimpse of the world, and of me, through the eyes of God.


In prayer I shift my point of view away from my own selfishness. I climb above the timber line and look down at the speck that is myself. I gaze at the stars and recall what role I or any of us play in a universe beyond comprehension. Prayer is the act of seeing reality from God’s point of view.





The Peace of Wild Things


When despair grows in me


and I wake in the middle of the night at the least sound


in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,


I go and lie down where the wood drake


rests in his beauty on the water,


and the great heron feeds. I come into the peace of wild things


who do not tax their lives with forethought


of grief. I come into the presence of still water.


And I feel above me the day-blind stars


waiting with their light. For a time


I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.


Wendell Berry, from Collected Poems









Bless You, Child


How well I remember my first real prayer. A youth leader was explaining to my friend Udo how to become a Christian. ‘Let’s kneel down right now,’ he said. ‘What about you, Reiner? Do you want to become a Christian too?’ Without thinking I said yes, and prayed as he instructed us. It was an unforgettable experience that changed me forever. I looked up at the stars in the sky and felt connected to the universe. At age twelve, I had found my place, a whole new identity.


A few minutes later I came back down to earth as my mother yelled at me for coming home so late. I tried to explain, but she could not understand. For her, prayers were the formal recitations you heard at church, nothing so personal. For three days I did not eat. ‘All you do is think about God,’ Mother complained. She was right.


Shy and introverted, I learned to pray aloud by listening to others, learning their phrases, figuring out when to jump in and when to stay silent. Prayer seemed a kind of social skill. Oddly enough, it came easier when I travelled from Germany to the USA to study. Praying in my new language, English, forced me to be more aware and authentic. I couldn’t fall back on old patterns and familiar phrases.


Eventually I became a pastor. As I listened to people pour out their heartaches and human problems, I would try to respond with comfort. Sometimes I had the feeling that the words I spoke to them at such a moment became a prayer. I realised that more than two of us were present.


I also became a father, with a daughter and a son. As they slept, I would step into their rooms, make the sign of the cross over them, and pray for their future. A parent has such little control. You have to fall back on God.


My son has epilepsy. His first grand mal seizure terrified me. We called for an ambulance, and I held him in my arms as his head shook from side to side, stroking his forehead, trying to say calming words while inside I felt the opposite of calm. Consciously I tried to pour my spirit into his, to take on his pain. I doubt I’ve ever felt closer to my son than during that first seizure when I held him – both of us so helpless, so afraid.


Prayer for me has become a form of blessing. Bless you, I would say to the parishioners who laid bare their stories. Bless you, child, I would say over my daughter’s crib. Bless you, I would say while holding my convulsing son. I want to be a conduit of God’s blessing to others. I want to feel that blessing for myself, in prayer.


Sometimes I rest, relaxed in God’s love. Sometimes I thrash and tremble, like my son during a seizure.


Reiner








The prayer preceding all prayers is ‘May it be the real I who speaks. May it be the real Thou that I speak to.’


C.S. Lewis


Chapter 3


Just As We Are


Sometimes I wonder if the words I use are the least important part of prayer. Who am I? And who is God? If I can answer those two questions, the words I pray recede. Prayer invites me to lower defences and present the self that no other person fully knows to a God who already knows.


A few years ago I received a letter from a reader I’ll call Mark. He began, ‘I have suffered from a very serious emotional condition all of my adult life – borderline personality disorder – with the attendant depression, extreme anxiety and debilitating physical symptoms. In way of explanation, and not blame, during the first years of my life I was the subject of very serious sexual and emotional abuse at the hands of my mother. Enough said on that.’


He went on to say that accounts in my books of inspiring people only made him feel worse about himself.


I suppose my question is: what is the heavenly reward for those of us who are not labouring in God’s fields in the inner city? Or who struggle daily with pornography, where a major breakthrough is a day not on the Internet. Or who at the height of our recovery may have maybe 10 per cent of the moral character of the average unbeliever. Does one have to be a healthy Christian servant to receive God’s grace?


The gospel offers sure comfort to a troubled person like Mark. I replied to him that God’s grace flows like water, steadily downward to the lowest part. Indeed, how could we experience grace at all except through our defects? In Jesus’ day tax collectors, prostitutes and unclean persons reached out their hands to receive God’s grace while religious professionals closed theirs into tight fists. In receiving a free gift, having open hands is the only requirement.


Long after my reply, however, Mark’s letter kept coming to mind. I had quoted to him King David’s words, ‘a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise’, and there are certainly times when I fall back on that assurance. Not everyone suffers from borderline personality disorder, however; not everyone lives with chronic self-doubt. Must we always wallow in failure before God? What is the natural state we all share in approaching God? And how can we assure that ‘the real I’ is praying?


Guilty


Advice books on prayer emphasise the act of confession. Some people come readily to the point of self-abasement, feeling what one author called ‘a desire to lay my personality at someone’s feet as a puppy deposits a slobbery ball’. I meet people like Mark who yearn for the healing balm of grace. With delight I point them to the tender mercies of Jesus, who turned away no one, who embraced the hungry and thirsty and those who mourn – in other words, the desperate.


Other people, and I stand at the head of this line, find it a painful process to be stripped of illusion, to let the searing light of God’s truth reveal who we really are. What makes confession so necessary? For perspective I recall the view from the mountain ridge looking down at the tiny specks far below, let alone the view of planet earth from the other side of Andromeda. I begin with confession not in order to feel miserable, rather to call to mind a reality I often ignore. When I acknowledge where I stand before a perfect God, it restores the true state of the universe. Confession simply establishes the proper ground rules of creatures relating to their creator. The well-known pastor Haddon Robinson begins almost every sermon with the same brief confession: ‘God, if these people knew about me what you know about me, they wouldn’t listen to a word I said.’


Besides being good theology, confession makes for good psychology.1 Prayer, after all, is the currency of a relationship. Like many husbands, I had to learn in my marriage that repressed issues do not go away. Just the opposite. I would bring up a minor hurt or misunderstanding that had occurred several weeks or even months before, only to find it was no longer minor. In relationships, as in the physical body, a thorn close to the surface may work itself out, but an internal infection, buried deep and disregarded, will threaten health and even life.


When Jesus cut through the carapace of the Pharisees, some of the most religious people of his day, they wanted to do away with him. Truth hurts. Yet I cannot receive healing unless I accept God’s diagnosis of my wounded state. God already knows who we are; we are the ones who must find a way to come to terms with our true selves. Psalm 139 cries out, ‘Search me, O God … See if there is any offensive way in me’. In order to overcome self-deception, I need God’s all-knowing help in rooting out hidden offences like selfishness, pride, deceit, lack of compassion.


Whenever I get depressed by a lack of spiritual progress, I realise that my very dismay is a sign of progress. I have the sense of slipping further from God mainly because I have a clearer idea of what God desires and how far short I fall. And that is why I could reply to Mark with words of hope. Like a recovering alcoholic, out of weakness and near-despair he had stumbled into the very state most amenable to God’s grace and healing. Mark need not go through the painful stages required in humbling himself, for the circumstances of his life had already accomplished just that.


Walter Wangerin Jr tells of a time early in his marriage when he had committed some wrong against his wife Thanne. Even though he was studying in seminary in hopes of becoming a pastor, he had always avoided praying aloud with her. It seemed too intimate, too personal an act. This time, with a riptide of guilt sweeping away his shyness, he agreed. They lay for a while side by side in bed, each waiting for the other to start. Walt began with a hymn-like, formal prayer in the style he had learned in seminary. After a silence, he heard Thanne’s simple, clear voice speaking humbly and conversationally to God about him, her husband. Listening to her, he began to weep. The guilt dissolved, and he learned that the humbling was no end in itself, but a necessary step to the healing.


Jesus warned his disciples not to pray like hypocrites, who love to perform in public; instead, they should go into a closet and pray to the Father, who alone sees what is done in secret. His instructions have puzzled some commentators, who note that the one-room houses of Jesus’ day, probably including his own, had no closets. Jesus must have been using a figure of speech, suggesting that we construct an imaginary room, a sanctuary of the soul, that fosters complete honesty before God. Though I need not find a literal closet, somehow I must ensure that my prayers are heartfelt and not a performance. That happens most conveniently in a closed room, but it may happen also in a church full of other people, or sitting with an elderly parent in a nursing home, or lying next to a spouse in bed.


Helpless


Norwegian theologian Ole Hallesby settled on the single word ‘helplessness’ as the best summary of the heart attitude that God accepts as prayer. ‘Whether it takes the form of words or not, does not mean anything to God, only to ourselves,’ he adds. ‘Only he who is helpless can truly pray.’


What a stumbling-block! Almost from birth we aspire to self-reliance. Adults celebrate it as a triumph whenever children learn to do something on their own: go to the bathroom, get dressed, brush teeth, tie shoelaces, ride a bike, walk to school. When the child stubbornly insists, ‘I do it myself!’ the parent takes secret pride in that independent spirit even when the child proceeds to make a mess of the task.


As adults, we like to pay our own way, live in our own houses, make our own decisions, rely on no outside help. We look down upon those who live off welfare or charity. Faced with an unexpected challenge, we seek out ‘self-help’ books. All the while we are systematically sealing off the heart attitude most desirable to God and most descriptive of our true state in the universe. ‘Apart from me you can do nothing,’ Jesus told his disciples, a plain fact that we conspire to deny.


The truth, of course, is that I am not self-reliant. As a first-grade student I hated having the teacher stand over me to correct my reading mistakes; I wanted to ‘do it myself’! But had the teacher not assumed her proper role, I may never have learned to read books, much less write them. As an adult I rely on public utilities to bring me electricity and fuel, vehicle manufacturers to provide me transportation, farmers to feed me, pastors and mentors to nourish me spiritually. I live in a web of dependence, at the centre of which is God in whom all things hold together.


Prayer forces me to catch sight of this my true state. In Henri Nouwen’s words, ‘To pray is to walk in the full light of God, and to say simply, without holding back, “I am human and you are God.” At that moment, conversion occurs, the restoration of the true relationship. A human being is not someone who once in a while makes a mistake, and God is not someone who now and then forgives. No, human beings are sinners and God is love.’


Most parents feel a pang when the child outgrows dependence, even while knowing the growth to be healthy and normal. With God, the rules change. I never outgrow dependence, and to the extent I think I do, I delude myself. Asking for help lies at the root of prayer: the Lord’s Prayer itself consists of a string of such requests. Prayer is a declaration of dependence upon God.


A character in one of Henry Adams’s novels cries out in frustration, ‘Why must the church always appeal to my weakness and never to my strength!’ I can think of several reasons. In a world that glorifies success, an admission of weakness disarms pride at the same time that it prepares us to receive grace. Meanwhile, the very weakness that drives us to pray becomes an invitation for God to respond with compassion and power.


The Lord upholds all those who fall


and lifts up all who are bowed down. (Psalm 145:14)


In the presence of the Great Physician, my most appropriate contribution may be my wounds.


Humble


In words that apply directly to prayer, Peter says, ‘“God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.’ Note the progression: humility, the step down, makes possible God’s lifting us up. By trying to be strong, I may even block God’s power.


Jesus’ story of the Pharisee and the tax collector draws a sharp contrast between a prayer of pious superiority, which God rejects, and a prayer of desperation – ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner’ – which God welcomes. Jesus drew this conclusion to his story: ‘For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.’


For a time I did not appreciate humility, which I confused with negative self-image. Humble Christians seemed to grovel, parrying compliments with an ‘It’s not me, it’s the Lord’ attitude. Since then, however, I have seen true humility at work in the people I most admire. For them humility is an ongoing choice to credit God, not themselves, for their natural gifts and then to use those gifts in God’s service.


My first employer, Harold Myra, showed humility in the kind and patient way he treated me, a young writer still wet behind the ears. He never made an editorial change without painstakingly convincing me that the change would actually improve my work. He saw as his mission not just to improve words but to improve writers, and he could do so only by walking me through the steps that led to the editing he proposed.


Other heroes of mine exercised humility by finding a group overlooked and under-served. I think of Dr Paul Brand, a promising young British physician who volunteered in India as the first orthopaedic surgeon to work with leprosy patients, many of them from the Untouchable caste. Or of Henri Nouwen, professor at Yale and Harvard, who left those universities to become a chaplain among people having a fraction of the Ivy League students’ IQs: the mentally handicapped at l’Arche homes in France and Canada. As I got to know both of these men, they demonstrated how downward mobility can lead to the success that matters most.


All of America watched how President Jimmy Carter handled the humiliation of losing an election and the subsequent shunning by his own party. Once the most powerful person in the world, he decided against golf and the talk-show circuit and devoted his retirement to such causes as helping the poor in Africa and building houses for Habitat for Humanity.


The cultures of ancient Greece and Rome did not favour humility, admiring instead the values of accomplishment and self-reliance. Likewise today, a modern celebrity culture shines the spotlight on a billionaire who takes delight in firing people, as well as on supermodels, strutting rap musicians, and boastful athletes. As theologian Daniel Hawk puts it, ‘The basic human problem is that everyone believes that there is a God and I am it.’ We need a strong corrective, and for me prayer offers that very corrective.


Why value humility in our approach to God? Because it accurately reflects the truth. Most of what I am – my nationality and mother tongue, my race, my looks and body shape, my intelligence, the century in which I was born, the fact that I am still alive and relatively healthy – I had little or no control over. On a larger scale, I cannot affect the rotation of planet earth, or the orbit that maintains a proper distance from the sun so that we neither freeze nor roast, or the gravitational forces that somehow keep our spinning galaxy in exquisite balance. There is a God and I am not it.


Humility does not mean I grovel before God, like the Asian court officials who used to wriggle along the ground like worms in the presence of their emperor. It means, rather, that in the presence of God I gain a glimpse of my true state in the universe, which exposes my smallness at the same time it reveals God’s greatness.


Doubting


In one of his briefest parables, Jesus described a man searching for treasure in a field. All too often I focus on the hiddenness of the treasure and the work required to dig it out. Much of Christian belief seems obscured: God hidden in a baby in a manger, and also in sacred words composed mainly by Jews throughout their tortured history, and then most improbably in the Church, an institution no more holy or supernatural than, well, myself.


I keep digging, searching for ways to explain a doctrine like the Trinity so that Jewish and Muslim friends can even comprehend it. I question the cost of God’s slow plan of redemption and re-creation: Can it really be worth all that pain, including God’s own? Why would God mount a rescue plan for the human species but not the fallen angels? And will my few decades’ sojourn on this planet truly determine how I will spend eternity?
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